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Abstract

An expectation of the transformation of the religious self, whether that is in the form of
conversion from non-believer to believer or from ‘inherited’ childhood faith to the
‘individualised’ faith of adulthood, is central to evangelical Christianity. This thesis, based on
12 months of ethnographic fieldwork in an evangelical youth group in London, investigates
the practices utilised within church contexts to bring about this transformation and how
these are experienced and interpreted by the young people themselves. Drawing on theories
of ritual from the work of Arnold van Gennep and Victor Turner, the thesis argues that this
period of formation can be understood as one of sustained liminality. This liminality, enabled
through spatial and structural separation from adult evangelicalism, fosters a subject that is
fundamentally communal in orientation and comfortably uncertain as evangelical young
people explore and question the nature of faith alongside their peers. While the structures
and practices of the group differ considerably from those seen in the adult context in the
same church — and from mainstream adult evangelical services in general — through
interviews with the young people this thesis demonstrates that these are not merely
incidental parts of their group activity but are highly formative in their faith and their
expectations of collective religiosity. Examining also the experiences of those who have since
left the group, the thesis argues that the absence of a ceremonial marker for the end of this
rite of passage — with the young people leaving the group at the age of 18 in line with their
academic year-group — risks leaving young evangelical adults in a state of prolonged
liminality. This thesis therefore argues not only that we take seriously the nature and
existence of young people within the study of evangelicalism beyond their place as ‘future
adults’, but also questions the readiness of mainstream adult evangelical spaces to
accommodate these liminal religious subjects. This research therefore contributes to the
wider study of evangelicalism as well as debates within the field of religion and youth,
offering important ethnographic insights into evangelical adolescence, but also
conversations in sociology of youth outside of religion by proposing a model of

understanding and applying rites of passage outside of traditional contexts.
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Introduction

Fostering Transformation

Over a coffee on the third floor of Cecil Place in October 2018, less than a month after St
Aidan’s church officially made the converted office block their new home, David reflected on
the ultimate goal of his vocation. David had been the youth pastor at the church for a little
over three years, overseeing the activities targeted towards those aged 11-18, many (but not
all) of whom had grown up attending St Aidan’s with their parents since early childhood. |
had been involved in the youth work! with David for nearly a year and was approaching the
end of my fieldwork as we sat down in one of the rooms that was dedicated to the youth
activities. Youth ministry, David told me, was primarily about “creating an environment in
which young people encounter God”, and, as a result of these encounters, “lives being
transformed”. Making these encounters possible for young people involved a range of
approaches and priorities that differed from the adult environment, intended to address the
particular needs and concerns of this age group — with the ongoing desire for independence
and quest for self-understanding central to this. Yet if these practices were desiring both
present encounter and lifelong transformation, the question emerges — what form should
this transformation take? What, in other words, would David want a young person at St
Aidan’s to look like once they leave the group at 18? In answer to this question, David told

me:

| think the idea of what the ideal graduate from our youth ministry looks
like, it would be somebody who is very, has established Christianity as
their own; is mature in their faith to the point that we've walked a path
with them; they understand what faith looks like in practicality within
their lives; they're prepared for what lies ahead and in university; and
they will engage by, there won't be kind of like this follow-up of, the

church like just sit around the church will come to you, but Christianity

1 As this research focuses solely on a church-based Christian youth work context, in this thesis | will
be using the terms ‘youth work’ and ‘youth ministry’ interchangeably. It is important to note,
however, that there are distinctions between these terms when applied more broadly. Sylvia Collins-
Mayo et al (2010: 23-4) explain that youth work is ‘seen more broadly as educative, not overtly
Christian, community focused and with a mission agenda at the social action end of the spectrum’,
while youth ministry is ‘work with young people who are already part of the Church and incorporates
evangelism and discipleship’. This will be explored further later in the Introduction.
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and their desire to know it and worship God is so ingrained in their
identity that they will seek out a church, and they will try a number of
churches until they find one that they can feel at home in, that that
community that we've established is so pivotal to how they kind of
function and how they identify themselves — they are Christian that's
who they are, they're children of God, it's not a part of what they do, it
is who they are. | think that would be the ideal situation and we've seen

quite a bit of that.

By the time the young people of St Aidan’s left their youth set up at the age of 18 and stepped
into the adult world, whether they remained in St Aidan’s or (more frequently) headed off to
university, David had a clear vision for their individual faith. But this is evidently not the
automatic faith position of every British 18-year-old — even among those who enter their
early adolescence filled with religious vigour. This thesis explores the processes that David
and St Aidan’s put into place in order to foster this ‘ideal graduate’, and the experiences of
those young people who were going through the life-forming period in this environment. Yet
these young people were not simply future-adults or potential-adherents, but were
individuals exploring and navigating their religious subjectivities in the context of their
everyday lives of the present, unable and unwilling to see themselves exclusively in future-
terms. As a result, this thesis also explores young evangelicals — or yet-to-be evangelicals, or
soon-to-be-former evangelicals, or never-to-be evangelicals — as they interacted with the
group and its members, as well as the rest of their lives as adolescents in the 215 Century

Britain.

Dedicated youth ministry is a common feature of churches across Britain — or at least among
those with the young people to require it and the resources to provide it.? Often aligning
with the separation of adults from children that we see in wider society, these groups will
frequently exist without much question. Yet it is not a legal requirement to separate young

people in this way, and nor is there any explicit biblical demand for this to be the case —

2 Christian youth work takes place at churches of many different sizes, but often these are working
with very few young people. Recent figures from the Church of England suggest that less than 7% of
Anglican churches have more than 25 children and young people aged 0-16, while 68% have fewer
than 5 (Dale and Male 2020: 2). Interestingly, it was also found that evangelical churches were
considerably more likely to contain more young people, with 55% of churches with over 25 under-16s
and 75% of those with over 100 being classed as evangelical (Church of England Evangelism and
Discipleship Team 2020: 29).

12



indeed, there are growing (yet still minority) calls for an increased focus on intergenerational
worship from churches.? The purely pragmatic also does not explain this — many churches
could comfortably seat the young people alongside the adult congregation during services.
Why, therefore, are these groups assumed to be so necessary to the extent that in some
churches the youth worker may be the only full-time paid member of staff? Before looking
into the particular practices exhibited at St Aidan’s and the experiences of the young people
involved, this introduction will explore the fears and philosophies that underlie the desire to
provide dedicated communities for this age range in the evangelical community.
Fundamentally, | shall show, this is a concern over the nature and success of individual
evangelical faith formation, viewed as essential both for the individual soul and for the long-
term survival of the church. As seen in the quote from David above, the institutional desire
is that by the age of 18 the young person is ready to enter into evangelical adulthood having
experienced transformational and authentic conversion. This introduction will therefore
explore these concepts and how they have been understood in previous studies of

evangelicalism, before outlining the rest of the thesis.

Socialisation and Religious Survival

Fear of Failing the Future

The concerns of leaders at St Aidan’s to develop their faith in the lives of children and young
people was neither unique among churches nor unfounded sociologically. Evidence from
large scale studies continues to show that religious affiliation in Britain (and across the
Western world) is diminishing, and included within this is a struggle to transmit religious
traditions and identities across generations. In January 2018, The Barna Group, an
evangelical Christian research centre, released their latest data looking into the religious
identity of “Generation Z” — defined by Barna as those born between 1999 and 2015 —in the
United States.* Describing them as ‘the first truly “post-Christian” generation’, Barna (2018)

found that ‘the percentage of teens who identify as such is double that of the general

3 See, for example, Holly Catterton Allen and Christine Lawton Ross (2012) and Catterton Allen (ed.)
(2018).

4 The precise birthdates of ‘Generation Z’/’Post-Millennials’ have been disputed and vary widely
between different researchers, but generally the term refers to those born from the mid/late-1990s
to mid-2000s or early 2010s — including the age group upon which | intend to focus, aged between 16
and 18 in 2017-18.
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population’. Across the Atlantic, the situation appears similar. Sylvia Collins-Mayo et al
(2010: x) have suggested that in Britain, Generation Y — those born during the 1980s and
1990s — have ‘had less contact with the Church than any previous generation in living
memory'. More concerning still for Christian organisations concerned with their long-term
institutional numerical preservation is Stephen Bullivant’s (2017: 13) analysis of the 2015
British Social Attitudes Survey and the 2014 European Social Survey which shows that ‘[f]or
every twenty-six former Christians who now identify with No religion, there is only one
former None [an individual who identifies as ‘No Religion’] who now identifies with a
Christian label of some kind’. Of current ‘Nones’ in Britain, Bullivant (2017: 12) found, over
60% were ‘nonverts’ — those raised in religious backgrounds but who shifted their religious
identity at some stage later in life. This trend appears to be continuing. Data from the 2018
British Social Attitudes Survey shows that just over one-third of the population now consider
themselves Christian (down from two-thirds 35 years ago), with ‘unaffiliated young people’
being understood as the primary cause of this decline — among 18-24 year olds, only 1%
consider themselves affiliated with Anglicanism, compared to a third of over 75s (Voas and
Bruce 2019: 20-22). The authors of the report are in no doubt about the cause of this decline:
‘people tend to be less religious than their parents, and on average their children are even
less religious than they are’ (Voas and Bruce 2019: 21). Younger generations appear to be
increasingly and consistently less likely to identify as religious than their elders, with limited
likelihood of reversion. Anglican church attendance corroborates this, with the number of
under-16s regularly attending decreasing by 20% between 2014 and 2018, from an average
of 8 per congregation to 6 (Church of England Evangelism and Discipleship Team 2020: 3).°
Survey data such as these can never tell the complete story, and there is a vast range of
factors at play that might determine whether an individual aligns with a particular faith
identity, but these are concerning signs for religious — and in particular, Christian —

institutions on both sides of the Atlantic.

Children and young people inadvertently find themselves at the centre of this wider religious
‘crisis’, understood as both innocent souls in need of guidance towards the divine and as

holding the future of the wider faith within their hands, something that can provoke both

5 It should be noted that while still in decline, the figures in London are less concerning than the
national picture. The study found that London had both a larger initial average attendance and a less
drastic decline, dropping from 20 to 19 across the four-year period (Church of England Evangelism and
Discipleship Team 2020: 12)
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hope and anxiety in adults. Anna Strhan (2019: 2) argues that in the evangelical contexts in
which she was working, children ‘powerfully embody the future for adults, representing the
possible futures or non-futures of a particular religious culture, and their involvement or
non-involvement in religion can therefore provoke anxiety’. Kenda Creasy Dean (2010: 4) —
a youth minister and Methodist pastor — in her analysis of the extensive National Study of
Youth Religion (NSYR) in the United States, laments that the findings reveal not only a
lukewarm perspective of faith among young people but a ‘theological fault line running
underneath American churches: an adherence to a do-good, feel-good spirituality that has
little to do with the Triune God of Christian tradition and even less to do with loving Jesus
Christ enough to follow him into the world’. The faith of adolescents for Dean (2010: 6)
serves as a barometer for the health of the wider church, and the NSYR shows that adults
are failing in their duty of faith formation. For Dean, these results thus instigate fear not only
for the ‘future’ of the church but also for the present health of the adult American church.
Robert Orsi (2005:77) points to the urgency and fear with which the Catholic adults he was
studying contemplated the important task of passing their ‘religious beliefs and values onto
their children’, concerned both for their children’s current state and for their future. As a
result, adults organise classes and Sunday school programs, after-school lessons and specific
rituals for children, so as to ensure that they ‘will not be bereft and alienated on the deepest
levels; in the story that adults tell about this exchange, children need religion for their own
benefit’ (Orsi 2005:77). Beyond this, however, there is a deeper fear. Children ‘represent the
future of the faith... at stake are the very existence, duration, and durability of the religious
world... On no other occasion except perhaps in times of physical pain and loss is the fictive
quality of religion — the fact that religious meanings are made and sustained by humans —so
intimately and unavoidably apprehended as when adults attempt to realize the

meaningfulness of their religious worlds in their children’ (Orsi 2005:77).

Beyond the concern for the individual soul of the child or young person, therefore, this is a
fear that is felt not only by individuals or parents but also by institutions. Strhan (2019: 206)
notes that despite their contrasting approaches on many issues, two of the churches in her
study — one ‘open’ evangelical, the other ‘conservative’ — emphasised the importance of
working with children for the future of the church by using the exact same apocalyptic
phrase: “one generation from extinction”. While dedicated Christian groups for young
people date back at least as far as the nineteenth century — with Sunday Schools for children
found even earlier (Ward 1996: 24) — every new generation poses a new challenge to

religious groups and institutions. Naomi Thompson (2018: 97) points to the 1970s as a key
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moment in which the priority of churches shifted from one of engagement with young
people outside of the church community (‘outreach’) towards one of focusing on retaining
those already involved (‘nurture’), following a 'near-fatal decline in Sunday School
attendance'. Concerns over secularisation have been inescapable since. Contemporary fears
of increased generational decline in belief and affiliation define the current approach to
Christian youth work, with churches and Christian organisations seeking to reproduce their
reality in the lives of these children and young people in order to ensure both their individual
religious future but also the institutional survival into the future. This is an aspect that feels
all the more pressing alongside statistics that appear to indicate the broader numerical
decline of organised religion. This was evident in a comment made in response to data
showing the increased and rapid decline of under-16s in Anglican churches: ‘The future
health of the Church of England depends on a renewed sense of urgency to engage with

children and young people' (Russell 2019: 3).

Faith Formation and Sustaining the Sacred in the Study of Religion

While religious institutions have been wrestling with how to improve the likelihood of future
generations retaining the faith, the question of how and why new generations adopt or reject
religious identities, beliefs, and practices has been asked by scholars of religion for decades.
This has largely focused on the ways in which religious groups attempt to perpetuate and
reproduce themselves through their relationship with children and young people — whatever
form this might take. For Peter Berger — at least in his earlier works — the continuation of
religion across generations is most likely when children are raised from birth within a
religiously homogenous society. Berger (1973: 59) understands religion as deeply
intertwined with world construction, defining it as ‘the establishment, through human
activity, of an all-embracing sacred order.. a sacred cosmos that will be capable of
maintaining itself in the ever-present face of chaos’. Religion thus presents a ‘symbolic
universe’ that offers the believer ‘coherence to the reality that they experience by linking it
together and giving it overarching meaning’ (Wuthnow 1986: 133). In this sense religious
social-worlds function as sacred canopies — offering a shared structured cosmic system
‘under’ which an individual can escape the perils of meaninglessness and disorder. But the
maintenance of these canopies is dependent on ‘legitimation’, the task of ‘explain[ing] and
justify[ing] the social order’ to the extent that the social world reaches a point of being taken
for granted, and made ‘real’ for future generations through social ‘plausibility structures’
(Berger 1973: 38, 55). The ideal state for this, in Berger’s model, is a child being raised within

a community wherein a single religious world is taken for granted by all and this is reinforced
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in everyday social activity — though he warns that even here social worlds can still be
precarious. The desire is for maximum continuity between generations, but the progressions
of modernity posed a threat to this. In this earlier work, Berger (1973: 137) argued that
pluralism (amongst other factors) had shattered the ‘taken for granted’ nature of earlier
religious plausibility structures, with faith instead being understood as a choice, and as a
result the task of future generations being socialised into the religious structures of their
parents has become an even more precarious venture. ‘[F]or the first time in history’, Berger
(1973: 130) argues, ‘the religious legitimations of the world have lost their plausibility... for
broad masses of entire societies’. Secularisation was all but inevitable, with theological

liberalism the best hope for religious survival.®

While Berger (2016: 39) later recanted much of this earlier work as religious attitudes and
practices (particularly outside of Western Europe) appeared not to be following the
trajectory that he had anticipated (even arguing that ‘pluralism is good for faith’), the idea
of religious ‘plausibility structures’ as a model for religious socialisation continued to shape
approaches in the sociology of religion over subsequent decades. Christian Smith (1998:
106), in his work on conservative evangelicals in the United States, argued that while entire
societies no longer provide ‘sacred canopies’ under which religious lifeworlds can be made
real to new generations, smaller influential subcultural groups can form their own plausibility
structures in a pluralist context — so-called ‘sacred umbrellas’. Religious plausibility
structures, he argues, are not necessarily as precarious as Berger had suggested, and the
development of smaller religious subcultures offers ‘morally orienting collective identities
which provide adherents meaning and belonging’ in contrast and opposition to the broader
pluralist environment (Smith 1998: 118). While here Smith was particularly referring to
conservative evangelicalism in the United States, his argument for subcultural religious
socialisation could have been applied beyond that specific context.” As with Berger, the hope

for forming new generations of children and young people into the faith lies in the

5 One of Berger’s follow up works, A Rumour of Angels (1970), outlines his own personal religious
beliefs and what he believes is the best hope for the future of the Christian church — involving a move
away from theological conservativism.

7 One particular strength of conservative religion for this, Smith argues, is the ability to gain strength
not only from those who share their beliefs, but also from ‘outgroups’ who hold oppositional views to
those of the ‘ingroup’. He argues that this oppositional aspect is of particular importance as stronger
groups will ‘employ the cultural tools needed to create both clear distinctions from and significant
engagement and tension with other relevant outgroups’ — including wider society as a whole (Smith
1998: 118-9).
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development of communities with strong and widely shared religious cosmologies. If the
young person can adopt these realities as their own, then the religion can survive and thrive
into the future — at which point the responsibility for the strengthening and perpetuation of

the religious plausibility structure is handed on.

Daniéle Hervieu-Léger (2000) sought to develop a method of understanding religion in
sociological terms that is better placed to the address the nature of religion in modernity and
its apparent decline in significance. Dissatisfied with previous attempts, such as those of
Berger, she constructs a definition of religion that emphasises the particular relationship
between religious belief and the continuation of an authoritative tradition in a way that sets
religious belief apart from other forms of social activity. ‘[W]hat is specific to religious
activity’, Hervieu-Léger (2000: 100) argues, ‘is that it is wholly directed to the production,
management and distribution of the particular form of believing which draws its legitimacy
from reference to a tradition’. This tradition is essential for Hervieu-Léger (2000:76), as she
argues that ‘there is no religion without the authority of a tradition being invoked (whether
explicitly, half-explicitly or implicitly) in support of the act of believing’. Continuing this
tradition in the beliefs of their new generations and assuring them of the authority of the
tradition — creating a ‘chain of memory’ through time - is, therefore, the central
responsibility of any religious community or institution that seeks prolonged survival.
Whatever the convictions or practices of the religion, the group — and individuals within the
group — needs to have a sense that they are part of an authoritative lineage in order to find
coherence and cohesion (Hervieu-Léger 2000: 81). However, one of the key characteristics
of modern societies, Hervieu-Léger (2000: 4) argues, is that they are ‘no longer collective
depositories — custodians — of memory’. As a result, these societies are no longer ‘ordered
with a view to reproducing what is inherited’ (Hervieu-Léger 2000: 123). Rather than being
defined by continuity, modern societies are characterised by change, resulting in their being
‘less and less able to nurture the innate capacity of individuals and groups to assimilate or
imaginatively to project a lineage of belief' (Hervieu-Léger 2000: 123). The reason religious
groups are struggling to socialise their future generations into the faith, therefore, is due to
a wider cultural trend away from privileging tradition over the new, continuity over change,
in @ manner that is contrary to the nature of religious belief that prioritises authority

stemming from longevity.

Outside of sociological approaches, some of the most influential approaches to religious

socialisation have stemmed from the field of psychology. Stage-based approaches from
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within developmental psychology emerged in the second half of the twentieth century, in
particular from James Fowler (1981) and John Westerhoff (1976). Inspired by the work of
Erik Erikson (1995) and Jean Piaget (1969) among others, these models attempt to identify
particular characteristics of faith associated with different broad age groups. While the
authors both suggest that some, though not all, individuals will progress through every stage,
it is clear from both that the expectation (and desire) of the authors is that these stages will
be progressed through according to particular age ranges, leading to idealised states in
adulthood (‘Universalising Faith’ for Fowler (1981: 201) and ‘Owned Faith’ for Westerhoff
(1976: 98-9)).8 In both models adolescence takes on particular significance, with Fowler
(1981: 153-4) believing that this is the stage at which one seeks a personal relationship with
the divine, and Westerhoff (1976: 96) arguing that adolescence brings about a stage of doubt
and experimentation in which ‘the “religion of the head” becomes equally important with
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the "religion of the heart”. Chris Boyatzis (2011) has identified both the ongoing influence
of these models and their significant limitations. Firstly, Boyatzis (2011: 27) notes that stage
theories ‘constrain our understanding of the varieties of religious development’, in part
because they ‘fail to account for the dramatic variability between and within individuals at
any given age.' Within Fowler’s own research, Boyatzis (2011: 27) notes that only half of the
teenagers involved matched with the prescribed stage (with young adolescents scoring in
five different stages). Naomi Thompson (2018: 101) similarly found in her research that while
‘elements of the adolescent and early adulthood stages do feature in the narratives of the
young people’ she spoke with, the reality of lived faith experience is far more complex and
multi-directional than either model allows for. Instead, she argues, faith development is ‘a
more fluid phenomenon that moves forwards and backwards through these styles; belief can
be expressed within different age groups and it can change and develop throughout a
person’s life with no final stage or endpoint’ (Thompson 2018: 99). A second concern with
these models is that they can create a hierarchy of faith positions that prioritises adults —

and particular types of faithful adults — over children and young adults. The nature of any

progressive model that builds towards an ideal type by definition perceives these stages as

8t is notable that in both cases we see that the pinnacle of faith development — supposedly based on
scientific observation — correlates with the personal theological perspectives of the authors. For
Fowler (1981: 204-7), his endpoint is openly influenced by H. Richard Niebuhr's ideas of ‘radical
monotheistic faith’ — alongside influences from liberal mystical theology, eschewing literalism and
embracing activism and near universalism — while Westerhoff’s (1976: 98-9) final stage and most
desirable endpoint has clear parallels with normative evangelical theology.
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in some form incomplete or unideal. While adults may reach this, children and young people
will always be to a certain extent deficient. Boyatzis (2011: 20) argues that this is reflective
of developmental theory more broadly, with children being viewed as fundamentally
immature and therefore, in this context, ‘viewed merely as “spiritual becomings” rather than

spiritual “beings.””

Each of these approaches to understanding religious socialisation — plausibility structures,
chains of memory, and stage-based developmental-psychology — place an overwhelming
emphasis on the cognitive aspects of religious formation and fail to fully account for the
significance of embodied religious experience and practice on this process. Within Berger’s
(1973: 28) work, for example, the socially constructed world is understood to be primarily as
an ‘ordering of experience’, thereby implying that within a coherent world order the
cognitive aspects of the individual and society reign over and control the unreliable and

inferior category of experience.

Religious Embodiment and Socialisation

As Mellor and Shilling (2010: 21) point out, however, ‘religiosity is not just a matter of beliefs
and values, but is to do with lived experiences, practical orientations, sensory forms of
knowing and patterns of physical accomplishment and technique that impact upon day-to-
day lives’, and as a result ‘analysing the embodied dimensions of religions is central to
understanding their social and cultural significance’ (emphasis original). The study of
practices of socialisation of new generations into religious traditions, therefore, needs to
account for these more embodied aspects as fully as it does the cosmological ‘beliefs’ that
may be taught by a particular religious tradition or society. When considering religious
socialisation and formation, studies of rites of passage in particular have long offered an
important insight into the embodied and emotive practices through which young people are
incorporated into societies and religious communities. This will be covered in depth in the
following chapter, but it is important to note this strand of enquiry when considering the
ways in which religious communities seek to reproduce themselves into the future by not
simply convincing the new generations of the coherence and believability of their cosmology,
but by repeating established embodied traditions and processes through which a young

person might see themselves as transformed and incorporated fully into the community.

But as with religiosity more generally, embodied practices play a far wider role in the

socialisation process of young people than simply in the ceremonial rites of passage. In
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response to an overly cognitive disciplinary focus historically, David Morgan (2012: xiii) has
argued that a shift towards ‘materializing the study of religions’ is needed. He argues that
rather than an understanding of religion and particularly belief that prioritises the cognitive
assent to certain propositions, scholars of religion need to be engaging with ‘embodied forms
of practice such as prayer, liturgy, and pilgrimage, their sensations of sound in corporate
worship, their visual articulations of sacred writ, [and] their creation of spaces that sculpt
sound and shape living architectures of human bodies’ in order to fully appreciate the reality
of lived religion (Morgan 2010: 2-3). As with many of the approaches looked at above these
remain tied to a social experience, as the practices and feelings associated with belief are
developed within the communal socialisation of family and friends (Morgan 2010: 5). As a
result, Morgan (2010: 6) wants to ask not only ‘/w/hat [people] teach their children’ with
regards to religiosity, but also ‘how, when, and where do people teach their children what
they teach them’ (emphasis original). Understanding the practices of socialisation, and how
these are experienced by the children at the heart of this, is pivotal alongside an

understanding of the content of religious teaching at this stage.

Birgit Meyer (2008) places a similar emphasis on the importance of materiality in religious
formation. However, while Morgan explores religious communities more broadly,
incorporating the influences of family and friends in this, Meyer places institutions at the
centre of this process. She argues that institutions and their embodied practices are essential
to the development of individual religiosity — without ‘the particular social structures,
sensory regimes, bodily techniques, doctrines, and practices that make up a religion’, Meyer
(2008: 707) argues, ‘the searching individual craving experience of God would not exist’. In
these communities, particular ‘aesthetic styles’ are developed along with ‘sensational
forms’, particular practices of worship that ‘shape or even produce the transcendental in a
particular manner’, organising religious sensations and often highly dependent upon the
institutional leadership (Meyer 2008: 708). The continuation of these sensations in the lives
of participants and in their future generations of believers is dependent upon the ‘existence
of formalized practices that not only frame individual religious sensations but also enable
them to be reproduced' (Meyer 2008: 710). Each of these material and experiential aspects
needs to be, in some sense, passed on and remade by continuing generations of religious

communities.

While Meyer and Morgan do not specifically look at how this occurs with regards to children

or young people, Orsi dedicates a chapter to this task. Orsi (2005: 2) understands religion as

21



‘a network of relationships between heaven and earth involving humans of all ages and many
different sacred figures together’, relationships that ‘have all the complexities — all the
hopes, evasions, love, fear, denial, projections, misunderstandings, and so on — of
relationships between humans’. The divine beings with which these relationships are
formed, he argues, are experienced by believers as active and material presences. As a result,
he explores the manner in which Catholic children were raised to experience religious beliefs
as material, with ‘gods and other special beings... as real to [them] as their bodies, as
substantially there as the homes they inhabit’ (Orsi 2005: 73, emphasis original). For this to
occur, he argues, there must be a materialisation of the religious world, and through this a
particular embodied experience, what he calls a ‘corporalization of the sacred... the practice
of rendering the invisible visible by constituting it as an experience in a body —in one's own
body or in someone else's body — so that the experiencing body itself becomes the bearer of
presence for oneself and for others' (Orsi 2005:74). In particular, he focuses on the rituals
that children were expected to perform from an early age, both in church and in their own
homes, for example being encouraged to experience and relate to the divine through one’s
own body. This involves, for example, the construction of a Christmas scene for baby Jesus
that is both material but also spiritual — “that is, made of prayers and acts of love and
sacrifice” (Sister Mary I.LH.M., quoted in Orsi 2005: 75).° They were encouraged here to
create both the material, but also to behave in a way that embodied the scene through
analogous physical practices — ‘It is in the child’s flesh that Christmas will be made real,
tangible, and accessible. “Eating things the child does not like could make the straw,” Sister
[Mary] advises, “being obedient the coverlet, being nice to others when playing with others,
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the pillow”’ (Orsi 2005: 75). The child, therefore, embodies and experiences the internal
spiritual as they construct it in the external material. As a result, what was referred to in the
Catholic community as ‘formation’” was not ‘a matter simply of shaping the intellect. What

was formed in formation was the realness and presence of the sacred in the bodies and

9 An element of embodied playfulness is notable here, an aspect which will become particularly
significant as this thesis progresses. The role of play in Christian formation remains understudied,
however has been noted in Strhan’s (2019: 57-9) ethnography of evangelical children’s work, as well
as studies of commercially produced religious games, which Nikki Bado-Fralick and Rebecca Sachs
Norris (2010: 1) show date from ‘at least the 1800s’ (see also Sachs Norris 2011). Orsi’s account also
shares an interesting parallel with the account offered by Chris Boyatzis (2011: 24) of a young child
playfully recreating communion with Wonder bread and grape juice, an exploration of religious ritual
undertaken independently and away from the institutional space. Yet it remains under-researched,
and as | shall show, this lack of scholarly attention is a stark absence when considering the sustained
significance of play in Christian children and youth contexts.
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imagination of children’ (Orsi 2005: 76). While Orsi is clearly observing the specific nature of

‘formation’ within the American Catholic context,*

his approach of looking at the embodied
and material practices through which religious institutions seek to reproduce themselves in
their children and young people indicates an important aspect that needs to be considered
in the sociology of religion alongside the more cognitive focuses that have historically

dominated.

It is clear both from academic study and the practices of religious institutions themselves
that concerns over how to ensure the transmission of faith and practices to future
generations is a central priority to contemporary religious groups — and this includes
evangelicalism. While evangelical churches frequently share some approaches with the
Catholic context that Orsi observes, and in other ways differ significantly,'! the fears among
older generations over the long-term survival of their faith is equally as strong. If we are
therefore to understand youth work as in part a process of faith and subject formation in
order to sustain the faith across generations, then it is important to understand this
evangelical subjectivity prior to exploring the particular nature and emphases within

evangelical youth work.

The Evangelical Subject

The rigidity of faith development models such as those outlined above not only necessitates
considering individuals as within one fixed category or another — whereas the reality of lived
faith experience is far more complex and fluid, as Boyatzis (2011: 27) shows — but also
creates ideal types which are designed to describe vast swathes of the religious population
at a time. This mistake is, of course, also possible in anthropological and sociological studies
of faith communities, including this present thesis. The often-monolithic perception of

evangelicalism that pays little attention to individual agency has been a difficulty with some

10 The particular nature of the guidance Orsi observes in twentieth-century Catholicism has not been
evident throughout history, however, and he outlines the legacy of the ‘cult of childhood’ dating back
to the end of the eighteenth century that has impacted on pedagogy and perceptions of children in
numerous different ways since (2005: 79-92).

11 As Orsi notes, these differences were often not only intentional but proudly emphasised. The
Catholic church, he argues, ‘prided themselves on offering children direct access to the sacred, not
what they imagined as the scaled-down, make-believe, Sunday school version of Christianity given
Protestant children. Other Christians may have kept their children out of sacred space, but Catholic
boys and girls played special roles in the church's liturgical life’ (Orsi 2005: 82). This separation from
(and reconstruction of) sacred space was clearly evident in the context in St Aidan’s, and will be
covered later in the thesis.
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previous studies in the area, however more recent work has improved substantially —
although the temptation for broad brush stroke presentations remains. This is important to
consider when studying evangelicalism not least due to the vast range of variations that
exist within a movement that is most frequently defined using the ‘Bebbington
quadrilateral’ (Bebbington 1989:3). This is a classification that broadly requires some
emphasis on conversionism, Biblicism, activism, and crucicentrism (Bebbington 1989: 3),
yet remains highly flexible in its usage. Variations exist geographically, politically,
theologically and ecclesiologically. For the latter case, for example, Strhan (2019: 7) uses
three broad strands in her research — ‘conservative’, ‘charismatic’, and ‘open’ -
acknowledging that ‘what it means to be ‘evangelical’ today means holding each of these
definitions loosely, and examining the range of people and organizations who claim these
terms for themselves, exploring both what they share and points of difference and tension,
and the ways in which the meanings of these terms can shift over time’. Even within
institutions that may appear straightforward to label across these strands, it is possible that
the church will consist of members from across these definitional boundaries, and
potentially those who would personally identify with a different tradition altogether (or
may not even consider themselves Christians) as well as many with no awareness of the
term ‘evangelical’ at all. Even while there is a lower likelihood of individuals having been
raised in a different tradition, each of these variations remain possible within a youth
context, especially if the young people consider themselves to be in the midst of formation
processes. Attempting a unified model of ‘evangelicalism’ is therefore fraught with
difficulty.’? Through looking across these existing studies, however, we can gain valuable
insights into the nature of contemporary evangelical subjectivity and the importance of
understanding the formational practices of this subjectivity that are taking place with
evangelical young people. In considering the evangelical youth group as a site of formation
and transformation, it is important to understand the nature of evangelicalism into which
they are being formed. | will therefore start with an overview of studies of contemporary
evangelicalism — many of which emphasise evangelicalism’s somewhat tempestuous

relationship with modernity — prior to focusing on work around evangelicalism and youth.

12 Given the variety outlined above, it may be more fitting to discuss the study of ‘evangelicalisms’,
akin to discussions concerning the anthropology of ‘Christianities’ as recognition of the diversity of
this term.
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Sociology of Evangelicals in Modernity

Although evangelicalism in Britain can be traced back centuries, broadly speaking the form
of evangelicalism most recognisable around the world today — often called the “new
evangelicalism” to mark the distinction with earlier forms (Marsden 1995: 3) — can be dated
back to 1940s North America. Smith (1998: 13) argues that in the 1940s and 1950s,
American evangelicalism developed ‘an institutional infrastructure of impressive magnitude
and strength’, morphing in turn into ‘one giant, national trans-denominational network of
evangelical organizations’ — a network that is now global. But we must be wary that
awareness of the global interconnection within evangelicalism does not lead to an
assumption of homogeneity across these different contexts. British evangelicalism, for
example, retains significant distinctive characteristics — particularly, when contrasted with
American evangelicalism, the nature of political engagement (Walton et al 2013: 85). The
global spread of evangelicalism posed an interesting problem to the sociology of religion in
the post-war decades. Debates around secularisation, not least from Peter Berger as
outlined above, generally took the approach that conservative strands of religion (such as
evangelicalism) were particularly vulnerable to the secularising effects of modernity. In his
more confessional work A Rumour of Angels, Berger (1970: 24) argued that conservative
religion had little future, with the development of neo-orthodoxy in Protestantism
functioning as little more than a solitary conservative blip in the broader progression of
liberal theology. Influenced by Berger, James Hunter (1983: 131-2) later argued that
‘modernity is inimical to traditional religious belief’, particularly when confronted with
intellectual scholarship — ‘[evangelicalism] will have to realise the well-established fact that
education, even Christian education, secularizes’.!® Yet as evangelicalism (along with other
forms of conservative religion) grew both in number and influence around the world over
the second half of the century, the assumptions of secularisation began to shift.!* Berger
(1999: 6) exemplifies this, retracting his commitment to the secularisation theory and
instead arguing that the opposite phenomenon was evident — pointing to the rise of

movements such as evangelicalism and Islamic fundamentalism as ‘a massive falsification

13 The belief that higher education is by necessity a secularising force was later challenged by Guest
et al (2013).

1 The rise of conservative forms of Christianity also proved a surprise to anthropologists. As Tanya
Luhrmann (2012: 304) describes, rather than diminishing in significance or progressing along a more
liberal, ‘modern’ trajectory, ‘Christianity around the world has exploded in its seemingly least liberal
and most magical form —in charismatic Christianities that take biblical miracles at face value and treat
the Holy Spirit as if it had a voltage’.

25



of the idea that modernization and secularization are cognate phenomena’. While broadly
moving away from the simplistic narratives of secularisation, sociologists of religion in the
twenty-first century have continued to show an interest in the complex relationship

between evangelicalism and modernity.

This relationship remains a point of interest for scholars in part due to the prominence
placed upon this within evangelicalism itself. While differing in intensity, a common feature
of evangelical teachings is an emphasis on the ‘fallenness’ of ‘the world’ (that is, non-
evangelical society), often emphasising particular characteristics of modernity that they
perceive as bringing people and society further away from the will of God.!® But this does
not lead evangelicals to absolute separation from wider society — and in fact, often the
opposite is the case. The significance of this perceived conflict with wider modern culture
is such that Smith (1998: 89) argues that it has helped to foster a global evangelical
subculture, strengthened by the fact that ‘it is — or at least perceives itself to be — embattled
with forces that seem to oppose or threaten it’. He argues that evangelicalism is not,
however, a separatist movement, and (particularly in the United States) is actively engaged
with politics and society in order to try and bring the modern world (and those within it)
closer to their vision. This approach, neither isolationist nor accommodationist, is what
Smith (1998: 218) terms ‘distinction-with-engagement’. While Smith focused on
conservative evangelicalism, this approach is seen across different branches of
evangelicalism. James Bielo (2011: 11) , for example, found this to be central to ‘emerging
evangelical’ identity, while Strhan (2019: 205) found that the desire to engage with the
world in order to bring about salvation was shared but ‘understood in very different ways
across the different churches’ in her study. This desire to be distinct whilst simultaneously
“witnesses’ for Jesus across all the moral milieu they inhabit’ (Strhan 2015: 203) has been

one of the recurring features of sociological studies of evangelicalism.'” The extent to which

15 Some sociologists of religion continue to argue passionately for the secularisation thesis, Steve
Bruce (2001) being a prominent example.

16 |t is interesting to note the apparent similarities between this teaching and the secularisation thesis
put forward by writers like Berger, with the condemnation of modernity as intrinsically secularising
unless actively countered.

17 Emerging evangelicalism, it has been argued, takes the distinctive approach of attempting to
combat the challenges of modernity by actively engaging with ‘late’ or ‘post’ modernity as a central
aspect of their identity (Marti and Ganiel 2014: 22; Bielo 2011: 17). This can, for example, take the
form of an orientation towards the “ancient-future” — posited prominently by American theologian
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evangelicals understand themselves as — or desire to be — separated from the wider non-
evangelical culture, and the form this may take, is an important feature of adolescent
evangelical subjectivity as they explore and determine the nature of their own personal

relationship with faith and wider culture.

A further layer to the evangelical relationship with modernity is proposed by Mathew Guest
(2007), in his study of a charismatic evangelical congregation in York. In considering the
nature of contemporary evangelical subjectivity, Guest (2007: 77) argues that the emphasis
upon the individual subject in modernity has created extensive ‘spiritual diversity’ within
the congregation which, while ‘affirmed as a positive feature’ by the vicar, ‘signalled a loss
of direction’ for many in the congregation. The impact of this emphasis on the individual in
modernity is particularly evident within charismatic congregations dependent upon
innovations that are conventionally oriented around ‘expressive individualism’, Guest
(2007: 108) argues. This is, however, ‘precarious and unstable’ due to the fact that believers
‘turn away from external tradition for a sense of meaning, instead appealing to the
resources of their subjective selves’ with the result being that their ‘religious identities
become increasingly diverse and disconnected’ (Guest 2007: 108). 8 Yet despite this
precarity, as with Smith’s work discussed above Guest (2007: 119) argues that this erosion
of boundaries in contemporary charismatic evangelicalism can have a strengthening effect
on members when engaging with wider modern society, serving a ‘prophylactic function’.
This is due to the fact that their personal testimony narratives,'® in which their experiences
of universal divine order and immanence — with Jesus as an ‘ever-present guide and friend’
— are emphasised and woven into their everyday experience, mean that ‘the distinction
between the sacred and the secular becomes meaningless’, and so the world beyond the

church is ‘effectively integrated into a single meaning system’ (Guest 2007: 119).

Robert E. Webber (1999) — an intentional desire to actively draw on and meaningfully engage with
traditional structures and practices such as monastic communities, integration of pre-Reformation
theologians, using icons, and others that would be alien to much of contemporary evangelicalism
(Bielo 2011: 70-97). Regardless of whether these practices can truly reclaim the ‘chain of memory’ in
the formation of Christian faith in the manner outlined by Hervieu-Léger, this nevertheless shows one
form of engagement with, and counter to, trends of modernity from contemporary evangelicalism.
18 This appears to have interesting parallels with the work of Harvieu-Léger, but also contrasts with
the shift towards engagement with tradition in emerging evangelicalism.

19 Testimony narratives will be discussed in greater depth later in the chapter.
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This argument that the evangelical subculture can realistically provide ‘a response to
fragmentation [perceived in secularising modern society] by holding out a promise of
certainty’ (Strhan 2015: 198), as proposed by both Guest and Smith, has been challenged in
more recent literature. In adopting a more holistic ethnographic approach Strhan explores
evangelical subjects outside of an exclusively religious context. She finds that while
evangelicals may desire the coherence of the divine subject, they are in reality caught in
constant conflict with multiple influences and roles causing far more incoherence than is
often portrayed. Conservative evangelicals, Strhan (2015: 203) argues, ‘engage in
interactions through which they seek to separate themselves from others, as ‘exiles’,
forming themselves as oriented towards different values than those they describe as
dominant in wider society’. Within this, statements from leaders articulate ‘a tension
between universalizing modern processes and traditionalist moral positions [that] reinforce
this narrative of a distinctive moral identity, their sense of being ‘aliens and strangers’ and
increasingly counter-cultural’ (Strhan 2015: 203). Yet the reality for congregants is more of
a struggle than the idealistic narratives of leaders, as ‘this distance from ‘others’ can be hard
work to maintain, as members of the church simultaneously live within, are shaped by, and
find comfort in these same secular spaces’ (Strhan 2015: 203). The integration with external
subjectivities need not necessarily lead to the tension and conflict observed by Strhan,
however. Lydia Bean's (2014) comparative study of Canadian and American evangelicals
showed how the different cultural attitudes impacted upon the formation of religious
subjectivities. This was not simply a case reflecting wider national contexts, however, but
rather ‘evangelicals drew on discourses about national identity for distinctively religious
purposes to strengthen their subcultural identity as evangelical Christians' (Bean 2014:
180). Likewise, Omri Elisha’s (2011: 2-3) study of evangelical megachurches argues that
their ‘moral ambition’ is a result of a web of influences both within and outside of the
evangelical environment including the ‘multiple and at times conflicting historical, cultural,

and theological influences that coexist within those contexts’.

It is impossible for these believers to live solely within their theological bubble and
therefore fully escape the influence of wider cultural spaces, discourses, and subjectivities
— not least due to the central focus on engagement in order to evangelise. The ‘evangelical
subject’ is thus not a singular or ‘pure’ object of study, wholly detached from the
surrounding world. It is clear that approaching evangelicalism as a coherent, impenetrable,
and consistent thought-world that functions independent of and in opposition to that of

‘modernity’ is flawed. While strands of evangelicalism may emphasise a binary division
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between insider and outsider, saved and damned, sacred and secular, the lived reality is
considerably more diffuse and fragmented. As | shall argue in Chapter 3, this binary model
takes on a particular characteristic within evangelical youth work — an area central to
evangelical theology and practice, yet consistently understudied, both in sociological and
anthropological studies. Despite this, the insights of anthropology can speak to the priorities
that may be present in evangelical youth work. Most prominently, we see how narratives
centring around the formation of the believing self are prominent features of evangelical

adulthood.

Testimony, Authenticity, and Self-Understanding in Evangelicalism

Narrating the Formation of the Christian Self

As with the sociology of religion, the rise in prominence of evangelicalism in the latter
decades of the twentieth-century led to a re-assessment within the anthropology of
Christianity, with both Joel Robbins (2014: 157) and Coleman and Hackett (2015: 1-2)
locating the turning point in the anthropology of Christianity around the turn of the
millennium. Evangelicalism and Pentecostalism, both in the ‘Western world’ and across the
globe, have become prominent points of interest in the recent anthropology of Christianity,
and one of the key themes that has emerged from these studies has been the significance
of conversion and testimony in the continual development of the evangelical subject. As |
have already mentioned, conversion plays an important role in evangelicalism — even
amongst those who have grown up in a Christian environment — and this emphasis has a
significant impact on perception of personal identity. Key biblical texts for evangelicals
proclaim that in conversion, along with the sacramental ritual of baptism, the believer will
in some sense be transformed — the old self is perceived as ‘dead’, akin to Jesus’ death on

the cross, before a new self is ‘raised’ into ‘new life in Christ’.

However, it is not only the conversion process itself that is significant, nor is it the sacrament
of baptism. As Webb Keane (2007: 216) points out, within Protestantism ‘baptism cannot
in itself be sufficient to make one a Christian, for that would be a kind of magic—good

enough for Catholics and other heathens, perhaps’. As a result, the manner in which
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conversion experience is articulated — most notably in the form of testimony?° or regular
affirmations of faith — becomes significant. Anna Stewart (2013: 7) observes that
'anthropologists working in diverse geographical fields have found that for members of
Charismatic strands, the assertion of personal faith is an important ritual practice’, while
Keane (2007: 216) argues that concerns over the emphasis on the ritual of baptism lead to
repeated narratives of testimony becoming a significant part of Protestant practice, as
believers must ‘confirm their true faith in a public performance... And such confirmations...
work to transform individuals’. As Guest (2007: 116-7) observed in his study of a British
evangelical church at the turn of the millennium, many evangelicals will have a readily
constructed and colourful testimony narrative at hand to be able to draw on or retell if
needed, providing ‘individuals with a narrative form through which to construct their
spiritual biographies and make sense of their experience in terms of divine order’. The
public performance of testimony also offers members the opportunity to perceive and
emphasise God’s intervention in their lives, overcoming fears of disorder, chaos, or
insignificance in the cosmos — ‘By re-interpreting what might be described as the mundane
into something that has been touched by the divine, congregants are imposing a theological
framework which bestows plausibility onto their lives and grants them spiritual significance’
(Guest 2007: 115). This ability to create and uncover cosmic structure and plausibility
through constructing and recounting a coherent life narrative, outlining clear moments
where divine intervention is the only explanation for various elements, may be a valuable
resource for contemporary evangelicals if the difficulties of plausibility in a pluralistic

society suggested by Berger are indeed the case.

When considering the content of these narratives — often designed to be publicly narrated
and even performed both as tools of evangelism for non-believers and of encouragement
for believers — we can often see the values and priorities of the group emerging and being

reinforced. For example, in an evangelical environment that seeks to draw stronger

20 ‘Testimony’ has two broad meanings within evangelicalism, both of which involve the public
articulation of faith experiences. Most prominently, it is an autobiographical narrative that primarily
covers the individual’s journey towards and experience of conversion, but also often includes some
outline of their progression of faith in the time since that moment. While these narratives often cover
years or even decades and can be very carefully constructed and rehearsed, the second form of
testimony concerns single (and usually recent) events such as answers to prayer or experiences of the
divine. If these are deemed significant enough, they may be incorporated into the greater
autobiographical testimony, but often they are expressed only as reflections on recent experiences in
order to encourage the audience that God is ‘at work’.
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boundaries between the faithful and the ‘secular’, a stronger emphasis may be placed on
the division (particularly in moral behaviour) between the pre- and post-conversion selves,
as well as the differences between the faithful evangelical self and the perceived ‘secular’
self that is the norm in wider society. Guest (2007: 115-6) found that many congregants he
spoke to ‘stressed conversion as a passage from chaos into a new order, as the door into a
new freedom, a freedom from corruption and decadence’ (emphasis original). The nature
of this narrative means that articulating the ‘chaos’ and ‘corruption and decadence’ is as
important a feature of the story as is the ‘new order’ and the ‘new freedom’. An emphasis
in the articulation of these experiences on clear division between the old and new self —
chaos and order, secular and sacred, immoral and moral, fallen and saved — appears to
reinforce the forms of binary models that are identified by Smith as fundamental to the
strength of contemporary evangelicalism. Yet, as with that assumption more broadly, the
reality is often more fraught and complex as believers struggle to exist wholly and cleanly
in the ‘new life’,?* contributing to the struggles with coherence as outlined by Strhan. While

foci across different churches may differ, the dominant story of conversion narratives is one

of transformation of the self — an aspect that lies at the heart of this study.

An Authentic Narrative

Martijn Oosterbaan (2015), in his work amongst Pentecostals in Rio de Janeiro, develops
the idea of public performance of testimony, and the rehearsed confession of past sins, and
relates it to the concept of ‘authenticity’ — the perceived relationship between external
actions and internal belief.2? Using the example of Brazilian gospel singer Elaine Martins, he
points to the repeated sections in her performance — both live and recorded?® — in which
she ‘reveals instances of her past to convey that she once led a sinful life until she was saved
from the harsh and dangerous favela life and was able to bloom and grow into a respected

gospel artist’ (Oosterbaan 2015: 162). While in the case of Martins the primary purpose of

21 Kendrick Oliver’s (2014: 886) analysis of Charles Colson’s testimony narrative — ‘the best-known
book-length conversion narrative of the twentieth century’ — outlines the reservations that Colson
had with the extent to which his conversion was presented as a permanent and complete change.

22 This concept of all-encompassing authenticity as a spiritual aspiration appears to align with the
focus from Strhan’s (2015: 145-152) respondents on ‘coherence’, desiring the coherence that they see
in the divine but fail to reflect in their own lives as they are pulled between different environments.
2 |t is interesting to note the significance of testimony being evident even in evangelical media forms.
It is common for major figures in evangelical media (either hosts/guests in non-fiction forms or heroic
characters in fictional forms) to repeat their testimony, or for the plot to track the testimony narrative
directly. It is arguably one of the most significant elements for a media form defining itself as
‘beneficial’ as opposed to ‘secular’.
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this might have been to convince her audience, for others — such as Bielo’s (2011: 17)
participants who, when asked about their desired religious lives, ‘repeatedly returned to
one word: authentic’ — the desire to be ‘authentic’ is not just important with regard to how
they are perceived by others, but their own formation of subjectivity. It is therefore not only
the experience of conversion which impacts upon the evangelical formation of subjectivity,
but the public and private narratives that emerge and are reinforced through their re-
articulation in the form of testimony.?* As Peter Stromberg (1993: 15) observes in his
analysis of evangelical conversion narratives, ‘a change in the believer’s life is sustained only
to the extent that it is continually constituted’ — and ‘change is constituted above all in

talk’.

The idea of authenticity is one that recurs in different forms throughout contemporary
studies of Christianity, particularly in congregational consideration of idealised faith in
contrast to an ‘inauthentic’ other. In Bielo’s (2011: 197-8) work we see a fear of ‘lost
authenticity’ in conservative Christianity, a sense that the church has ‘lost touch with “real
Christianity”, and through the emerging movement American Christianity might ‘recapture
an “authentic faith”’. Of course, those who are viewed as ‘inauthentic’ do not perceive this
in themselves. In Strhan’s (2015: 122) study of conservative evangelicalism she outlines a
sharp distinction between ‘authentic’ Christianity (that which revolves around a firm
commitment to Christian scripture) and others, not only the non-religious but also
‘inauthentic’ Christianity, in particular traditions that ‘place greater emphasis on ritual or
emotion’. Amy Wilkins (2008: 244) points to the ongoing task among student evangelical
‘Unity Christians’ of ‘achieving authenticity’, relying on both correct performance of identity
and an ‘alignment of “inner” selves’ with these external performances — with superficial
performances quickly rooted out. Authenticity is a value sought after in evangelical
relationships (Strhan 2019: 152), while outside of the evangelical context Rachel Hanemann
(2016: 243-4) found that the students at the Catholic secondary school she studied
prioritised ‘authentic expression’ of self both in their friends and in themselves. While

Hanemann (2016: 244-5) argues that this drive for individualism and authenticity led to a

24 Theologian and youth worker Andrew Root (2017: xvi) is highly critical of the desire for uncovering
or developing ‘authentic’ or ‘real’ faith, particularly as it is articulated in literature around youth work
as a solution to declining youth religiosity — 'lt appeared that faith alone wasn't powerful enough to
defy the cultural flows. But maybe if we really meant it, really tried, really cared, offering people
consequential, robust, vital, super faith, then Nones would decrease and the infection of [moralistic
therapeutic deism] would clear up'.
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number of students rebelling against the teachings of Catholicism encouraged at their
school, for those who did commit to the faith the perception that it was an intentional and
authentic personal decision, following an individual process, was an essential feature of this

faith formation.

Spirituality in the Age of Authenticity

It is this emphasis on intensely personal process and decision that Charles Taylor (2007:
473) argues lies at the heart of spirituality in the contemporary “Age of Authenticity” — an
era originating in approximately 1960. Within this age in which individuals are reluctant to
uncritically embrace institutional narratives, it is understood that ‘each one of us has his/her
own way of realizing our humanity, and that it is important to find and live out one's own,
as against surrendering to conformity with a model imposed on us from the outside’ (Taylor
2007: 486). Authenticity relates to the outliving of individual agency and, above all, choice,
with ‘bare choice’ seen as ‘a prime value, irrespective of what it is a choice between, or in
what domain’ (Taylor 2007: 478). This is extended to the realm of religion — or, more likely,
‘spirituality’. Personal spirituality must be centred on an authentic individual choice as a
part of an individual process or journey: ‘I have to discover my route to wholeness and
spiritual depth. The focus is on the individual, and on his/her experience. Spirituality must
speak to this experience’ (Taylor 2007: 507). This is not to say that individuals will entirely
leave traditional institutions — even those that appear to stand contrary to these
individualist tendencies — but rather that they will settle in these institutions as a result of
an individualised journey: ‘while the spiritual seeker in our secular age is on an individual
quest, that quest might actually end up with a conversion to Roman Catholicism that cuts
against the libertarian individualism of the quest itself’ (Smith 2014: 90). It is this quest,
inescapably emphasising authenticity and individualised choice, that lies at the heart of
Hanemann’s accounts of adolescent journeys towards Catholic confirmation, as well as

other processes of conversion and faith formation — such as that within evangelicalism.

It is evident that the form of evangelical subject desired in adult contexts is one that is both
authentic and coherent, consistent across the internal and external self, and in some form
standing apart from their wider non-evangelical context. Central to this is the
understanding of the conversion process, narrated both to oneself and to others through a
testimony narrative that focuses on the difference between the pre- and post-conversion
self. Yet within the youth work environment we see a space of active formation, of

anticipated and perceived ‘incompleteness’ in which the evangelical seen in studies of adult
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contexts is not yet fully realised. The purpose of this study is to explore this context in
greater depth and understand the nature of formation within these spaces. It is therefore
important to have a specific understanding of the nature and history of evangelical youth

work.

Children, Youth Work, and Socialisation in Evangelicalism

As mentioned earlier in this chapter, dedicated Christian groups for children and young
people date back centuries, with focuses shifting over time. Considering the post-war legacy
of this work, we see that as young people formed in this work have grown to become
influential adults in the movement this emphasis on youth work has become influential on
the wider movement. As Pete Ward (1996: 20) argues, the current strength of British
evangelicalism owes a great debt to the role of youth work and young people in its history —
‘Youthwork is by no means marginal to the study of evangelicalism. Indeed, it is one of the
chief formative influences within the subculture’. Over in America, the emphasis was similar,
as the ‘neo-evangelicals’ of the post-war period ‘turned particularly to youth ministry
organisations’ in order to ‘engage mass society’, with organisations such as Youth for Christ,
Young Life, and Campus Crusade ‘making a major impact’ (Root 2017: 75-6). The focus has
not been a static one, however, and there have been and still are dynamic shifts in the ways
in which evangelical groups understand and enact work with children and young people.
These have been driven in part by wider social factors, such as the shifts in children’s agency
and power over the past two centuries as outlined by Oswell (2013) and passing pedagogical
fashions, but also by internal priority shifts and the adoption of new psychological-
developmental concepts such as the theories of faith development outlined above. These
shifts, crucial to an understanding of contemporary evangelical youth work, will be explored

below.

From Outreach to Nurture

In her study of the history and contemporary state of young people in the church since 1900,
Thompson (2018: 97) argues that there has been a fundamental shift in institutional focuses
away from one of outreach — that is, a desire to draw young people in who had no prior

experience of church, which was a defining feature of the ‘Sunday School era’ — to one of
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nurture .* This concept of nurture —an emphasis on ensuring that those children and young
people already in the church remain involved into adulthood — is broadly similar to the
perceived goals of socialisation within a religious institution outlined above, focusing on
transmitting the beliefs and practices of parents to their children (Thompson 2018: 97). This
focus stemmed from a steep decline in Sunday School attendance that led to, and was then
exacerbated by, the adoption of a ‘family church’” model, which Thompson (2018: 29) argues
was ‘largely implemented to meet church rather than community needs’ — notably the
retention of young people within the institutional church.?® But the focus on retention
through nurturing is not a model that simply hopes that a child that is formed within and
inducted into the community will automatically stay within it. Rather, in keeping with a
‘wider evangelical discourse that has grown in dominance since the mid-twentieth century’
(Thompson 2018: 98), it is one that is designed to lead the child or young person to a point
of active religious decision — ‘The aim of Christian nurture... is to enable the child in the end
to face a radical challenge. The nurturer must have a real choice in mind: belief or disbelief’,
a choice that should be ‘initially presented’ to the child in early adolescence (Consultative
Group on Ministry among Children 1981, cited in Sutcliffe 2001: 119). Conversion, central as
it is to evangelical theology and life, is therefore viewed as necessary not only for those who
have only recently begun to engage with Christianity but also for those who have grown up
in the church, in the form of a decision by which faith is in some form adopted in a new way.
As the quote above states, adolescence often emerges as a central period in this process.

The nature of youth provision therefore is of primary significance under this theology.

This focus on nurture leading to eventual decision-based conversion does not mean that

churches and Christian youth workers no longer hope to engage with those who have not

% The term ‘nurture’ implies an emphasis on relationship in engaging young people with the church,
which while present was not necessarily novel — Thompson (2018: 98) shows that relationships were
‘a key part of the child-centred pedagogy that the Sunday Schools sought to implement earlier in the
twentieth century’, as well as the original idea behind the ‘family church’ model. In her contemporary
research she found this to be central to the young people she interviewed, and it was recognised by
churches that ‘relationships are crucial to young people’s continued engagement with Christianity’,
though relationships between the young people and the wider church were often not established
(Thompson 2018: 98). As | shall show in Chapter 4, the peer relationships fostered in the St Aidan’s
environment were central to the formation of the young evangelical subject in this context.

26 Thompson notes a 1991 Church of England report which ‘acknowledges that, if viewed as an
evangelistic tool, ‘family church’ was unsuccessful’ as the percentage of young people attending
church coming from non-church families had plummeted, with success instead being found in
‘retaining young people in Sunday School for longer (seven and a half instead of six years on average)
and in doubling the percentage making the transition to church membership’ (2018: 49).
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grown up in the faith. As Thompson (2018: 107-9) outlines, an attempt to emphasise both
nurturing and outreach is common within church contexts However, this can often result in
tensions between youth workers and young people on the one hand, and the church leaders
and wider congregation on the other, with contrasting views on priorities. Nick Shepherd
(2016), an experienced Anglican youth work practitioner and advisor, has (potentially
inadvertently) summarised the perceived tasks of the contemporary Christian youth group
in the title of his book on the topic — ‘Faith Generation: Retaining Young People and Growing
the Church’. Within this simple title, we see five expectations of church youth groups: that
they would retain existing young members; draw in new members (and therefore); grow the
Church as a whole; ‘generate’ faith in these young people; and raise a ‘generation’ that
shares the Church’s faith. The shift towards a nurture-based approach has not necessitated
a shift away from the desire to engage with those from outside of church backgrounds, and
the perception of adolescence as a particularly significant period for the individual
commitment to faith — whether the individual has grown up inside or outside of a church
environment — means that there are the same expectations of faith development for those

with and those without Christian backgrounds.

Choice and Conversion

The notion of religious choice is central to Shepherd’s work, arguing that believes that the
impact of pluralism has been to increase the perception of this choice among young people,
consequently being a significant contributing factor not to religious vibrancy but rather
decline (Shepherd 2010: 149). This marks a significant shift and a challenge for youth work,
argues Shepherd (2016: 5), as it means that ‘the eventuality of future generations forming
and expressing a vibrant Christian faith is no longer a ‘natural process’. It does not happen
automatically’. This implies that prior to pluralism, as per Berger’s model, there was a period
in which the religious monopoly was such that choice was not even considered as the
religious worldview into which one was raised was adopted as a ‘taken for granted’ reality.
Shepherd’s theory relies upon a clear distinction between the faith of children and that of
adults, utilising the work of Duncan MaclLaren (2004: 101) to argue that it in adolescence
that the choice to believe or not is ‘forced upon young people’. ‘As individuals begin to move
from childhood to adult faith’, Shepherd (2016: 25) argues, ‘— or consider faith for the first
time as young adults — there are challenges to faith that become barriers or blocks to faith
formation’. These challenges, he says, ‘revolve around the issues of choice, sense and use’:
the choice to believe; the sense of God in one’s life, developed through experience; and using

that faith and the community of believers to structure one’s life and behaviour (Shepherd
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2016: 171, emphasis original). With ‘the time of youth [being] particularly susceptible to the
impact of secularization’ (Shepherd 2016: 31), ministry among adolescents becomes pivotal

in the survival of the church and the battle against these three challenges.

For Shepherd, the fact that faith has become (not exclusively, but significantly) a matter of
choice is a wider sociological development that has emerged as a result of broader (and
predominantly secularising) shifts within society. Within this context, dedication to a certain
faith position is perceived as a wholly optional and intentional act, with the challenge for
institutions centring on adolescence. Yet this apparently sociological perception has clear
similarities with evangelical theology. As | mentioned above, conversionism is an important
feature of evangelical theology, and while divine action is often highlighted in narratives
surrounding conversion, a moment of decision is a regular feature in these narratives. The
decision may, for example, be described in such a way as to mirror the point of realisation
and repentance that strikes the youngest son in Jesus’ ‘Parable of the Prodigal Son’ before
he changes his ways and returns to his father (Luke 15:11-32).2” This is true not only for new
converts or those who have been distant from the church for an extended period but also
for those brought up in the faith — as indicated by Shepherd’s work above. ‘Inheriting’ the
faith of one’s parents is not seen as sufficient beyond a certain point, with the emphasis
being on the individual to make a personal commitment. In fact, the aspect of choice over
and against institutions has been in evidence in Protestantism since its origins, with believers
soon encouraged to separate from the institutional Catholic church and either join or form
their own congregations that were more in keeping with what they believed the teachings
of the Bible to be.?® While figures such as Shepherd might see this apparent sociological shift
towards conceptions of free religious choice (emphasised in adolescence) as posing a threat
to the church, destabilising the previous ‘sacred canopies’, it is nevertheless an approach to

religiosity that is natural to the evangelical (and more broadly Protestant) theology. While

27 see, for example, the account of ‘Tom’ in Guest’s (2007: 116) study of a British evangelical church.
In the course of narrating his faith story to the congregation, Tom describes himself at his lowest as
“in the pig swill’, just like the lost son’, before he returned to church and ‘said he’d do anything, just
live a simple life, just be a simple Christian, and begged God to forgive him’.

28 This is despite the emphasis placed by the key early figures within Protestantism on both
predestination of the saved and salvation sola fida (by faith alone), which rejects the possibility of any
human involvement in salvation, including the act of choice. For Martin Luther, ‘God provides
everything necessary for justification, so that all the sinner needs to do is to receive it. God is active,
and humans are passive, in justification... Even faith itself is a gift of God rather than a human action’
(McGrath 2017: 339).
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Shepherd’s work might more appropriately be categorised as practical theology, the
excessive influence of European Protestant assumptions of religion on the study of religion,
particularly the emphasis on a cognitive concept of belief, has been discussed and disputed.?*
Studies of this area must therefore be wary of inadvertently incorporating Protestant (and
particularly evangelical) theological assumptions onto sociological constructs in a way that

privileges the evangelical understanding of faith formation against other forms.°

Practices and Debates within Evangelical Youth Work

In order to contextualise the findings at the centre of this thesis — particularly considering
the absence of ethnographic study of evangelical youth group, as discussed in the following
section — it is valuable to explore in greater depth the nature of British evangelical youth
work. As already noted, Christian youth work dates back to at least the nineteenth century
(Griffiths 2007; Thompson 2018) and has been constantly dynamic since then in response to
cultural, ecclesiological, and political shifts. While secular youth work became
professionalised in the post-war years — particularly marked by the publication of the
Albemarle Report in 1960 (Ministry of Education 1960) — Christian youth work remained
largely voluntary for a number of decades after this, aside from individual wealthy churches
able to provide their own training and resources (J. Griffiths 2013: 41). As a result of this
requirement for wealth and the particular focus on evangelism and conversionism, larger
evangelical churches emerged as dominant in defining contemporary youth work culture (J.

Griffiths 2013: 41-2).3! By the 1980s many Christian youth workers were encouraged to draw

29 Malcolm Ruel (1982) and Wilfred Cantwell Smith (1978), for example, offer classic critiques of the
influence of Protestantism on the notion of belief in the study of religion. As noted above, Morgan
(2010) recognises these difficulties but seeks to retain the concept while broadening its meaning to
incorporate material practices.

30 Interestingly, Shepherd’s model of faith formation — as with many other approaches that focus on
a pluralist context — appears to take non-religion as a default mode in society not only in the sense
that this is the most frequent faith standpoint, but also the idea that unbelief is not something that
requires formation. Without careful guidance from parents, religious leaders, and the wider
community, the potentially religious individual will not be formed into this faith but instead slide into
unbelief. Recent research into contemporary unbelief has started to question the passivity of non-
faith formation amongst children. Work undertaken by Anna Strhan and Rachael Shillitoe (2019) has
found that the forms of non-religious transmission taking place in homes was often implicit (for
example through the gentle mockery of religion), while there were more explicit forms of socialisation
in schools (for example in RE lessons and practices of collective worship) in a manner that often
created a binary between religion and nonreligion, and through which children would be able to
articulate their nonreligion and form it socially with peers and teachers.

31 |nterestingly, Joanne Griffiths (2013: 43-4) also notes the relationship between evangelical youth
work and the ‘burgeoning ecumenical movement’ in the 1960s and 1970s, with evangelical youth
workers soon ‘engaging with a kaleidoscope of spirituality and styles of worship’.
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on the ‘experience, professionalism, and resources of the Local Education Authority — (LEA)
funded youth service’, with an accompanying shift towards professionalisation and formal
training (Ward 1996: 72-3). Yet Ward (1996: 73-5) notes that this led to a discomfort within
evangelicalism due to the secular nature of this training, with Ward arguing that this was
ultimately detrimental to the fundamental mission of Christian youth work. As a result of this
anxiety, British Christians developed a new approach to training that incorporated both
professional youth work validation as well as missional and theological training (J. Griffiths
2013: 53). The first course —ran by the Centre for Youth Ministry — opened in 1998, and many
others have opened since aimed at professionalising Christian youth workers (J. Griffiths

2013: 11).32

This professionalisation, however, brings to the fore one of the ongoing tensions in Christian
work with young people: the relationship between youth ‘work’ and youth ‘ministry’. While
precise definitions differ, Collins-Mayo et al (2010: 23-4) explain that youth work is ‘seen
more broadly as educative, not overtly Christian, community focused and with a mission
agenda at the social action end of the spectrum’, while youth ministry is ‘work with young
people who are already part of the Church and incorporates evangelism and discipleship’.*?
While Danny Brierley (2003: 3) sees youth ‘work’ as secular and youth ‘ministry’ as sacred, it
is nevertheless for him not a binary state. Instead this is a spectrum, with a Christian minister
at one end and secular youth worker at the other, with the ‘task of Christian youth work is
to ‘join up’ the theological basis, identity and character of being a Christian minister to young
people with the philosophy, values and ethics and forms of practice of youth work’
(Shepherd 2014: 5). These continue to be elements that Christian youth workers negotiate
in determining their practice — often contributing to the tensions experienced between
themselves and senior church leadership. For writers such as Ward (1997: 26) and Collins-
Mayo et al (2010: 25), what fundamentally distinguishes a Christian youth worker — as
opposed to a youth worker who is Christian — is the emphasis on passing on the Christian

story to a new generation. Through this we see the longstanding relationship between

32 Joanne Griffiths (2013: 12) argues that this has not been a straightforward development, however,
with many Christian youth workers ‘inhabiting a betwixt and between place; somewhere between the
Christian and the secular’ (emphasis original).

33 These categories can be seen alongside those of ‘outreach’ and ‘nurture’ explored by Thompson
(2018) as outlined above.
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approaches to Christian youth work and Christian missiology.3* Indeed, both Shepherd
(2016: 38-40) and Terry Linhart (2014) argue that youth ministry has been understood as a
missional activity since its origins. Linhart (2014: 176) argues that Christian youth work is
‘inherently missional’ purely because it involves ‘a step across... between the world of adults
and that of young people’, with a result being that youth workers frequently negotiate their
relationship with youth culture utilising similar approaches to those of missionaries in foreign

lands.?®

While the distinction in message is crucial, there remains a key practice emphasised in both
Christian and secular youth work — that of ‘informal education’. Simon Davies (2014: 196-8)
argues that this has five key elements: a context ‘relatively free from high levels of ownership
and control by adults’ resulting in an ‘intentional equalizing of power relationships’; activities
designed to foster conversation and relationships; natural conversation as the ‘tool for
learning’ that generates ‘support, love, challenge and laughter’; a raising of ‘critical
awareness’ of participants through reflection and dialogue in the form of conscientization;
and finally empowerment of young people as central in their own learning and change.*®
Beyond these academic works, we can gain a wider insight into how this is manifest in
contemporary British evangelical youth work through looking at the ‘session resources’
provided by Premier Youth and Children’s Work magazine — the ‘UK's leading magazine for
Christian youth and children's workers and volunteers’ (Premier Youth and Children’s Work
Magazine 2020a). These resources reveal norms in youth work practice, including guidance
for reflective practices and sermon guides as well as sections dedicated to discussion topics,
games, and guides to engaging with mainstream popular culture such as movies and music
(Premier Youth and Children’s Work Magazine 2020b). It is therefore reasonable to assume
that these elements — discussions, games, and active interaction with popular culture — are
common features within contemporary Christian youth work practice in Britain. One

immediate observation here is the difference between these normalised practices and that

34 Another key concept here is the idea of missional youth ministry being ‘incarnational’, that is,
‘predicated on the ongoing presence of the youth worker with young people and a theological
understanding around the incarnation’, with a particular focus on crossing ‘cultural boundaries in
order that the gospel might become known in that context’ (Shepherd 2016: 40-1).

35 In his writing on youth ministry, for example, Steve Griffiths (2013: 26-30) utilises approaches
designed by H. Richard Niebuhr to show how Christian youth workers can engage with the distinctive
cultures of young people.

36 This latter element, Davies (2014: 198) argues, ‘connects with the hopes and aims of youth ministry,
moving from dependence to interdependence’, an important aspect in the context of this study.
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which would be anticipated within adult services. With regards to discussions, for example,
Thompson (2018: 183) notes that ‘[in] contrast to traditional church services, these youth
groups allow for dialogue, for questioning, and for the formation of authentic and critically

thought-through faith’.

Itis in the nature of youth work to create spaces that are age-specific, and Christian contexts
are no different. Whether inspired by the stage-based models of developmental-psychology
or the wider structuring of education, these non-adult spaces are arranged according to age
categories that are often as specific as the size and resources of a church can sustain.?” Yet
while the separation of under-18s into age-oriented groups incorporating activities and
focuses that are perceived as ‘age-appropriate’ is the overwhelming norm in evangelical
youth work, there is an increasing movement advocating for a new model. The
‘intergeneration” movement argues that Christian communities of all stripes are ‘lamenting
the silos created by age-segregated ministries’, and as a result are seeking for ways to ‘bring
the generations back together’ (Catterton Allen and Barnett 2018: 17). Within this
movement, criticisms of age-specific groups frequently centre on the lack of sustained
engagement. Dean and Foster (1998: 30) argue that the isolated nature of youth groups from
the wider congregation mean that young people are likely to leave the church upon leaving
youth group, and as a result ‘the Christian youth group is notoriously unreliable for fostering
on-going faith’. Likewise, Jason Brian Santos (2018: 43-4) argues that “age and stage”
ministries were appropriate for the post-war generation, but have led to a point whereby
youth spiritual formation is pushed to the margins of ‘the corporate life of the church to be
formed primarily in [...] peer-oriented, largely fun-and-games, snack-filled programming’3® —
environments that are essentially (in his understanding) superficial and with limited
likelihood for long-term transformation or continued engagement with the church. Those in
favour of intergenerational practices therefore propose a form of worship in which age-
segregation is far less significant. Instead, ‘a congregation intentionally combines the
generations together in mutual serving, sharing, or learning within the core activities of the

church in order to live out being the body of Christ to each other and the greater community’

37 The large evangelical festival New Wine, for example, provided six separate groups for different age
categories between 0-18 years old when | attended as part of this research in 2018.

38 Santos here draws on an article by Stuart Cummings-Bond (1989: 76) in which he describes this form
of church structure as akin to a “one-eared Mickey Mouse”, in which the youth activities (here
representing the ‘ear’) are so peripheral to the main body of the church community that they are
barely connected and do not overlap.
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(Catterton Allen and Ross 2012: 17). Relationships and open discussion and dialogue remain
important (McCoy 2018), but experiences and views are shared across generations rather
than simply between peers. This is not the space for an extensive analysis of this movement,
but its existence reinforces the fact that evangelical Christian youth work is, ordinarily, an

age-specific space with dedicated and distinctive practices oriented towards that age group.

Studies of Evangelicalism and Youth

Despite the significance of youth work within evangelicalism and the academic interest in
evangelicalism more broadly, ethnographic work on evangelical youth is sparse. The studies
that have focused on evangelical young people — most notably Smith et al's long-term
‘National Study of Youth and Religion’ (2005, 2009, 2011)*° — have predominantly been
large-cohort quantitative studies attempting to understand youth religion as a wider
phenomenon beyond evangelicalism. Similarly, the study by Sylvia Collins-Mayo et a/ (2010:
3) into the faith of ‘Generation Y’ as young people draws on interviews with over 300 8-23
year olds in England who had engaged with Christian youth projects, along with youth
workers, offering invaluable insights into the experience of these groups from the
perspective of young people themselves. Yet there remains a lack of ethnographic study
into the nature of youth evangelicalism in particular within the sociology and anthropology
of religion.*® This is despite a growing interest in religion and youth in sociology and religious
studies over the past decades, evidenced by the fact that Youth And Religion was one of the
central focuses of the Religion and Society research program in the United Kingdom
(Religion and Society 2020). As Wilkins (2008: 92) states, ‘evangelical adults are the subject
of a wide range of academic work, but little academic attention has been given to

evangelical youth'.

39 This study has been highly influential, and has since been analysed by other writers, such as Kenda
Creasy Dean (2010). Dean (2010: 3) summarises these findings in saying that ‘American young people
are, theoretically, fine with religious faith — but it does not concern them very much, and it is not
durable enough to survive long after they graduate from high school’. Abby Day’s (2009: 265, 269)
interviews with British teenagers broadly agreed with the findings of Smith et al’s studies, in particular
emphasising the significance of family, peers, and other significant others in the formation of beliefs
and personal narratives over the influence of institutional religion.

40 While Nick Shepherd (2016) utilised ethnographic methods in his research of evangelical youth
groups, as discussed above his approach would be more accurately considered practical theology
rather than sociology of religion.
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In those studies that do incorporate evangelical ‘young people’ — including Wilkins’ — the
focus appears to be almost exclusively on those aged 18-30. Wilkins (2008: 5) focuses on
members of a university Christian group, Ruth Perrin’s (2016: 22-7) study of bible reading
amongst young evangelicals is based intentionally in churches with high student
membership and focuses upon those aged 18-33, and Strhan’s (2015: 13) congregation
(while not necessarily chosen for this reason) had a significant student membership, with a
student bible study group being a major site of study. Likewise, while having less of a focus
on students, Daniel DeHanas’ (2016) comparative research of political engagement in young
Muslim and Pentecostal communities in London nevertheless focuses on those aged 18-24.
This is not to say these studies are not valuable — as Strhan (2015: 13) says, British
evangelicals have devoted ‘significant attention and resources to students’ with large
national institutions such as the Universities and Colleges Christian Fellowship, and this
period of life plays a considerable role in the formation of evangelical subjectivity for many.
More recently, Strhan (2019) has undertaken research into how different evangelical
churches engage with children, highlighting their agency and the relational processes at
play across the spaces of school, church, family life, and the local community. There
remains, however, a notable absence in the ethnographic literature between evangelical
engagement with childhood and student/young adulthood. This thesis seeks to bridge this

research gap.

Outline of the Thesis

This thesis seeks to address four main research questions. Firstly, what is the nature of
adolescent evangelical subjectivity within this context? Secondly, how do the particular
practices and processes within this group function in order to foster this subjectivity? Thirdly,
how does this adolescent subjectivity compare with existing understandings of adult
evangelical subjectivity? And finally, to what extent does this group function as a space of

formation and transformation into evangelical adulthood?

Through data drawn from a year of participant observation in an evangelical youth group in
London and interviews with members, leaders, and former members, this thesis explores the
nature of evangelical subjectivity in that period before ‘adulthood’. | will argue that the
distinctive practices and attitudes towards teenagers in this context stems from the nature
of adolescence in evangelicalism (as with wider society) being understood as a liminal phase,
through which the ‘complete’ adult subject is being formed but is not yet finalised. Having

considered in this Introduction the importance placed on transformation within
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evangelicalism and previous understandings of evangelical subjectivity, in the next chapter |
will firstly explore the importance of intersubjectivity in this project. Following this | will
outline the particular theoretical approach through which this research seeks to understand
the processes of transformation present, that of rite of passage.*! While these practices may
not follow the appearance of a traditional ceremonial rite of passage, this framework
nevertheless offers a lens through which to understand transformational practices. In
Chapter 2 | will outline the methodology used in order to understand these practices and
experiences, including the importance of the ethnographic approach and the process of
arriving at the research question, as well as describing the field site and reflecting on my

position within the group.

Through my findings chapters | will explore the extent to which different characteristics of a
rite of passage are present in the group, and the role each of these play in evangelical
subjectivity in this context. Firstly, in Chapter 3, | will discuss different forms of separation
experienced by members of PM. This will consider spatial separation from the main
congregation, but also the ways in which these young people are expected to be distinct
within their non-Christian environments — described as being “ambassadors for Christ”. | will
therefore explore the dual separation and liminality experienced by these young people,
separate in some way both from ‘the world’ and from adult evangelicalism, standing in
between religion and the secular, childhood and adulthood. Through exploring each period
of a group session and the role of peer relationships within them, Chapter 4 looks at the
nature of communitas within the separate space of PM, and the wider significance of peers
in the formation of adolescent evangelical identity. Finally, Chapter 5 will explore the nature
of ‘anti-structure’ within this group, in particular the 4rv — an uncertainty that is acceptable
due to the liminal nature of the adolescent in this space. In contrast to the conventional
sermon-driven pedagogy of adult contexts in which the authority of the speaker is
unwavering, the approach of PM encourages questioning, engagement from peers as well as
adults, and opportunities to challenge normative teachings. This both enables and

encourages a level of uncertainty that is possible within the liminal prior to the certainty that

41 Throughout this thesis | have predominantly chosen to use the more specific term ‘rite of passage’
as opposed to the broader term ‘ritual process’. This is in order to argue for an application of the term
in Western modernity that is more aligned with the original theoretical emphases — even in contexts
which may not initially appear as rites of passage — and looks beyond activities that may be social
markers but in other ways do not fit the original, transformative, criteria (such as passing one’s driving
test).
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is desired to come in ‘adult’ evangelicalism. The thesis will conclude by reflecting back on the
nature of the adolescent evangelical subject and, through interviews with former members
of PM, explore the consequences of this subject formation in early adulthood. Comparisons
with the emerging church movement will show that it is possible to have some continuity
into adulthood, but these are marginalised outside of the permitted liminality of
adolescence. Finally, | will outline the contributions of this project before proposing new

areas for research.
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Chapter 1: Rites of Passage and the Formation of the Religious

Self in Adolescence

Introduction

Gaining an understanding of the experience of an adolescent attending this evangelical
youth group over a number of years, and the impact this might have on their formation as
evangelicals, necessitates theoretical approaches that consider both the individual and the
collective as both the subject and the group are constantly formed and reformed together
over time. Yet it also requires taking consideration of the institutional desires behind the
group and the potential conflicts that may arise as these desires encounter and potentially
clash with the desires of the youth group both as individuals and a social, peer-driven group.
The separation into age-specific groups may indicate an institutional expectation that while
adolescents might have a particular approach to and understanding of faith at that stage of
life, once reaching adulthood each member would have shed childhood religiosity and
individually reached a point of ‘adult’ evangelical faith, ready to engage with the adult
evangelical church world as a result of an experience of transformative conversion. Yet as |
have emphasised, this is also a process that highly values individual religious choice, and the
institutional aspirations ultimately may not be shared by the adolescents themselves — even
amongst those who are heavily involved in the church-led youth activities. Highlighting youth
agency and the power adolescents hold in their own development — as well as that of their
peers — involves recognising the extent to which institutions are limited in their ability to
form subjects to a precise mould. Approaches that emphasise solely the significance of
institutional contexts (such as churches, schools, and families), and the extent to which they
‘succeed’ or ‘fail’ in moulding young people in a supposedly idealised form ignores this
agency of young people, instead perceiving them as clay in a potter’s hand, with the final
outcome dependant on the skill of the potter and the steadiness of the wheel. This thesis
seeks to avoid this pitfall by highlighting the voices of the young participants and their
involvement in the ongoing creation and reconstruction of individual subjectivity and wider
group culture, while also exploring the institutional desires — and the practices that are put
in place to bring these about. This chapter outlines some of the theoretical approaches that

| shall be drawing on to undertake this research.

Having explored the nature of contemporary evangelical subjectivity in the Introduction, and

in particular the relationship with modernity, in this chapter | will first focus particularly on
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the nature of intersubjectivity and the role of significant others on the formation of the
individual religious subject. However, within a religious context, particularly one such as
evangelicalism, this is extended further beyond fellow believers as the concept of divine
intersubjectivity must be taken into consideration. Yet this study is not interested purely in
religious subjects, but specifically adolescent religious subjects, and the particular
characteristics of this life stage are important to recognise beyond the purely religious, and
as a result this will be covered next in this chapter. Following this, | shall move on to exploring
ideas around rites of passage, an important concept in the anthropology of religion and one
that has seeped from the academy and into wider consciousness. As traditionally
understood, these rites have played an enormous role in the transformation of children and
young people into adults in societies across the world, with adolescence being a key period
for these to occur. While these approaches have been criticised, as | shall outline, they also
provide a valuable point of comparison with the processes undertaken in the evangelical
context as they seek to form and foster both current and future evangelical subjects. Having
explored approaches to rites of passage more broadly | shall then focus on two aspects of
the ritual process in particular, both elements emphasised by Victor Turner — those of
liminality and communitas. These ideas will become important in understanding the peculiar
nature of the youth group when considered in the context of the church as a whole and the
attitudes towards faith held by young people that exist within them. Through an analysis of
the findings in later chapters we shall see the extent to which this group mirrors patterns of
practice and experience that have been identified in rites of passage and the role this may
play in the formation and transformation of the evangelical subject during these late teenage

years.

Intersubjectivity and the Religious Subject

In the Introduction | outlined existing research into contemporary evangelical subjectivity, in
particular as it relates to modernity. As described, evangelical subjectivity is never formed
within a bubble and is influenced by the wider cultural environment, with subjectivity
fundamentally situated in and shaped by specific temporal, cultural, and geographical
contexts (Blackman et al 2008: 14). In considering the formation of a religious subject, we
must take seriously the institutional contexts in which formation is desired to take place, the
role of significant others (including the divine), the impact of social structures such as gender,
class, and ethnicity, and the individual agency of the person at the centre, as well as the

embodied and emotive experiences of each of these influences.
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Alongside the influence of wider cultural forms, the role of others with whom individuals
form significant relationships is important to recognise in the formation of subjectivity.
Daniel Miller (2008: 6) argues that one of the assumptions with the broader development of
modernity and post-institutional communities is that ‘fragmentation, individualism and
anomie... [would] follow from the absence of societies and neighbourhoods’. However, his
research into households on a single nondescript street in London — intentionally avoiding
the conventional starting point of a pre-existing structured institution, community, or
cultural group — found that relationships remain central to the development of individual
subjectivity and identity. Indeed, he argues that for most people what matters most in their
lives is ‘whether or not they experienced a number of significant and fulfilling relationships’,
and as a result he believes that ‘individuals are, in large measure, the products and not
merely the agents, of those relationships’ — not just with people but with objects (Miller
2008: 286). Even without the more formalised relational links found in institutional
attachments, * relationships continue to be of central importance to the formation of
subjectivity. In modernity, Miller (2008: 296) concludes, ‘the alternative to society is not a
fragmented individual but people who strive to create relationships to both people and
things'. As Gordon Lynch (2010: 42) has argued, if researchers follow in the modernist
ontological understanding that ‘we exist as autonomous individual selves’,** then we fail ‘to
recognize the ways in which our lives are embedded and negotiated through networks of
relationships with family, partners, colleagues and friends, as well as through face-to-face,
mediated, or imagined relations with other communities’. Within the sociology of religion
this becomes particularly important, due to the traditional focus upon rational, cognitive,
and solipsistic constructions of religious meaning and identity, with the result that issues of
embodiment and intersubjectivity (amongst others) have been often overlooked. In looking

at these deeper, intersubjective, aspects of the self, Lynch (2010: 43) argues, we can ‘provide

42 Miller (2008: 284) observes that ‘[t]here are some vestiges of collectivity in the street, for instance
the church and the pub, but most people make limited use of these’.

43 Alongside this focus on the individual, it must be noted that as a result of the association with
Western modernity (Boon 2007) some scholars have questioned the extent to which certain
approaches to subjectivity, and the concepts contained within — specifically modernist understandings
of agency and freedom — can be legitimately applied to religious individuals and movements. Saba
Mahmood (2005), for example, challenges the use of concepts such as autonomy by Western liberal
academics in their critiques of Islamic groups. Mahmood (2005: 11-14) argues that assumptions that
all will desire ‘freedom’ in terms of absolute autonomy to express one’s own will ‘unencumbered by
the weight of custom, transcendent will, and tradition’ are far from universal and are instead
‘profoundly mediated by cultural and historical conditions'.
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richer accounts of the nature and basis of human agency beyond notions of individual

reflexivity and autonomy... [in order to] understand more clearly the nature of lived religion'.

If we are to understand belief in an evangelical youth group as more than simply cognitive
assent to certain propositions, as argued in the Introduction, then the relationships through
which this belief is formed and maintained is an essential point of study. David Morgan
(2010: 7), who advocates strongly for a broader conception of belief beyond an overly
cognitive focus, defines belief instead as ‘a shared imaginary, a communal set of practices
that structure life in powerfully aesthetic terms' (emphasis added).** These can occur outside
of any institutional contexts, as practices and feelings associated with belief are developed
within the communal socialisation of family and friends (Morgan 2010: 5). All aspects of
religion and belief, including mediated and embodied aspects, originate out of
intersubjective human communities — even those which are as unique and disparate as those
cosmologies unpacked by Miller (2008: 294-5). For those involved in institutional contexts,
however, these are central points of spiritual formation, particularly in the form of collective
embodied behaviour. As highlighted in the Introduction, Birgit Meyer (2008: 708) places
great emphasis on the significance of religious institutions and their embodied practices on
the formation of the individual religious subject, with particular ‘aesthetic styles’ and
‘sensational forms’ developing within these contexts that ‘shape or even produce the
transcendental in a particular manner’ and organizing religious sensations. Therefore, even
though these sensations are experienced as individual and are often deeply personal, they
are ‘socially produced, and their repetition depends on the existence of formalized practices
that not only frame individual religious sensations but also enable them to be reproduced'
(Meyer 2008: 710). This anchoring in and emergence from a wider social context means that
they also serve to reinforce the ‘taken-for-granted sense of self and community’, a common
sense acknowledged by the majority without question ‘exactly because it is grounded in
shared perceptions and sensations’ (Meyer 2008: 715). Congregational studies have often

highlighted the significance of these factors.

44 Some have commented, occasionally flippantly, that cognitive theological belief is of relatively low
priority for membership in the Church of England. In an address to the Prayer Book Society, author
Alan Bennett (1994: 542) once observed that ‘in the Anglican Church whether or not one believes in
God tends to get sidestepped. It’s not quite in good taste. Someone said that the Church of England
is so constituted that its members can really believe anything, but of course almost none of them do’.
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Anna Strhan’s (2015: 13) accounts of the ‘Rooted’ Bible study groups at a conservative
evangelical congregation explore how formalised discussions about faith matters between
members are used as a key method by which ‘individuals were incorporated into
[evangelical] culture’,* but she also looks beyond these more overtly cognitive aspects of
communal subject formation towards other embodied or mediated elements. She argues
that the embodied practices adopted by and shared within the community play a significant
role on the nature of individual subjectivity particularly in the context of a potentially hostile
external culture, as the ‘forms of practice internalized through their participation in church
life mean that [individuals] have a strong sense of belonging to a bounded community and
of the symbolic lines of division marking out the boundaries of their belonging’ (Strhan 2015:
201). The embodied ‘collective practices’ enacted within the community assist in their efforts
to ‘cling to what they believe through their connections with and established accountabilities
to each other and to God’, even in the face of the uncertainty and doubt that comes with
their experiences in wider ‘secular’ environments (Strhan 2015: 201). These practices also
serve to bring them together as a community, defining their individual and collective
identities over and against the external culture — as well as other forms of evangelicalism.
Mathew Guest (2007: 109) develops a similar theme in his study of a charismatic
congregation, arguing that ‘it is in dialogue with shared experiences and interpretations of
charismata that the subjective identities of these parishioners take on their present form’.
Again, we see that collective embodied practices form an important part in intersubjectivity,
and as a result in both the collective identity and individual formation of subjectivity. In
searching for an understanding of youth evangelical subjectivity in the context of a youth
group these embodied elements will be an important factor to observe, particularly
considering the likelihood of distinctive social and embodied practices rarely seen in adult

congregational settings.

Divine Intersubjectivity

If intersubjectivity is concerned with the significance of relationships to the development of
individual subjectivity, divine intersubjectivity focuses on relationships with sacred or divine
figures. For decades this was largely overlooked by social scientists, often behind the claim

of ‘methodological atheism’ (Berger 1973: 106). This approach of ‘bracketing — or refusing to

45 See also Bielo (2009) for further information on evangelical small group Bible study practices.
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consider — for the purpose of sociological study the ultimate reality of such religious objects
as God, angels, or cosmic unity’ (Porpora 2006: 57) resulted in underrepresenting the extent
to which religious individuals develop relationships with sacred others and therefore the
significance of this upon subjectivity. When this element is recognised, it becomes clear from
ethnographic studies that for many believers the relationship they desire to be most
significant in constructing their subjectivities is that with the divine. When this is overlooked
by scholars, therefore, the work can appear to be able only to offer a cursory and superficial
understanding of religious identity, ignoring an element that would be perceived by
participants as one of (if not the) most significant features of their faith. As a result, Lynch
(2010: 49) challenges researchers of religion to consider whether it is ‘possible that sacred
objects, with whom adherents form emotionally charged relationships, could also be
thought of as having some form of subjectivity?’. While the agency exhibited by sacred
subjects could not be seen as ‘the same kind of agency demonstrated by empirically
observable human beings’ (Lynch 2010: 49), Lynch points to Latour’s (2005: 71-2) argument
that agency can be attributed to anything that ‘might authorize, allow, afford, encourage,
permit, suggest, influence, block, render possible, forbid, and so on’ — and there is no reason,
Lynch argues, why this cannot also be applied to the sacred subject. The fact that the
individual encounters that subject in the context of a community, ‘through sedimented and
evolving patterns of discourse that extend back into the past and into a wider imagined
community of faith in the present’ means that ‘the individual adherent experiences the
sacred subject as a life and reality beyond themselves’ due to the long and established
patterns of discourses interacted with and narrated by larger groups of adherents (Lynch
2010: 50). The relationship with the perceived active divine subject, external to the individual
believer, is thus experienced in a manner that will have significance in a manner not

dissimilar to the intersubjectivity within a human community.

This would appear to be particularly important within evangelical communities, in which the
personal imminent relationship with the divine is highlighted. Tanya Luhrmann (2012: xv), in
her study of the evangelical relationship with God, argues that modern evangelicalism
focuses on ‘an intensely personal God, a God who not only cares about your welfare but
worries with you about whether to paint the kitchen table', while Guest (2007: 106) links the
understanding of God as an intensely imminent being experienced personally through daily
encounters, directly to the growing focus upon the subject within religious movements. This

is applicable not only to adult believers, but also to adolescents. Nick Shepherd argues that
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for the Anglican teenagers in his research,*® the personal and relational presence of God is
an important source of identity. Central to their expression of faith is the fact that ‘God is
personally there for them’, as “someone to be there in all your decision making”, in the
words of one participant (Shepherd 2010: 153). Shepherd (2010: 153) argues that for these
young people, being able to talk with a relational God in prayer offers a ‘tangible aspect of
faith’, and ultimately contributes towards the ‘reflexive management of self’. But this
intimate relationship with divine figures is not restricted solely to evangelicalism. Robert
Orsi’s Between Heaven and Earth (2005) explores the significance of divine intersubjectivity
upon Catholics in mid-twentieth century New York, including his own Uncle Sal. He argues
that Sal held active relationships with the Virgin Mary and various saints (in particular Blessed
Margaret of Castello), relationships reflected through (but independent of) institutions and
material objects. For Sal, Margaret was ‘really present to him and could be addressed as
such’, and significantly was understood as someone who ‘reflected [Sal] in heaven’, through
sharing his physical disabilities (Orsi 2005: 12, 45). Interestingly in Orsi’s narrative, this divine
other was encountered through the very institutional forces that were diminishing Sal’s
position as an active agent, and yet this encounter and relationship served to develop and
strengthen his subjective perception. He encounters Margaret as herself an active subject, a
being like him and yet close to God, reflecting and representing him in the heavenly realm.
As a result, through this stream of interactions we see the complex relationship between
human and institutional intersubjectivity and divine intersubjectivity, relationships that are
fluid and occasionally contradictory and yet can be of immense personal value to individual
religious adherents. The fact that these sacred others are encountered through long-
standing religious institutions means that divine beings can be perceived as subjects to the
extent that they ‘have a kind of separate life, formed through past histories of discourse and
mediation, which pre-exists the contemporary adherent and provides the context within

which any relational encounter with the sacred other is possible’ (Lynch 2010: 52).

Along with relationships with divine figures, scripture has been shown to lie at the heart of
how many evangelicals come to form their subjectivity — or, at least, this is their desire. In
asking her participants how best to understand the difference that their faith made to their

lives, Strhan (2015: 138) states that ‘several people told me that to answer that, | ought to

46 Shepherd does not specify whether the groups he was working with would identify as evangelical,
but many of his findings appear to be applicable to an evangelical environment.
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read the Bible’. She notes that ‘evangelistic impulses’ will contribute to this desire for her to
read the Bible, but argues that more importantly it demonstrates that ‘one way they
experience their lives as distinctive from those around them is shaped by their relationship
with the Bible’ (Strhan 2015: 138). The centrality of the Bible for the formation of evangelical
subjectivity is ‘bound up with their conviction that through the Bible they experience God’,
with the scriptures and the divine serving as social agents (Strhan 2015: 138). Scripture is
seen by many evangelicals as an active agent, ‘at once a closed canon and an open book, still
alive, a living Word’ (Webster 2013: 28). The balance between the priority of scripture and
personal experience in understanding individual relationship with God, and therefore the
impact of this upon subjectivity, will vary between church cultures — with conservative
evangelical congregations such as Strhan’s and Webster’s likely to place more emphasis on
scripture, and charismatic evangelicals such as those in Luhrmann’s contexts more likely to
highlight spiritual experience. However, it is likely that in most evangelical contexts both
elements will be understood as significant in the formation of evangelical subjectivity to a

greater or lesser degree.

Intersubjectivity and Adolescence

While this research shares similarities with congregational studies, as will be explored in the
following chapter, the significance of a focus on adolescence should not be ignored —
particularly with regards to intersubjectivity and the importance of peer relationships during
this period. Studies of adolescent behaviour, development, and psychology have frequently
noted the particular significance of peers during this period,*” something that is echoed in
the common concern amongst schools and parents of the perceived dangers of peer-
pressure or ‘falling in with the wrong sort’ as teenagers shift away from the dominant
influence of parents. It is worth noting at this stage that ‘adolescence’ can be understood in
two deeply intertwined but separate ways. The first is a biological and sexual maturation,
associated with puberty, which is universal and exists across multiple species. While puberty
is a biological fact, social and cultural factors (such as diet) can have a significant impact on
its onset and progress, and as a result the exact age range for puberty is not permanently set

naturally (Grimes 2000: 108). The second is socially oriented and is usually understood as the

47 See, for example, Phil Erwin’s (1998) study of the nature and significance of friendship in childhood
and adolescence, John Cotterell’s (2007) research into the ‘social networks’ of adolescents, and
Valerie Hey's (1997) ethnographic study of female friendships in two secondary schools.
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period between distinct childhood and adulthood. While this is usually recognised in some
form across cultures (Grimes 2000: 108) and can even be recognised in social behavioural
shifts among non-human animals (Blakemore 2018: 4), it is strongly connected to distinct
social contexts — including socially determined markers of its beginning and end. But despite
this variation it appears to be the case — throughout history and cultures — that social

acceptance is a primary concern during this life stage.

Neuroscientist Sarah-Jayne Blakemore (2018: 31-4), in her study of the adolescent brain,
argues that ‘friends are more important during adolescence than at any other stage of life,’
with acceptance by peer groups being vital as the ‘need for social acceptance by one's peers
plays a pivotal role in a lot of adolescent decision-making'. Of course, friendship is also an
important part of adult life, but the particular impact on adolescence appears to be
significant. A study undertaken by Blakemore (2018: 33), in which individuals of different
age-groups were asked to participate in a driving simulation game that offered rewards for
successful risk-taking, found that while adolescents were similar in their risk-taking
behaviour to other age groups when playing the game privately, when asked to play while
three friends watched ‘adolescents took almost three times as many risks as when they were
alone, and young adults took nearly twice as many risks’. In adults, however, ‘the presence
of peers had no impact on risk-taking’ (Blakemore 2018: 33). This acceptance of physical risk
in adolescence is not due to a lack of awareness of risk — Blakemore (2018: 40) shows that
they appear to have a good idea of risk, even an over-estimation — but rather due to a
hypersensitivity to social-exclusion, a sensitivity that appears to have an evolutionary
foundation based on long term consequences into adulthood, a sensitivity that can also be
seen in other species.”® This sensitivity develops in part from the development of a sense of
self that is, for the first time, tied to ‘the ways in which other people see us’ as we go about
‘constructing who we are and how we are seen by others’ (Blakemore 2018: 19-20). Our

‘social self, the way other people view us’ becomes a central feature of adolescence, and this

48 Blakemore (2018: 38-9) points to a study that shows that adolescent rats who are deprived of
contact with others experience a greater level of stress than those at any other points of life, impacting
the development of the prefrontal cortex and leading to an increased likelihood of depressive
behaviours, anxiety, and abnormal sexual behaviours in adulthood. Observations of human
adolescents who have experienced social stresses have shown that they are more likely to suffer from
behavioural consequences in adulthood, to the extent that 'mechanisms and behaviours promoting
peer acceptance can be considered adaptive. That is, it might be evolutionary beneficial for
adolescents to do their utmost to be accepted by their peer group, so as to avoid being socially
isolated’ (Blakemore 2018: 39).
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exists as much in imagination as in experience as we become focused on ‘how we appear to
others and how they will judge us’*® (Blakemore 2018: 23-4). These ‘others’ are not just
anyone during adolescence. In this period, ‘one group of people stand out as being
exceptionally significant: our friends, other adolescents — people like us’ (Blakemore 2018:
30). Later in adolescence this centres more specifically around particular groups of peers,
Blakemore (2018: 117-8) argues, as we ‘start to place more weight on the identities of other
people, perhaps because self-identity and how others view us become increasingly
important to us as we establish ourselves as a member of our peer group’. In exploring and
establishing a sense of self during adolescence, intersubjective relationships with peers (and
in particular those ones identified as friends) are significant in a way that is not matched at

any other time of life.

danah boyd’s (2014) rich ethnographic study of adolescent social media use in America gives
further insights into the significance and influence of peers during this time. She argues that
while the technology may be novel, the primary experience that teenagers desire from their
usage is not — ‘a space to hang out and connect with friends’ for a generation who have been
denied these opportunities in public spaces (boyd 2014: 5). Drawing on the idea of
adolescence as liminal experience, boyd (2014: 17) argues that friends are an essential part
of the transition to adulthood through offering both companionship and support but also in
‘providing a context beyond that of family and home’ and an ‘opportunity to create
relationships that are not simply given but chosen’. The interviews and vignettes within the
work continue to show the pre-eminent importance of peer-based relationships for the
teenagers on which her research was focused, with new media serving predominantly as a
means by which these relationships can be formed and developed in order to better
understand and construct self and the social world as they take their steps into adulthood.
These two studies offer a glimpse into the significance of peers on formation of the self in
adolescence, and further evidence for the importance of intersubjectivity in this project.
Young evangelicals do not exist solely within a theological and cultural bubble, and peer
relationships are as significant in their formation as they are for any teenager — both within

and outside of their institutional church structures. In light of the evangelical emphasis on

% This is even the case when peers are not physically present and when they would have no
knowledge of the situation in question, for example the feeling of embarrassment when playing a
board game with parents as a result of presumed judgement from an “imaginary audience”
(Blakemore 2018: 25-6).
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personal, intentional commitment to faith identities in this age, independent of the
‘automatic’ faith of their childhood associated with their family, the fact that the ‘chosen’
relationships with peers serve as significant influences on wider subject formation at this age
range means that observing and understanding these friendships is crucial to developing an

understanding of the development of evangelical subjectivity during adolescence.

Evangelical subjects in modernity cannot be wholly formed within their church
environments, and the influences that surround them outside of these religious contexts can
bring about a challenge to the desired coherence of their religious subjectivity. In other
situations, these wider cultural influences may be interwoven with their religious
subjectivity, potentially inspiring new directions for the religious subject, rather than
shattering it or stripping it of religious distinctiveness. Beyond these institutional and social
influences, the significance of relationships and intersubjectivity cannot be overlooked.
Through shared imaginaries and embodied practices the subject is formed in community
with others, an aspect that is particularly significant in the context of a religious
congregation. Whether outside or within these institutional contexts, the personal
relationships formed with close others are important points of reciprocal subject formation,
taking on particular significance in adolescence during which relationships with friends are
of more importance and influence than any other stage of life —in particular with regards to

formation of the sense of self.

Observing the ways in which these different factors interweave in this formative
environment will be an important focus of the fieldwork research and the interviews.
However, these are aspects that may be equally present in a secular environment as in a
religious one. It is in the focus on divine intersubjectivity, on encountering the divine and
being changed in this encounter, that the experiences take on a particularly religious
character. In an evangelical environment we might expect this to place emphasis on an
intimate personal relationship with God, a relationship that is expected to be a source of
strength and comfort, as well as challenge and transformation. This encounter may happen
through structured elements of a service such as sung worship or the sermon, or in private
or collective religious practices such as prayer and reading of scripture, or in experiences
separated from any specific practice. The religious subject in this environment is formed in
relationship with the divine subject. What is also expected within the evangelical subject in

particular, however, is a powerful transformation as a result of these encounters with the
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divine. The following section explores one possible model through which we might

understand how this transformation is expected to take place.

Rites of Passage

This transformation of the self is expected whether the individual is approaching
evangelicalism for the first time as an adult or has grown up within a church environment.
The adult evangelical subject is anticipated as something qualitatively distinct from that of
the child; the new evangelical subject distinct from their previous, non-evangelical self. The
conversion ‘experience’ — central to the evangelical understanding of personal faith — is
understood as something that goes beyond a gentle transition from a pre-converted to post-
converted state. The language of being ‘born again’, a ‘new life’ replacing the old, suggests
not simply a deeper understanding of theology, or an education in a new style of worship,
but rather a radical and permanent transformation of the self occurring on a deeply personal
and sacred level. Whether a church follows a ‘stage-based’ model of faith formation or not,
the division into age-based ministries for under-18s suggests that this transformation is
expected to occur prior to entering into the faith of ‘adulthood’ around which the main
church structures are oriented. Therefore, for those growing up within the church context at
very least, adolescence becomes a key period for encountering this conversion experience,
whether in a sudden moment of divine encounter or a gradual period of rebirth. | will argue
that what is seen and experienced in these spaces can be productively approached through
the lens of ritual process. The perception of adolescent spirituality as a not only transitional
but ideally transformational period between childhood faith and adult faith, complete with
distinct contexts, practices, and expectations, leads to consideration of the concept of rites
of passage, through which an individual is transformed from one state of being to another,
and in particular the ideas of liminality and communitas. While there may or may not be
formal rites of passage present in an evangelical youth context (particularly in practices of
adult baptism and confirmation), these are, | believe, only a single (and optional) factor of a
wider process that follows many of the expected patterns of a rite of passage. | argue that in
seeing the evangelical approach to youth work through the lens of rites of passage we may
gain a new insight into the structure that underlies this transformation from evangelical

childhood to adulthood, and ‘old life’ to new.
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Van Gennep, Victor Turner, and Beyond

The theory behind rites of passage and their significance stems from French folklorist Arnold
van Gennep’s writing at the beginning of the twentieth century. His research covered rites
from around the world that celebrated shifts in life stages — birth, betrothal, marriage,
funerals, and (most pressingly here) adolescence and initiation.>® He argued that among
‘semicivilized peoples... for every one of these events’ — as well as transitional moments such
as advancing to a higher social status or entering into a new social group — ‘there are
ceremonies whose essential purpose is to enable the individual to pass from one defined
position to another which is equally well defined’ (van Gennep 2010: 3). Life for van Gennep
is made up of these patterns of transformation and passage between stages, and in their
complete form each of these rites, he believed, could be divided into three phases:
‘separation from the community, transition into an especially formative time and space, and

reincorporation back into the community’ (Grimes 2000: 6).5!

The model utilises spatial
metaphors in order to explain the process of transformation, for example likening a rite to
the crossing of a national border — at the threshold point, as one is in between two states,
one is required to perform a ritual in order to proceed into the new territory. In modern
terms we might use the image of an airport terminal: having been physically separated from
the previous state, the traveller is faced with the security and customs requirements as the
ceremonial performances necessary to guarantee safe passage — with those who fail to
complete the ritual appropriately either returned to their former state or retained,

potentially indefinitely, in the ‘in-between’ state within the airport itself, lost between two

states.

Societies and religions around the world are littered with ritual practices, but the key aspect
of a rite of passage is its transformative nature. As Ronald Grimes (2000: 7) notes, to ‘enact
any kind of rite is to perform, but to enact a rite of passage is also to transform’ (emphasis

original). They permanently shift the individual into a new position — from bachelor to

%0 van Gennep (2010: 66-7) is firm in the separation of what he terms ‘physiological puberty’ and
“’social puberty”, and thus insistent that ‘initiation rites’ should not be referred to as “puberty rites”,
as there is no consistent cross-cultural link between the physiological changes and initiation practices.
51 While he believed that all rites of passage could hold each of these stages, there were also those
that emphasised particular elements and thus became subcategories of the larger framework: rites of
separation, prominent in ceremonies such as funerals; transition rites, such as those marking
pregnancy, betrothal, or initiation; and rites of incorporation, such as birth and marriage rites (van
Gennep 2010: 10-11).
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husband, princess to queen, or child to adult. This was particularly significant for Victor
Turner, writing in the second half of the twentieth-century, who ‘stood conventional ritual
theory on its head’ by refuting Emile Durkheim’s concept that ritual served to maintain
societal status quo and instead argued that genuine ritual was ‘deeply subversive and
creative’, as well as transformative (Grimes 2000: 121). That which was not transformative
was not ritual, but rather was ceremony. Turner still relied heavily on van Gennep’s three
stage model, though placed particular emphasis on the second phase: the transitional (or
liminal) phase. It was during this period that Turner believed lay true transformation and
creativity, in which a person and a community were deconstructed and rebuilt in a new form.
This will be covered in greater depth below, as it is the aspect most relevant to the adolescent
experience within my study. While the liminal phase is of particular importance here, it is

nevertheless important to discuss the nature of separation and incorporation.

Frequently, but not universally, separation involves the physical distancing of the initiates
from their ordinary or former context to a different space — potentially one that is explicitly
marked for this ritual purpose. Turner (2008: 100) notes, for example, the instillation rites of
the Kanongesha of the Ndembu tribe in Zambia, which ‘begins with the construction of a
small structure of leaves about a mile away from the capital village’ to which the chief-elect
and his wife must travel in order that his commoner state might ‘die’ during the liminal stage
of the rite. The chief is thus separated from the wider community in order to indicate that
their former state is ended, ready for the new one to be formed prior to re-entry into the
community. In the case of a collective rite, such as the circumcision ritual noted by Edith
Turner (2012: 174-182) (but witnessed by Victor Turner on a joint research trip), initiates
may be separated from the opposite gender or those of a different age. Yet it is not only a
physical and social separation that takes place at this point; there may also a separation from
communal norms and practices, or even from the usual understandings of time — ‘The first
phase (of separation) comprises symbolic behaviour signifying the detachment of the
individual or group either from an earlier fixed point in the social structure, from a set of
cultural conditions (a "state"), or from both’ (Turner 2008: 94). This separation from social
structures is necessary in order to facilitate the period of ‘anti-structure’ that breaks away
from existing social norms and may even bring about social, as well as individual,

transformation.

Following the liminal period, which is discussed at length below, the re-incorporation rituals

can take place. These practices mark the point at which the transformed individual is
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welcomed back into the community in their new state.®? These may be mundane — simply
stepping through a door that was off limits prior to the liminal ritual acts, as in the case of a
traveller finally passing through the customs gate in the airport example. However, this act
of incorporation might involve a grand celebration, such as in the female maturation ritual
in which Edith Turner (2012: 170-172) participated. After three months in a designated hut,
the ‘coming-out day’ occurs and the local women who have been guiding the neophyte
through the process bring her to a secluded spot in order to be anointed, dressed, and
readied for 'her final display’ (Turner 2012: 171). Starting out in the bush, she charges out in
front of the entire local community who have gathered to see the new woman for the first
time, as she passionately performs a dance — something that the younger, uninitiated, girls
attempt to mimic in vain (Turner 2012: 172). Even in the airport example, one can imagine
the traveller being welcomed on the other side of the threshold exuberantly by family and
friends who had undertaken the journey and its rituals before them, ready to celebrate the
first steps in their new land. The incorporation process is a recognition by both the
community and the individual that the transformation has occurred and is complete, and a

new being is present in the community.

Liminality

Between separation and integration lies the liminal phase, the element which Victor Turner
saw as key in the entire process — particularly within initiatory rites — as being the period in
which old selves, now removed from their previous environment, are deconstructed and
new selves are formed before reincorporation into the community.>® This period can pass in
a moment — as with Christian baptism (Strhan 2019: 174) — or can last months or even years,
as is the case with many of the examples drawn out by Turner himself. In this state, the
initiates are stripped of their ‘preliminal and postliminal attributes’, often to the extent of
becoming essentially stripped of their identity (Turner 2008: 102). They are variously

described as ‘a blank slate’, ‘merely entities in transition, as yet without place or position’,

52 The term ‘incorporation’, as David Yamane (2014: 10) observes, literally means ‘being made part of
the body (corpus) of the group’. In the context of a Christian congregation this carries resonances of
the description of the wider Church as the ‘body of Christ’ by Paul in 1 Corinthians 12 and Ephesians
4, and Yamane (2014: 13) points to the conclusion in the Catholic initiation he is studying which
marked ‘the aggregation of the catechumen into the mystical body of Christ’, that is, the Church.

53 As with the descriptions above, the representation here is something of an ‘ideal type’ of the liminal
process and experience as described by Turner, with the assumption of significant similarities (beyond
the superficial differences) and efficacy across practicing cultures.
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‘neither here nor there’, and fundamentally ‘betwixt and between’ (Turner 2008: 103, 95).
They are supposed to exist in the state between states, yet to be shaped. This experience is
expected to reach deep into the individual as it ‘takes over the souls of those going through
it’, as Edith Turner (2012: 183) writes. Having been separated from the community, both
geographically and socially, the group are now on the margins of society, existing separately
and without their previous worth. Behaviourally, the initiates in Victor Turner’s (2008: 95,
103) models are often characterised by their humility and submissiveness to the authority of
the community, as well as silence in the face of the necessary or even apparently arbitrary
ordeals. This is part of the stripping process — as though ‘they are being reduced or ground
down to a uniform condition to be refashioned anew and endowed with additional powers
to enable them to cope with their new station in life’ (Turner 2008: 95). These ordeals
‘represent partly a destruction of the previous status and partly a tempering of their essence
in order to prepare them to cope with their new responsibilities and restrain them in advance
from abusing their new privileges. They have to be shown that in themselves they are clay
or dust, mere matter, whose form is impressed upon them by society’ (Turner 2008: 103).
Again, this exposes the often-extreme nature of Victor Turner’s examples, but the emphasis
here is placed on the breakdown of the previous structure, both with regards to personal
identity and social status, but also behavioural norms, possible only due to the separation
from the ordinary. The experiences described by Turner in his observations of liminality
sound at moments harrowing, but the notion of “anti-structure” — the term he uses for this
phase in which ordinary expectations are removed — is understood as potentially freeing,
with new possibilities emerging that were previously impossible. As Edith Turner writes,
‘[m]uch of what has been bound by social structure is liberated in liminality’ (2012: 183). This
includes a subversion or entire removal of power structures, an aspect that is of particular
importance in the development of communitas, described below. But it goes beyond merely
a removal of an old power system, and Turner (2008: 106) draws out numerous elements in
liminality which he believes are indicative of the total subversion of ordinary systems, their

binary opposites.

Once the separation and deconstruction of past self has been completed, the formation of
the new self can take place in the anti-structural context. This may take place in the form of
explicit teaching and guidance, rehearsals of future ritual practice, experiences that are
intended to develop desirable traits, or any number of other pedagogical approaches. But
this aspect of liminality is understood as going beyond simple education or training, instead

taking on a spiritual power, one that not only develops the individual but actively transforms
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them — ‘The wisdom (mana) that is imparted in sacred liminality is not just an aggregation of
words and sentences; it has ontological value, it refashions the very being of the neophyte’
(Turner 2008: 103). While on some level ‘anything that people learn that they did not know
before entails the passage from some small level of knowledge to another’ (Turner 2012:
187), this does not necessitate the transformative, transgressive, transcendent, experience
of the liminal. Formal education alone, for example, would therefore not equate to a rite of
passage without other transformative elements — as explored in Christie Kulz’s work,
described below. Equally, for the liminal to be transformative there need be no intentional
act of pedagogy, particularly if there is a belief in a deeper sacred power in play in the act
through which the participant might be transformed. It appears that often, within the
examples offered by Victor and Edith Turner at least, both human-led pedagogy and spiritual
power are experienced as a part of the transformation within the liminal phase of a rite of
passage. It is also important to note that the liminal phase in Turner’s writing is not only one
in which old knowledge and practice is passed on, but it is also a generative stage in which
creativity can flow. Liminality is a condition in which ‘myths, symbols, rituals, philosophical
systems, and works of art’ are ‘frequently generated’ (Turner 2008: 128). As Grimes (2000:
121) describes it, for Turner ‘liminality is not just a phase in an initiation rite but any betwixt
and between “space” in which cultural and ritual creativity are incubated... ritual is a hotbed
of cultural creativity; and its work is to evoke creativity and change, not to buttress the status

quo’.>*

While Victor Turner broadly follows the structure laid out by van Gennep, he also makes
clear that the experience of the liminal need not necessarily be followed by a ritual of
incorporation, with the liminal state instead being a permanent one. He suggests the
Christian tradition as an example of this, wherein ‘what was in tribal society principally a set
of transitional qualities "betwixt and between" defined states of culture and society has
become itself an institutionalised state’ (Turner 2008: 107).>® In particular, he argues, the

institutionalised environment of the Benedictine monastery fosters an environment in which

54 Strhan argues that agency is central to this creative output. In her study of rites of passage in three
evangelical churches, she found that when children were offered more agency in the performance of
rituals ‘they usually did so enthusiastically, and brought to these moments their own distinctive
creativity, meanings, and enjoyment’ (Strhan 2019: 190).

55 Turner (2008: 107) also draws on language of the Christian as a ‘stranger to the world, a pilgrim, a
traveller’, reminiscent of the language noted by Strhan (2015: 203) in her study of conservative
evangelicals, with the self-understanding as ‘aliens and strangers’ in the world.
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transition becomes ‘a permanent condition’, with practices such as communal living
separate from mainstream society, a focus on self-discipline, and an ascetic life of poverty,
abstinence, and solemn obedience to an authority (Turner 2008: 107). A more contemporary
comparison might be found in the forms of community discussed by Tanya Erzen (2006) in
her work Straight To Jesus. Erzen’s (2006: 3) study of predominantly evangelical ‘ex-gay’
ministries in the United States examines a process whereby participants seek not only a
religious transformation through encounter with the divine, but sexual transformation away
from their same-sex desires. In many ways the practices utilised to try and achieve this
transformation mirror those of the traditional rites of passage described above — the group
are physically and socially separated from mainstream evangelicalism and wider culture, an
overwhelming emphasis is placed on the collective bonding of members going through the
shared experience, and the process concludes with a formal graduation ceremony prior to
reincorporation into the wider world (Erzen 2006: 216-8). At this point, the men were
handed personalised certificates confirming that they had “successfully completed the 2000
Steps Out program” (Erzen 2006: 218). While the state of the participants during their time
on the program is undoubtedly a liminal one, and expectedly so — deconstructing the former
self and constructing a new self, transformed both religiously and sexually, is the entire
purpose of this period, and is therefore to an extent a comfortable liminality — the point of
graduation does not necessarily mark the comfortable entry into acceptable evangelical or

wider society.

Through frequently shared testimony narratives, the men are able to perceive their lives as
structured around becoming Christians, with emphasis placed on the open sharing of former
sinful behaviour as well as the redemption of meeting Christ — evidencing the possibility of
transformation through this encounter (Erzen 2006: 11-3). Yet, frequently, while the
transformation of the religious subject may be ‘completed’, the sexual self remains torn.
Erzen’s (2006: 14) account is one of individuals in a perpetual state of liminality, with an
acceptance and even expectation of continuing desires and lapsed behaviours, with the
result being that ‘[r]ather than becoming heterosexual, men and women become part of a
new identity group in which it is the norm to submit to temptation and return to ex-gay
ministry over and over again'. This new identity, caught between what they perceive as their
sinful former self and their idealised future heterosexual or celibate self, also leads to a
situation where the individual stands between the wider LGBT community, who frequently
oppose the methods of ex-gay ministries, and the conservative church position that ‘a person

can and must move from homosexuality to heterosexuality’ (Erzen 2006: 15). The accounts
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of those who have ‘graduated’ from the program suggests a restless discomfort with the
ongoing liminality outside of the set space, °® particularly when separated from the
community developed in the program, as while the ‘program had ended... the process of
conversion had not’ (Erzen 2006: 218). After meeting up with ‘Brian’, a few years after the
conclusion of the program, Erzen (2006: 227) recounted his ongoing faith alongside an
ongoing frustration, seeing himself as ‘waiting in limbo — uncomfortable with being gay but
feeling like his attraction to men had not even faded', an attitude which seems to be shared
by many in his position. We see here therefore a range of liminalities in this strand of
contemporary Christianity, both structured and unintended, comfortable and disconcerting,

temporary and ongoing.

Yet the liminal can also exist outside of any religious framework. Since the publication of The
Ritual Process, researchers have suggested other liminal contexts within contemporary
Western society. Edith Turner (2012: 183) draws the net widely, arguing that examples of
liminal people in our society are ‘teenagers, students, trainees, travellers, those with new
jobs, the sick, the dying, those in the army, or those in major disasters’, though there is a
‘paucity of [formal] rituals for these occasions’ — an argument discussed by Grimes below.
Environments that do continue to attempt to develop structured and transformative rituals
are often oriented around the examples highlighted by Edith Turner, such as those within
the formal education system addressed towards adolescents. Kulz (2017: 47), in her
ethnographic study of a secondary academy in a large English city, looks at the rituals that
are utilised in the school as an intentional attempt to ‘transform students, instigate a
particular culture, and return them changed’ to the local community. The wider work is a
critique of the marketisation and neo-liberal focus of education in Britain through the
academisation model, and she describes this process for the students as one of ‘removal
from the profane space of Urbanderry [Kulz’ pseudonym for the city in which the school is
based] and its associated symbols’ in order that students might ‘access the sacred world of
economic productivity via employment’ upon leaving education (Kulz 2017: 48). Thus the
school process as a whole, Kulz argues, can be understood in a liminal frame. However the
fact that this cannot be a permanent environment for the proposed neophytes, as they have

to return home at the end of the school day — much to the chagrin of senior staff who long

56 Erzen (2006: 14-5) uses the framework of queer theory to describe this situation between
essentialist categories, but | believe that the language of the liminal is also appropriate here.
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for more influence over their pupils (Kulz 2017: 48) — means that this is a disrupted and fragile
liminality. The response to this is that the liminal phase becomes one of strictly policed
extended space, including outside of school hours and grounds. After the end of the school
day, staff members patrol the streets and enforce ‘correct’ behaviour and presentation, in
order to ‘visibly monitor whether or not the institutional structures have permeated the
body or if they have been discarded once past the [school] gate’ (Kulz 2017: 48-51). The focus
here is partly on creating a positive image of the school in the wider society, but more
significantly it is on the enforcement of rigid structure on as wide a scale as possible, to the
point where this structure ‘lodges in the bone, in its very marrow’, in the words of Ronald

Grimes (2000: 7).

While the environment that Kulz describes is evidently a space in which formation of a
certain type of neoliberal individual desired by institutions is anticipated, and doubtless takes
place within a number of students, questions remain as to the extent to which this is a truly
‘liminal’ environment in the manner intended by Victor Turner. In this context, rather than
societal structure and power being subverted, it is enforced with a harsh and overreaching
level of discipline. As Turner describes it, the liminal phase is that which exists between social
structures, where hierarchies are in some form subverted and transformed as a sense of
communitas is experienced between participants, with the stripping of individual identity
markers understood as liberating and creatively fruitful. There is, of course, no singular
‘ideal’ expression of the liminal state, and every suggestion of a liminal state can be critiqued
along one definitional ground or another. Equally, Turner’s definition lacks clarity and
consistency at points. Yet while adolescence is an intrinsically liminal phase — something
which appears to be recognised in the countless adolescent initiation rites around the world
— a context in which adolescents are forced to obey a highly paternalistic hierarchical
structure and does not subvert external social structures so much as heighten them, appears
to lack some of the key generative and creative aspects that Turner highlights in his concept
of liminality. As discussed above, the liminal is a phase which should not simply reinforce and
underline the status quo, but rather one that unleashes creativity that was restricted under
former structures. Yet this breaking down of social structures brings about not only an
openness towards creativity, but also fosters a distinct form of collective social bonding that

in itself can contribute towards the transformation of the individual.
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Communitas

One of the most significant features of Turner’s idea of liminality is that of communitas, a
powerful sense of joyful transcendent togetherness with those undergoing a shared
experience. Within liminal phenomena, and particularly ‘the blend they offer of lowliness
and sacredness, of homogeneity and comradeship’, the participant is presented with ‘a
"moment in and out of time", and in and out of secular social structure, which reveals,
however fleetingly, some recognition... of a generalized social bond that has ceased to be
and has simultaneously yet to be fragmented into a multiplicity of structural ties’ (Turner
2008: 96). Rather than the hierarchical and differentiated structure of society experienced
outside of the liminal environment, in liminality we experience a model of society as ‘an
unstructured or rudimentarily structured and relatively undifferentiated comitatus,
community, or even communion of equal individuals who submit together to the general
authority of the ritual elders' (Turner 2008: 96). In communitas, individuals are not
‘segmentalized into roles and statuses’, but rather exist freely alongside one another devoid
of distinction or structure, with ‘boundaries [that] are ideally coterminous with those of the
human species’ (Turner 2008: 132).>” His description is intentionally idealistic, as he states
that while it is often presented as an ideological goal of certain groups, the unstructured
nature of communitas cannot last long as it ‘soon develops a structure, in which free
relationships between individuals become converted into norm-governed relationships
between social personae’ (Turner 2008: 132). When power structures emerge, they ‘tend to
kill communitas. It is the fact of liminality, its aside-ness, its below-ness, that produces and
protects communitas’ (Turner 2012: 184). Not only is it precarious, it is also difficult to
artificially manufacture and enforce, though this is often attempted. Edith Turner (2012: 13-
22) points to a range of examples of these attempts, often from environments that depend

upon the maintenance of structure and status quo.>® 'One of the great and holding principles

571t is this aspect in particular that Turner (2008: 132) argues differentiates communitas from the
Durkheimian idea of “solidarity”, ‘the force of which depends upon an in-group/out-group contrast’.
It is this concept of in-group/out-group dynamics that Christian Smith (1998) points to as central in
the strength of American conservative evangelicals as they perceive themselves as under attack from
wider culture.

58 One such example taken from the corporate world is that of a pre-work ‘huddle’ in which a boss
attempts to ‘motivate’ staff through inducing ‘forced communitas’, but instead comes across as self-

serving and corporately motivated (Turner 2012: 17).
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of communitas’, Edith Turner (2012: 21) argues, ‘is that it cannot be forced on anyone. One

is not "socialized" into it — it is voluntary, spontaneous'.

Communitas goes beyond a structural description to an emotive experience, one described
by Edith Turner (2012: 1) as ‘the sense felt by a group of people when their life together
takes on full meaning’. The breakdown of structure is deeper than a social ordering. At the
peak of the communitas experience, the distinction between self and other can be dissolved
in the moment. Roy Willis (in Willis et al 1999: 120) describes one such experience of his
own, during which he ‘knew that we are all related, different versions of each other, but that
there were no fixed boundaries to selfhood; there was a permeability and flexibility between
self and other... all these defining and localizing criteria temporarily vanished’. This sensation
is by no means limited to the liminal space within organised ritual, and the context of rites
of passage is only one of ten that Edith Turner (2012: 1) explores in her book on the subject,
in which she states that communitas ‘fountains up unpredictably within the wide array of
human life’ — music, religion, sport, festivals, nature, work, and many other situations can
result in the experience of communitas. Yet it shares a particular relationship with liminality,
according to both Edith and Victor Turner. The primary condition for communitas is some
form of shared liminal or transitional state, according to Edith Turner (2012: 4), with
communitas being a ‘a gift from liminality, the state of being betwixt and between. During
this time, people find each other to be just ordinary people after all, not the anxious prestige-

seeking holders of jobs and positions they often seem to be’.

| articulated above the particular significance of peer-focused socialising in adolescence, and
the combination of this desire to engage with peers and the frequent emphasis on rites of
passage (either formal or informal) in this period of life creates fertile conditions for
communitas. Edith Turner (2012: 168) argues that young people (in the Western world at
least) are eager to ‘break free’ from ‘ordinary habits, training, and obedience to formality’
(such as those in the strict educational context described in Kulz’s work) — precisely the form
of anti-structure outlined by Victor Turner in his understanding of liminality — and if
successful, this ‘sudden and exciting view outside of the box may result in the liberation of
communitas’. At these moments of shared experience, collective bonds are formed that can
bring about the most creative and transformative features highlighted in Turner’s
understanding of liminality. In considering the formation of the subject through the
adolescent liminal experience, therefore, communitas must be given significant attention.

Having considered the significance of intersubjectivity on religious formation, the social bond
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formed through communitas and shared experience can be understood as a distinctive form
of intersubjective encounter. Particularly considering its prominence during the formative
and transformative period of liminality, the potential role of communitas in subject
formation during this period should not be overlooked. While considering the model as a
whole —including the depths of Turner’s original intention behind liminality and communitas,
and the transformative nature of rites of passage — it is necessary to remain cautious over

the usage of this approach in contemporary Western Christian contexts.

Challenges, Limitations, and the Contemporary Context

The model proposed by van Gennep has been influential not only on Turner but on
generations of scholars of rituals. Grimes (2000: 105) points to the influence of Carl Jung,
Mircea Eliade, and Joseph Campbell on ritual theory, but van Gennep’s impact on the
understanding of rites of passage continues to the extent that even when Western scholars
seek to develop a theory that adds more complexity than his three-stage model they remain
restricted to a beginning-middle-end structure. Yet as Grimes (2000: 105) points out, ‘if we
look at descriptions of actual rites, rather than abstract summaries of patterns and phases,
we find that there is more to initiation’ than simple three step models. Any number of
different features may be present in an initiation rite, which may each play a range of
different roles. Even when theories have shifted away from van Gennep’s model there has
often been a desire to uncover universal schema that can trace a pattern across cultures. But
the orientation towards universalism results in a move towards reductionism and ‘allows us
to glibly assert that rites everywhere mean the same thing’, stripping away powerful
differences and local contexts (Grimes 2000: 8).>° Beyond the unease with the rigid structure
proposed by van Gennep, and the extent to which it can be applied across cultures, there is
an apparent conflict within the literature over whether the structures of van Gennep are
overly European in their focus or so alien to Western culture as to be inapplicable outside of
their original context. Grimes (2000: 148) criticises Western attempts to re-create ‘African’
rituals according to the three-stage model, arguing that these are ‘European, perhaps even
Christian, at their root, and that the tripartite scheme persists because it is convenient, not

because it is African centred or even correct’. Yet David Yamane (2014: 11) argues the

59 Grimes (2000: 9) also warns against the pull towards localism, ‘the study of the local to the exclusion
of the rest of the world’. He argues that while it is important to recognise that these rites ‘happen on
specific dates in actual places... among discrete human beings’, the ‘doggedly local focus is too
restrictive if it renders cross-cultural or interreligious conversation impossible’ (Grimes 2000: 9).
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opposite, challenging the applicability of the model outside of the original environment of
the fieldwork, writing that ‘because the clearest examples of van Gennep’s model come from
small-scale, often non-Western, societies, the question of its applicability to modern,
Western, industrial societies is raised. The complex, fragmentary, individualized character of
these societies is a challenging context within which to practice sustained, rigorous,
communal rites of passage’. This does not necessarily mean that the framework cannot be
used in a Western context — as | shall describe below, Yamane himself applies the model to
a study of contemporary Catholic initiation rites — but rather that one must be careful and
conscious of the particular context in which the rite is taking place. This will be particularly
the case for my own study, as | seek to use the model as a frame for understanding a process

which is not identified by participants or leaders as a strict initiation rite.

The above description of rites of passage, each split into a neat tripartite structure and
resulting in the absolute transformation of the individual, represents an idealised version
that may be convenient for developing universal theories but is rarely experienced in reality.
Even when a rite is developed in such a way as to induce a complete transformation, with
clear sections following the three-step pattern of van Gennep (either inadvertently or,
increasingly with rites that have been developed recently, intentionally), this is not
necessarily how they are experienced by individuals. As Grimes (2000: 98) notes, ‘[w]hat rites
really do may differ from what they are said to do’ (emphasis original). Grimes (2000: 134-5)
places real accounts of initiates at the heart of his work, and while some narratives appear
to reach the desired state of transformation, wonder, and elation — such as Miriam’s
response to her bat mitzvah® — others reveal flaws that are rarely recorded.®® The story of
Vivian’s first communion (Grimes 2000: 96-7) describes her overwhelming anxiety during the
event that her menstrual blood would become visible through her white dress, leading to
humiliation and ritual failure. While this did not occur, the ritual failure, Grimes (2000: 97)

argues, lies in the ‘detachment of a rite from its physiological roots’, as these rites are ‘not

80 It is interesting to note that Miriam’s account stems from soon after the event, and Grimes states
that she was 13 when she recalled it to him. One of the purposes of this present thesis is to highlight
the voices of young people experiencing religious formation while they are still in the midst of the
process. Recalling a rite of passage long after the event — whether ‘successful’ or ‘unsuccessful’ —
offers a very different perspective, one likely to be stained by either nostalgia or cynicism and oriented
more towards the present perspectives of the individual than that of their teenage self.

61 Grimes (2000: 94) also draws on fictional narratives, arguing that ‘[s]ince religious and ethnic groups
seldom publicize their most disturbing troubles, fiction is sometimes more revealing than journalistic
or ethnographic description’.
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only... out of sync with social and biological rhythms, but contradictory messages are

structured into the rites themselves’.

Traditional rites of passage do, of course, continue to exist in the Western societies, most
notably in the form of weddings and funerals, and, less frequently, christenings. Yet
structured rites of passage surrounding adolescence are notably absent. Anthropologist Kate
Fox (2014: 501), in her popular study of English culture, argues that the mixed attitudes that
surround adolescence in general — with adolescents seen as ‘somehow both vulnerable and
dangerous’ — mean that it is ‘perhaps not surprising... that only minority faiths celebrate the
onset of puberty in any significant way’. ‘The advent of this awkward, embarrassing,
hormonally challenged phase of life’, Fox (2014: 501) comments, ‘is not widely regarded as
a matter for celebration’. While the Church of England offers a confirmation ceremony, this
is rarely taken up and there is ‘no secular equivalent’, and as a result ‘the vast majority of
English children have no official rite of passage to mark their transition into adolescence’
(Fox 2014: 501-2). At the other end of adolescence, Fox (2014: 502) argues that the
eighteenth-birthday party constitutes an ‘official rite of passage’ as new legal avenues are
opened such as voting and purchasing alcohol, but when contrasted with transformational

rites of initiations from other cultures her argument appears unconvincing.

England is not alone in lacking adolescent initiation rituals. There is a sense in the West in
particular, Grimes argues, that contemporary society is worryingly and urgently devoid of
effective rites of passage into adulthood. Grimes (2000: 91-4) cites fears that a separation
from traditional rites led by elders and parents has led to a rise in peer-led initiatory practices
that may be humiliating or violent. Some way of marking the passage to adulthood seems
inescapable, and in lieu of more traditional rites the West appears to claim a ‘motley array
of activities’ such as beginning menstruation, passing the driving test, or moving away from

home (Grimes 2000: 94).2 Yamane (2014: 8) argues that the ‘centrifugal forces of modernity

52 More recent research has argued that biological and social markers of adulthood appear to be
shifting in different directions, with improved diets and general health leading to the onset of
biological puberty occurring at an earlier age while social milestones — such as marriage, parenthood,
and leaving the family home — are taking place later in life (Sawyer et al 2018). This has resulted in a
new life-stage described by Jeffrey Arnett (2004) as “emerging adulthood”, lasting from around 18 to
29, and distinct from both adolescence and ‘young adulthood’ — a stage which now takes place in the
thirties. This period, during which practices that were once common by the age of 21 are frequently
delayed by half a decade or more, is a time of ‘high hopes and big dreams’, but also of ‘anxiety and
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have rendered the initiation that does take place in Western industrial societies more
diffuse, haphazard, individualized, and even sometimes only imaginary’, and as a result
‘some communities are attempting to create or recreate rites of passage that are mindful
and intentional’. The idolisation and romanticising of the presumed rites of the “ancient” or
“tribal” peoples leads some to a desire to produce equivalent rites for Western society, yet
Grimes argues that these have often taken an uncomfortably individualistic form. What we
see in these re-constructed rituals are rites made for both the modern understanding of
individualised subjectivity and Charles Taylor’s ‘age of authenticity’, as explored in the
previous chapter, in which the individual exploration of self is valued above all. In these new
rites of passage, Grimes (2000: 115) argues, ‘authentic’ initiation ritual ‘consists of figuring
out my direction. And my direction is interior rather than exterior. My way arises from
psychic, as opposed to communal or traditional, sources. Individualism is not merely a belief
in the value of individuals; it sets individual and community in opposition and then ranks

individuality higher’ (emphasis original).%

Research focusing on contemporary rites of passage and initiation rites within the sociology
of religion has often been sparse,®* however important studies have emerged. In studying
the rite of First Communion within the Catholic church, Susan Ridgely Bales (2005: 5) drew
heavily on the theories of van Gennep and Turner, arguing that while the three-stage
structure of van Gennep can be a useful way of approaching First Communion — and there

are clear points of alignment — relying solely on this structure ‘fails to attend to individual

uncertainty’ of what is to come (Arnett 2004: 3). While some of the ‘motley array’ that Grimes points
towards are mentioned in Arnett’s (2004: 88) research, such as losing one’s virginity, there is no clear
ritually marked endpoint to this extended period preceding traditional adulthood. Meanwhile,
Deborah Durham (2018: 1) argues that this is not solely a concern for the West but extends across the
twenty-first century world, describing it as ‘the century of elusive adulthoods’ due to reports that
‘young people cannot grow up, that they cannot attain adulthood’. However, she also argues that this
is in part due to the fact that the current normalised concept of ‘adulthood’ — centring in particular on
marriage and employment — is heavily influenced by attitudes within the United States, and was a
concept that ‘emerged in its idealized and normative form in the 1950s, and unravelled soon after’
(Durham 2018: 3). As a result, she argues that a renewed study of what constitutes adulthood is
required (Durham 2018).

3 Grimes (2000: 145-6) does give the example of the ‘National Rites of Passage Institute’ as an
example of this attempt to re-create African rites of passage (intentionally drawing on Turner and van
Gennep) in order to connect with tradition and resist the individualising tendencies of ‘the American
dream’.

54 Prior to his 2014 work, Yamane (2014: 13) undertook a ‘comprehensive review’ of 20 years’ worth
of research literature in three major journals within the sociology of religion and found ‘no published
studies of the process of initiation’.
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participants, who remain anonymous or even invisible’. As a result, she intentionally sought
to challenge Turner’s approach by incorporating not only the observations of the researcher
in her study, but also the voices and experiences of the children involved in order to include
the emotional and experiential aspects of ritual. These voices, she argues, have been
worryingly absent from previous studies. She notes that Turner, in The Ritual Process, spends
seventeen pages discussing puberty rites (of both boys and girls) ‘without including one
guotation from a child’ (Bales 2005: 5). In Turner’s work and other studies of rituals, she says,
‘children's bodies, but not their voices, appear in the analyses of religious ceremonies in
which children are the primary participants’, and she therefore focuses on the accounts of
those children directly involved in the processes she studied (Bales 2005: 5-6). As well as
emphasising the children as active agents who can interpret the process in ways which can
differ considerably from institutional understandings, this approach also allowed for an
emphasis on the embodied and emotional aspects of this ritual experience — both in practice
and in final enactment (Bales 2005: 6). She found that the process had a powerful impact on
many of the children involved, particularly with regards to their incorporation into the wider
church body, as they felt that they had ‘earned their family’s, teacher’s, and Jesus’s respect’
as a result of completing the ritual, and were now ‘being seen by both the adults and by Jesus
as fellow parishioners’ (Bales 2005: 123-4). The connection remains predominantly with their
individual parishes, rather than the global church, but nevertheless proves a powerful

influence on their personal identities as Catholics.

Yamane also takes an interest in contemporary Catholic rites of passage; however, he
focuses on adult initiation into the Church through the Rite of Christian Initiation of Adults
(RCIA). While the RCIA was drawn together in the 1960s, the creators — perhaps aware of the
struggles that rites of passage have found in the modern Western world — intentionally
‘looked to the ancient church for a model of initiation that could be adapted to the modern
context’, eventually drawing on the initiation practices of ‘Mediterranean churches of the
fourth and fifth centuries’ (Yamane 2014: 12). Yamane (2014: 12-3) argues that they have
utilised a process that neatly fits van Gennep’s model, with a practice of separation, followed
by instruction and preparation, and finally “'awe-inspiring rites of initiation" [that mark] the
aggregation of the catechumen into the mystical body of Christ’. Between 1988 and 2014,
according to Yamane (2014: 7), over two million adults in the United States entered the
Catholic Church through this process. Along with the numerical impact of the rite, Yamane
(2014: 14) argues that studying rites of initiation adds useful complexity to approaches

surrounding Christian entry, bringing together ideas of ‘conversion’ and ‘reaffiliation’ by
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understanding initiation as ‘a process of reaffiliation that seeks to foster conversion to the
faith’. The RCIA seeks to tie the processes of conversion and reaffiliation 'by offering an
extended period of formation (transition) leading up to the rites of initiation and full

membership (incorporation) in the Catholic church’ (Yamane 2014:14).

Evangelicalism and Rites of Passage

While these studies offer valuable insights into how we may approach a study of
contemporary Christian rites of passage, the difference between Catholic and Protestant
attitudes to ritual (and therefore rites of passage) is significant. As mentioned above, the
Anglican church (along with Methodism and Lutheranism) does officially mark confirmation,
but the necessity and significance of this differs significantly between congregations. While
Anglo-Catholic churches may place a high priority on this ritual, similar to the attitudes within
Catholicism, in more evangelical Anglican churches the response to confirmation is less
enthusiastic, while outside of Anglicanism and Methodism, confirmation is absent in
evangelicalism. Even baptism, present in the vast majority of evangelical churches, is viewed
with a level of caution, as noted by Webb Keane (2007: 216). Strhan’s work looked across
three evangelical churches in London and explored the use of rites of passage in their
children’s work, finding overlapping yet distinct approaches across the different traditions.
She found limited evidence of ‘conventional’ coming of age or initiation rituals, something
she argues can be seen ‘in the context both of a wider national decline in baptisms and
confirmations in the postwar period and of evangelical churches’ traditional aversion to
ritual, cultivated by a historical legacy of the Protestant reformations and Puritan anti-
ritualism’ (Strhan 2019: 168). Even when more traditional and formal rituals took place
scepticism remained, such as at the conservative evangelical congregation (‘St John's’),
where the ‘distaste for ritual permeating the history of evangelicalism shaped the ambiguous
status of infant baptism’, retained due to the church’s affiliation with the Church of England
(Strhan 2019: 171). They were eager to repeat that baptism has no intrinsic supernatural
power, but is rather ‘just a sign and a symbol’, even refusing to use the medieval font and
instead opting for ‘a blue ceramic bowl — also used for distributing biscuits at the church’s
lunch time meetings’ (Strhan 2019: 172-3). Similar perspectives of baptism were seen at the

charismatic evangelical congregation (‘St George’s’),®® while at the open evangelical church

85 |nterestingly, Strhan (2019: 175) notes that there was ‘none of the distancing from sacramental
ritual that pervaded’ at St John's.
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(‘Riverside’), infants and children could not be baptised at all, though thanksgiving
ceremonies did take place (Strhan 2019: 175, 181). As is common in evangelicalism the
emphasis across all three churches was placed on the personal and free choice of the
individual (often understood as occurring during adolescence (Strhan 2019: 173, 174)),
rather than the mystical power found in rituals such as baptism. Even when infant baptism
is performed, Strhan (2019: 174) argues that this ‘explicitly pronounced the liminality of the
child, which continued until the child was understood as making their own conscious
commitment to ‘trust in the Lord’, although the end of this liminal status would not be

formally marked through any particular public rite’.

Yet none of this is to say that the churches are devoid of rituals or ceremonies to indicate
significant moments or transitions in children’s lives. Seasonal rituals such as Nativities and
Christingle services — often mixing traditional and contemporary approaches within them
(Strhan 2019: 189) — were seen as important moments for the children which ‘can be seen
as a rite of passage according to van Gennep’s broad conception’ (Strhan 2019: 177-8). In
particular, she argues, in the St George’s Christingle it is the ‘role played by the children that
most set the service apart’, with the service being ‘unique in [the children] speaking to
address the whole congregation, in their writing and leading the prayers, and in their
remaining with the congregation for the entirety of the service’ (Strhan 2019: 178). The
inversion of structural roles is an important aspect of liminality within Turner’s model, but it
is not clear how any form of transformation might occur in the course of these services. A
more typical, albeit modern, rite of passage might be seen in the ceremonies used to mark
the passage from primary to secondary school, at both St George’s and Riverside, in which it
was clear that the child left in a new position (Strhan 2019: 179-181, 186). However, the fact
that many of the children did not engage with the eucharist during the service at St George
suggests that ‘rituals and rites of passage in which there is a more explicit performance of
institutional religious authority... fail to resonate with children (and adults) who have not
been habituated to these rituals over time’ (Strhan 2019: 181). The final form of transitional
marker she looks at is a weekend camp undertaken by the children at Riverside —and around
1000 others. The trip involved games, sung charismatic worship, talks, prayers, and,
importantly, ‘altar calls’ (Strhan 2019: 183-185). These altar calls, commonplace in many
evangelical contexts, consist of moments in which ‘individuals are invited to demonstrate
that they have made a commitment to Christ through walking forward publicly to the altar
at the front of a church’ (Strhan 2019: 185). Even in situations wherein the child does not go

up to and instead stands and prays with the youth leader, this still creates 'the sense of a
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key moment of commitment, which was often within the history of evangelicalism seen as a
transformational, liminal moment in which the individual was 'born again' or received the
Holy Spirit' (Strhan 2019: 185). Or, at least, this was the intention. As Strhan (2019: 185)
explains, ‘in the children’s own interpretation of their participation in the ritual, their gesture
of commitment did not represent the transformation of being ‘born again’ or ‘becoming a
Christian’, as Ben, the speaker had presented it that morning, but more their own choosing
to mark a moment they could look back on when they had expressed their own commitment
to their faith’. Incorporating the experience of the neophyte, beyond and alongside the
institutional desires, is an important yet often overlooked aspect of understanding the
nature of ritual. Despite these different approaches, Strhan (2019: 190) notes that there
remained a regret amongst adults that ‘for many young people, there was no public rite

marking their ‘adult’ commitment in the church’.

Conclusion: Intersubjectivity and Rites of Passage in a Study of Adolescent

Evangelicalism

In the Introduction | outlined the expectations of not only faith development but wholesale
transformation of the religious self within evangelicalism, with adolescence identified as an
important period for this — transformed either from the evangelical or non-religious child to
evangelical adult. While these can be seen as the idealised outcomes within institutional
evangelicalism, there is little understanding of how this is expected to take place, outside of
moments of overwhelming transformative spiritual experience. The present chapter has
explored two key aspects that will be central to this study in order to understand the nature
of evangelical youth work and how it is experienced by the young people involved. In order
to understand evangelical subjectivity, we must take account not only of the desires within
the institutional context (and the inescapable influences experienced outside of the church
environment), but also crucially the fact that the evangelical subject is formed in ongoing
relationship with others — including with God. Overwhelmingly within contemporary British
evangelical contexts, subject formation during adolescence — the period in which the desired
transformation is expected to take place —is experienced within age-restricted, peer-focused
groups. Thus, relationships with these peers may be central to the formation of the

evangelical subject in this period.

Yet the question remains what processes evangelicals draw on to bring about the
transformation during adolescence to the desired adult evangelical subjectivity. Here | have

presented the concept of a rite of passage as a lens through which this transformation might
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be understood. As interpreted by Victor Turner, the rite of passage — frequently associated
with the period of adolescence, of transition from childhood to adulthood - is a period of
overwhelming transformation. Separated from the ordinary communities and structures, the
old self is deconstructed in the period of liminality, with normal practices and hierarchies
broken down and new creative possibilities opened, often in the companionship of fellow
neophytes. In a group environment, transformation is not only experienced individually but
also collectively with those going along the same path, with the relationships formed in this
moment taking on an exceptional character due to their relationship with liminality. In the
collective liminal experience, with social and individual markers deconstructed, a powerful
sense of shared joy and oneness can emerge in the form of communitas. This has been
described as a near transcendent collective experience, contributing not only to the bonding
between members but also the individual transformation desired in the rite of passage.
Following the period of liminality, the individual can re-enter the community in their new

form, no longer what they once were.

Considerable questions remain about attempting to apply the rites of passage model to the
practices of an evangelical youth group. The three-stage structure has been seen as simplistic
and limiting, while there are doubts as to whether it can be applied across cultures. Yet the
absence of any clear formal rites of passage for adolescents in modern British culture does
not necessarily mean that alternative, less institutional, initiation rites have not arisen in
their place. Within the evangelical context the situation is complexified further. Here formal
rituals have not only fallen out of fashion but have been actively resisted and (where they
are deemed necessary) marginalised as a result of normative evangelical theological
priorities. Nevertheless, there remains the desire for the transformation to occur during
adolescence in order to form a new self, prior to entering adulthood. Thus there is cause to
ask whether the structures that are already in place in these environments in order to foster
this transformation of the self and formation of the adult evangelical subject might be
understood through the lens of rites of passage, even if they are not institutionally identified

as such.
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Chapter 2: Methodology

Evangelicalism and the Ethnographic Method

Having established the theoretical framework of this thesis, this chapter explores the
methodological approach that | drew upon in order to answer my research questions. A
study of evangelical youth work could have been undertaken using a number of different
methodologies. Historical approaches, seeking to understand the trajectory and
transformation of youth work practices over time — such as the approach used by Naomi
Thompson (2018) — offer insights impossible to gain from contemporary research alone,
opening the possibility for observing the development of the rite of passage approach.
Similarly, the research could have focused on the vast world of contemporary evangelical
youth cultural products, such as the ever-growing community of young Christian creators on
YouTube, Instagram, and other digital platforms, to see the impact of transnational mediated
influences on evangelical formation. If the focus was on the efficacy of this transformation
over the course of a lifetime then interviewing adult evangelicals (and former evangelicals)
about their experiences of their own youth groups and the long-term influence this has had
on their faith subjectivity would have been another possible approach. Likewise, dedicating
my efforts solely to interviewing young people about their perceptions and experiences —
without additional participant-observation fieldwork — may have enabled a greater range of
youth voices to come through from different contexts. However, from the origins of the
research process it was evident that the ethnographic approach, prioritising participant-
observation fieldwork and interviews, with other methods drawn in where necessary, was
the most suitable for understanding the nature of subjectivity within this specific
environment and context. In exploring how a process is both undertaken and understood
within a group, making direct observations of these processes through participation in the
group itself offers depth that would not be possible through interviews alone. The adoption
of an ethnographic approach for this research is not, therefore, simply due to its novelty
within studies of evangelical youth, as discussed in the Introduction. Rather, this approach is
essential for observing and experiencing youth group practices and the nature of ritual
process within these spaces, and thus situating adolescent faith formation within this
context. Through adopting ethnographic approaches to addressing my research questions

this research offers a novel perspective on the formation of evangelical subjectivity.

77



In the previous chapters | argued for the importance of multiple layers of subjectivity,
intersubjectivity, and divine intersubjectivity for the modern evangelical subject — as well as
the benefits of using the concept of rites of passage as an approach for understanding the
nature of subject formation and transformation in the youth environment. It was therefore
essential that any methodological approach | adopted for this research was able to explore
these different aspects of individuals’ relationship with this group. In the following section |
will show how ethnography is particularly appropriate for the study of religious subjectivity,
in particular through sharing in the world of those at the heart of the study. Following this |
will outline the process of finding a field site for the research, before describing St Aidan’s
itself and the youth work context within which my research would take place. | will then give
a description of the fieldwork, and the particular nature of my participant observation and
interviews, as well as indicating how the research questions were reconstructed as a result
of my early experiences in the field and encounters with young people. The final two sections
of the chapter explore two elements central to an ethnographic study — positionality and
reflexivity. The first of these is the particular position of the researcher within their field site
as they relate to their participants. In my context, impossible as it was to experience the
group as a young person considering my age, this involved participation in the role of
volunteer youth worker, while continuing to observe in my role as researcher. Yet as | shall
show, these positions could never be wholly distinct within the field. Finally, | will reflect on
my own history with evangelical youth work, my journey to the question, and the impact

that this may have on my research.

Ethnography and Subjectivity

Ethnographic approaches — in which the researcher actively engages with experience and
embodiment within the cultural context in which a particular subject is located — offer a
uniquely powerful approach to understanding subjectivity. Biehl, Good, and Kleinman (2007:
5) contest that through ethnographic methods ‘we encounter the concrete constellations in
which people forge and foreclose their lives around what is most at stake’. By engaging
personally with individual and collective life-experiences, ethnographers ‘attempt to explore
what matters most in people's lives in the making and unmaking of meaning’, particularly
focusing on ‘the inward reworkings of the world and the consequences of people's actions
toward themselves and toward others’ (Biehl et al 2007: 15). Within a religious context,
ethnography involves encountering the ‘the particular social structures, sensory regimes,
bodily techniques, doctrines, and practices that make up a religion’ that Birgit Meyer (2008:

707-15) argues reinforce the ‘taken-for-granted sense of self and community’ at the heart of
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collective religious life and experience. As mentioned in the previous chapters, the
experience of religious life and formation extends far beyond the purely theological.
Congregational religion is not just cognitive but experiential and emotional, material and
spatial, individual and relational, embodied and communal. It is also important to consider
the temporal nature of congregational life, in particular the fact that this is the context in
which congregants may spend many years of their life including key milestones such as
births, marriages, and deaths. The nature of extended fieldwork over a prolonged period
gives the researcher an insight into the rhythms and patterns of community practice and life
within a congregational context, as well as an awareness of that which is routine and that
which is unusual. To have a greater understanding of the formative evangelical subject it was
beneficial to be able to have as great an awareness of these different factors as possible,
including different experiences and influences. Yet awareness of these embodied and
experienced elements comes not only from observing but, where possible, from active

participation.

Participant observation, described by Bogdan (1972: 3) as an ‘intense social interaction
between researchers and participants in the milieu of the latter, during which time data, in
the form of field notes, are unobtrusively and systematically collected’, has been the defining
feature of ethnographic study since its origins. Crano et al (2015: 253) outline that this
approach is ‘one of the most widely used methods in sociology and cultural anthropology,
and has long been viewed by many in these fields as an indispensable feature of these
disciplines’. The ethnographic method, with participant observation at its core, enables the
researcher to both observe and experience (to a greater or lesser degree) these elements of
the religious life that define the religious subject. Fetterman (2010: 21) states that the
ethnographer is ‘interested in understanding and describing a social and cultural scene from
the emic, or insider's perspective’. Gaining as complete an understanding of the insider’s
perspective and experience as is feasible through ethnography grants a greater insight into
the lived experience of the individual subject than less experientially focused methods. 'In
conducting participant observation as fully as possible in the community under study’,
Liamputtong (2013: 166) argues, ‘ethnographers learn how to live in the community, how to
behave as a member of that community, and to experience events and meanings in the same
way as the members of the community’. Ethnography thus provides a ‘deep and rich
understanding of people in a way that is impossible in other qualitative methods’

(Liamputtong 2013: 177).
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Within the anthropology of ritual this element of experiential participation has long been
prized as a marker of authenticity and acceptance from communities, as well as offering a
powerful insight into the true experience of these rituals in a way that may be impossible as
an observer or through interviews. Watching others undertake a ritual centring on
perception-altering substances, for example, or interviewing them after the fact, cannot
compare to the experience itself. While this may be an extreme example, even the
experience of kneeling at the altar and feeling the wafer on one’s tongue can give an
experiential insight into the ritual of the Mass that would be inaccessible for the researcher
through other means. Alongside this, appropriate and invited participation in a shared ritual
can bring the researcher closer to the community at the centre of the research. Participation
in ritual is not always straightforward for outsider researchers,®® and this can be particularly
the case for rites of passage that depend upon a specific prior state ahead of the
transformation that is to come. As | will outline below, the fact that | am not a teenager
precluded my participation in some manner. Yet even here, experiential participation in rites
of passage of some form is possible, as seen with Willis’ (in Willis et al 1999: 120) experience
of communitas during a healing ritual in Zambia, wherein even while not being the figure at
the centre of the ritual he is deeply, experientially, moved. Through this form of experiential
participant-observation in rites of passage, alongside other aspects of religiosity in a
particular context, a researcher can gain a deeper understanding of the nature of the
individual subject. This will be invaluable in addressing my research questions as outlined in

the Introduction.

Hammersley and Atkinson (2007: 3) state that ‘ethnography usually involves the
ethnographer participating, overtly or covertly, in people's daily lives for an extended period
of time, watching what happens, listening to what is said, and/or asking questions through
informal and formal interviews, collecting documents and artefacts — in fact, gathering
whatever data are available to throw light on the issues that are the emerging focus of
enquiry’. Ethnographic study can thus entail a range of methods within a single project,
chosen both for their practical viability and their ability to address the research questions.
For my project | decided to focus upon participant observation, the method most frequently

associated with ethnography, incorporating semi-structured in-depth interviews towards

56 |n her study of First Communion practices, for example, Susan Ridgely Bales (2005: 55) was excluded
from participation in the sacrament due to her being Protestant, rather than Catholic.
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the latter half of the fieldwork. In-depth interviews have numerous benefits, particularly in
giving the participants a voice and opportunity to express their own perceptions on
situations (as well as uncovering aspects that may predate the researcher’s participant-
observation), but they also enable the researcher to clarify that their experiences and
perceptions within the participant observation do indeed mirror those of the true ‘insiders’.
In the context of a project such as this, the period of fieldwork also complemented the
interview process through the relationships that could be developed between myself and
the participants prior to the interview taking place. This was particularly significant in my
project in which potential power disparities — between researcher and participant, adult and
adolescent, youth worker and young person — could be considerable concerns in the
undertaking of personal interviews. The desire to ensure that the young people were familiar
with me and the project, and the general nature of research, as well as the awareness that
research interests could develop over the course of the fieldwork, meant that the formal
interviews did not commence until the second half of my period of fieldwork. Of course,
formal interviews are not the only opportunities to hear from participants over the course
of an ethnographic project. Informal conversations and group discussions proved to be
essential points of data gathering over the course of the project and enabled important

topics to emerge naturally that may not have in the context of a formal interview.

As initial additional methods became unfeasible (as | shall explore below), during the course
of my fieldwork | set about developing new approaches. | endeavoured to incorporate the
young people as actively as possible in the development of these new methods — an
approach referred to as ‘collaborative ethnography’. In his study on ‘Emerging Evangelicals’,
James Bielo (2011: 24) intentionally incorporated ‘multiple forms of collaborative
ethnography, where the anthropologist [or sociologist] attempts some remove from
authority by involving consultants in the making of research activities’. Empowering the
young people not only through incorporating their voices into the final thesis but also
involving them in the research design, and conversations with the group became important
influences in the ongoing development of the project. However, it also became evident as |
progressed with the fieldwork that my idealistic vision of collaborative ethnography
depended on a level of commitment from the group that was not necessarily forthcoming.
While | was able to have useful conversations with a number of the young people about, for
example, my interview schedule, it was nevertheless apparent that they were doing this
primarily as a favour for me, rather than any great desire to impact the nature of my study.

Again, here we see the value of participant observation practices for building relationships
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with participants, alongside the limitations that come with working alongside real people

limited in their time and energy.

Finding a Field Site

With participant observation decided as central to my methodological approach, it was then
necessary to determine a field site. While previous iterations of the research questions had
emphasised conservative evangelicalism in particular, upon shifting the focus of the research
to an emphasis on adolescence it was decided to broaden the potential field sites to
incorporate wider forms of evangelicalism. This was due to the comparative sizes of youth
groups relative to whole church congregations — the latter are naturally significantly larger
on average — and the necessity of finding a youth group large enough to constitute a viable
study with a range of voices. According to The Church of England Evangelism and Discipleship
Team (2020: 12), the average Anglican church in London has 19 under-16s in attendance
each Sunday, with the number being considerably lower for the 14-18 age bracket that | was
particularly interested in — especially if the findings of the Rooted in the Church study are
correct in suggesting that the ‘average age of church “drop-outs” among young people is
14.5 years’ (Church of England Education Office 2016: 4).% Rather than searching by
ecclesiological leaning | therefore focused my search on finding a congregation with a youth
group significantly larger than average. Further to this, | decided to search for a church that
was within reasonable travelling distance of my home. While some ethnographers of
Christianity have taken a more traditional anthropological approach to their research, such
as Joseph Webster (2013) who chose to live for an extended period in the community of
focus and fully immersed himself in village — as well as church — life, it has been more
common amongst ethnographic studies of western Christianity to focus on the
congregational setting. Studies such as those by Bielo (2011), Strhan (2015, 2019), Luhrmann
(2012), Guest (2007), and Harding (2000) are ethnographies that differ from the traditional
mould by virtue of their ‘homeliness’. The ‘field’ is not a broad and distinct environment in
which the researcher can immerse themselves away from their ‘native’ environment. Rather,
the primary focus of the research is the congregational setting and the community entailed

within. This is not to say that these researchers did not pay attention to the wider setting in

57 1t is likely that these figures will be different for other denominations with evangelical leanings, as
well as the numerous independent evangelical congregations, but these figures give an indication of
the absence of significant numbers of young people in many congregations.
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which the church was located,®® but rather that the focus of the participant observation is
the congregational context. As | shall indicate below, | sought to explore the environments
in which my participants spent their lives outside the direct church setting — with mixed

results — but the youth group was my primary field site.

After receiving ethical approval for my research, my first approach was to a large charismatic
evangelical church, one that | was aware of through its long-standing presence in the British
evangelical youth work landscape. After talking with the curate following an evening service
and arranging to meet with the youth pastor as a result of this conversation, the outlook was
promising. However, after much deliberation (extended over a summer vacation), the youth
pastor told me that the current nature of the young people, and in particular their struggles
with mental health, meant that he needed to be able to focus wholly on these needs over
the proposed period of fieldwork. My presence could be a disruptive factor in a vulnerable
time, but he also believed that due to these struggles the group would not be the best
representation of youth work for my research. While this was a knockback with regards to
accessing a field site, it also alerted me to the realities of this form of fieldwork. While | would
seek to cause as little disruption as possible, and indeed desired to be a positive influence on
the group wherever the opportunity arose, it was a reminder that | was to be working with
young people who are going through a potentially fragile and vulnerable period of their lives,
unfamiliar with me and this form of research, and with very different priorities from my own.
While much of this had been considered during the ethical approval process, this experience

offered an important moment of reflection prior to entering the field.

St Aidan’s

Following this my attention shifted to ‘St Aidan’s’.®® Describing itself as an ‘evangelical
charismatic’ church, St Aidan’s is an Anglican church dating from the nineteenth century in a
leafy suburb of London. On Sundays the church hosted four services: an early Holy
Communion service, following the Anglican Book of Common Prayer liturgy; two consecutive
and largely identical morning services oriented towards families; and an evening service

which was a favourite of young adults aged 18-30. When considered together, the

68 Strhan’s 2015 study dedicates considerable attention to the nature of being a conservative
evangelical within a modern city, for example.

9 As will be discussed below, this is a pseudonym, as are all other names of individuals and groups
associated with St Aidan’s.
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attendance at these services was over 500, with a wide range of ages. The last three of these
were described as ‘informal’, and this was evidenced not only in the general avoidance of
liturgy but also in the lack of liturgical dress and practice. While Steven, the Vicar of St
Aidan’s, often wore a “dog collar” when preaching, he avoided the more formal clerical
clothing such as the cassock or stole outside of specific occasions, and instead opted for a
jumper over his clerical shirt. Andy, the St Aidan’s curate, dressed more casually still — as did
other speakers and leaders in the services — with his clerical collar and shirt only making
appearances for formal occasions. These informal services were often light-hearted in tone,
and the worship music played by the skilled band on the stage was typically met with joyful
and enthusiastic participation from the congregation. Along with the extended worship
periods, these services each centred around a sermon that was usually given by a member
of the church leadership team or a trusted member of the congregation, with occasional
guest speakers invited for special events or particular topics. During the two family-oriented
services each Sunday there were groups for children aged 0-11, with a dedicated team of
volunteers led by a full-time children’s pastor. | shall talk further about the nature of these
services and sermons later in the thesis. Outside of the Sunday work, St Aidan’s organised a
range of groups throughout the week, including some that were explicitly religious or
evangelistic (such as prayer meetings and regular Alpha courses) as well as some that were
oriented towards particular elements of the community such as toddler groups, lunches for
those who are homeless, and English conversation classes. While predominantly white and
middle class, this latter group points towards the diversity in St Aidan’s, with (for example) a
notable Iranian presence in the wider congregation, supported by a translator in some
services and an Alpha course ran in Farsi, and contributing to a number of native Iranians

being baptised during my time with the church.

When | first arrived at St Aidan’s, in October of 2017, the building in which the congregation
met immediately struck the eye as a church. Towering in red brick with cream finishes, with
a large central window above the front entrance, the history of the building rang out through
both internal and external touches. This sat alongside the distinctly modern, with multiple
large video screens complemented by sophisticated lighting and a professional sound
system, all operated from a large booth at the back of the wood panelled worship space.
Geographically the building could be found on a quiet residential street away from the busy
high road. On a Sunday morning the street steadily filled with the cars of congregants, though
many who were local walked while those further away could come through the underground

station that was only a five-minute walk from the front door. On the front lawn grew a
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scattering of trees and shrubs, with a large central sign giving information on service times
and proudly proclaiming ‘Welcome’ to passers-by. At Christmas this would be joined by an
elegantly decorated Christmas tree standing at least 15-foot high, alongside festive banners
draped down the side of the building behind. Around six months after | started my fieldwork,
however, there emerged a new sign, larger and more eye-catching than the long-standing
welcome sign. Rather than advertising a new sermon series or upcoming evangelism course,
however, this came from a property development company proudly and excitedly
proclaiming the future of the building in its converted form as luxury flats. After a five-year
process of consultation, fundraising, and site research, St Aidan’s were preparing to move
buildings in the summer of 2018 to Cecil Place. Located on the bustling high street, the four-
storey building is a former office block that has been converted into dedicated multi-purpose
space for the St Aidan’s community through the week, as well as for Sunday services. The
move was regularly referenced throughout the preceding months during sermons as
anticipation built, with frequent updates and professionally created digital walkthrough
videos shown to whet the appetites for the upcoming transition. The move was marked with
numerous events and visits from Bishops, and by the time | ended my period of fieldwork
the congregation had been settled in Cecil Place for two months. Over the course of this

thesis these spaces and the transition between them will be discussed in greater depth.

David, Morning Meetup, and PM

On the first Sunday | approached St Aidan’s | attended an evening service and spoke with the
youth pastor, David, introducing myself and the project and arranging to meet to discuss it
further. Later that week, on a grey and drizzly October evening, we met inside the huts
around the back of the main church that host the youth groups for 11-18-year olds each
week. This was then followed by a second meeting two weeks later, this time taking place
on soft leather sofas within a cosy alcove in the main church building, a stark contrast to the
previous environment. A South African who had moved to London two years previously in
order to take the role at St Aidan’s, David was a welcoming but commanding figure, and his
confident yet reflexive character came across both in his description of and rationale behind
the different group structures as well as in general conversation. Having previously been
ordained as a Baptist pastor aimed towards adults, he was also extensively experienced in
Christian youth work in Southern Africa. Despite undertaking various modules on youth
ministry during his training followed by a certificate in youth ministry, he nevertheless
remained cautious over placing too much emphasis on formal training: “At the end of the

day training is great, but the best youth workers are those who allow the needs of their
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young people to shape their ministry style”. Alongside this approach he also actively sought
to learn from other youth workers, joining the Church of England ‘Youth Worker Vanguard’”®
as well as forming relationships with national Christian youth work organisations Urban

Saints and Youthscape.

He was passionate about young people and bringing them to a point of Christian belief — a
passion that stemmed from his own dramatic conversion as a teenager — but also showed
immediate interest in my project and had some awareness of the potential benefits of this
form of research.”® David offered some insight into what he perceived as generational trends
among contemporary young people — such as their activist orientation and struggles with
commitment — and told me that these issues were often drawn upon in developing topics
for teaching and discussion. During these meetings he also explained the different groups
aimed at young people that took place in the church. At the centre of this work are two
Sunday groups — Morning Meetup and PM. These catered for two distinct age cohorts
arranged according to their academic year groups, with opportunities for overlap only
available during the final term of Year 9, established as a transitional period for members to
familiarise themselves with the older group. While | knew at this stage that | would be
primarily interested in the older age group, it was nevertheless valuable to understand the
processes in place for the younger age group, not least because many of the older group

would themselves have experienced it.

Morning Meetup was targeted at those in school Years 7-9 — the first three years of
secondary school, incorporating young people aged 11-14 — and took place at 11:30am,
parallel to the second family-oriented service. This was due to the expectation that young
people of this age will still largely be attending church with their families, and David said that
as a result of this a high proportion of the young people in the group grew up going to church.

While the group would join with the main congregation for the early period of worship once

70 William Nye (2019: 3), Secretary General of the General Synod, describes the aim of Youth Worker
Vanguard being to establish ‘a group of around 30-40... youth workers from across the Church of
England. These youth workers will be selected from some of the biggest, fastest growing and most
innovative youth ministries in the Church of England. Through meeting together, the intention is that
this group will become the innovation hub out of which new resources and support are established,
developed and rolled out for the wider benefit and resource of the church.’

! Following the conclusion of the period of fieldwork David contacted me to ask for academic
recommendations for a research project that he was undertaking himself as a part of a ministerial
training course, indicating his interest in the sociology of religion.
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a month, the majority of the time they remained separate from the church for the entirety
of the session. Breakfast food and drinks were available on arrival — something which David
likened to communion in the early church (while clarifying that it was not a sacrament) —
which was eaten during 15 minutes of unstructured social time. This was followed by a 15-
minute group game and a period of non-sung worship (sung worship made the young people
self-conscious and uncomfortable, he told me), before around 45 minutes of teaching time.
David described this period as interactive and reflexive, encouraging discussions and
guestions from the young people while also seeking to correct “poor” theology that had been
picked up at home. Later, during my first visit to Morning Meetup, David told me that the

|II

focus of the group was on developing “individual” faith, so that they do not see this as
something that is simply “inherited” from their parents — an aspect which, as | have discussed
previously, is seen as essential in the formation of the adult evangelical subject. Thematically,
the purposes of these sessions (as was also the case in PM), was to address issues that he
perceived as being the primary reasons why young people stop involvement in church during
adolescence, with answering difficult questions — he offered ‘Why doesn’t God heal parents

with cancer?’ as an example — a central element of this. This group, David told me, averaged

between 25 and 30 young people per session, with up to 40 on a particularly busy morning.

The older group, PM, was catered to the final five years of secondary education, from Year 9
through to Year 13, with an age range from 14 to 18. This took place on Sunday evenings and
was not at that stage running parallel with the evening service, which started around two
hours later. Soon after my fieldwork started, however, the evening service changed times in
order to align with the PM sessions. In contrast to the Morning Meetup start time, which
was designed to encourage young people to come along with their parents to church, the
evening shift was undertaken in order to encourage parents to visit church while their
children were in PM. The structure of the group — which | shall outline and discuss extensively
in Chapter 4 — was similar to that of Morning Meetup, with the exception of regular sung
worship and no opportunities to join with the adult congregation for worship. They were,
however, encouraged to attend the evening services during school holidays (during which

PM would not run) and David claimed that around 75% of the group did this during, for
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example, half-term breaks.’? While this changed when the evening service start time
changed to align with the PM sessions, and the group began to join with the adult services
for around one Sunday out of every six (with the eventual intention that the young people
would take a role in running the service), David also stated that the lack of integration
between the youth and the adult congregation was of limited concern. Firstly, for both
groups he emphasised the value of generational separation in this form of group and the
distinction in teaching and learning styles. Secondly, he believed that this inter-generational
integration would be of limited value due to the fact that the majority of young people in the
group were expected to leave home in order to go away to university following their time in
PM, and would therefore not be moving on to the adult congregation. For this reason, he
told me, it was more important that the young people felt a sense of internal community
with their peers, creating a congregation within a congregation. The final point of distinction
between the two groups structurally was the concept of a youth leadership team. This group
consisted of members of PM who had been identified by David as having leadership
characteristics in some form and who then played a role in the planning and delivery of PM
sessions. The responsibilities included, for example, organising food for an evening or
devising and running the games,”® with everyone made aware of their own roles on a rota
distributed through WhatsApp in advance of each session. Beyond these explicit roles, the
members of the leadership team were often encouraged to be responsible voices in group
discussions, ensuring conversations remained on topic — though without a clear guidance to
necessarily agree with the normative teaching. When | first started, David and | were the
only regular adult leaders alongside this youth team, in contrast to the small group of adult
volunteers who assisted with the Morning Meetup group (which had no comparable youth
leadership model). We were soon joined by Jordan, a fellow South African who joined St
Aidan’s as a youth work apprentice, and shortly before | concluded my fieldwork Simone

joined as a full-time youth worker.

In this conversation David said that PM averaged around 40 young people each week (though

could reach up to 65), with approximately 60% of members coming from church families —

72 | am confident in saying that this was a significant over-estimation from David. During most holiday
weeks over my year of fieldwork | attended the evening service and with the exception of significant
services such as Easter Sunday or the annual carol services there were very few young people in
attendance — usually fewer than five.

73 During the period of my fieldwork no young person delivered any formal teaching for the group,
but David was vocal in his desire that this would occur in the future.
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though he had ambitions to increase the numbers of those from outside of church
backgrounds so that these ratios would be reversed. During my time in the group attendance
figures were usually slightly lower than David’s estimate, with an average of between 25 and
35 young people each week. This is still a very high number relative to many youth groups,
as David emphasised when a session on Mother’s Day led to a “quiet week” of 12 attendees.
The group was very ethnically diverse, with black, Asian (in particular from South East Asia)
and dual-heritage young people constituting comfortably over half of the group on most
occasions.”® With regards to gender, the group was approximately two-thirds female on
average. While the group had a significant number of ‘regulars’ who could be relied upon to
attend at least three-quarters of the sessions, there was also fluidity meaning that these
demographic balances could fluctuate. With regards to the faith background of the
members, my perception through observation, conversation, and interviews is that a greater
proportion of the group come from Christian families than David’s initial claim would

suggest.

Other than these two primary groups, St Aidan’s was also involved in a range of other youth-
oriented activities, with evangelism (in the sense of verbally sharing the message of
evangelical Christianity to non-Christians) central to these. Within the church context were
the fortnightly ‘Flame’ sessions on Friday nights, which were open to anyone aged 11-18,
and were described by David as primarily social and ‘event’ driven — though still including a
“short talk” primarily aimed at “unchurched” young people in the group. Outside of the
church setting David led a Christian Union group and a Bible discussion group at two local
schools — including one in the parish of a neighbouring Anglo-Catholic church who “don’t
believe in evangelism”. Temporary dedicated groups for specific purposes were also regular
features, such as confirmation and baptism preparation classes and courses designed for
those in Year 13 to prepare them for starting at university. Each summer the church also
attended New Wine, a week-long Christian conference that is suitable for all ages, with
members of PM attending both as individuals and with their families. During my time with
PM, the group established a midweek Bible study group, named ‘Flourish’, that was intended

for those aged 11-18 who wished to deepen their faith beyond the level offered in the

74 According to the 2011 census, the St Aidan’s parish was around 60% ‘White’, with ‘Asian’ listed as
the second largest ethnic group. Based on data from the 2012 London Church Census, Peter Brierley
(2019: 74-6) showed that while only 8% of White Londoners go to church, the figure is 19% for Black
Londoners and 16% for the Chinese, Japanese, and Korean community.
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Morning Meetup or PM sessions. While the Flourish sessions had a brief social period as the
young people arrived, it was more focused around teaching and discussion than the usual
Sunday groups, with around four or five young people from each age group attending each

week.

Outline of Fieldwork

Participant Observation

My fieldwork formally started on November 5™ 2017 and lasted for one year, beginning and
ending with the autumnal half-term break. During this time, | attended every PM session on
Sunday nights, arriving early in order to help set-up and participate in the leaders’ meetings
that preceded each session. In my role as volunteer youth worker | was included on a rota
with the other adult and young leaders and would regularly help organise the snacks or game
for the night, as well as helping to supervise the sessions as required. On two occasions | ran
sessions during PM dedicated both to informing the group about my research and to
gathering data. The first of these, early in the fieldwork period, sought to find out the group’s
perception of social media in relation to their faith through whole group discussions. After
the session | also gained ideas for improvement from the youth leadership team — in
particular concerning the manner in which | elicited responses from the young people — that
| was able to incorporate into my second session. This took place around halfway through
my fieldwork and focused on an activity in which the young people were asked in groups to
design a church from scratch, following a sheet | had designed for the session (Figure 1). At
the end of the session | asked each group to sign the back of their sheets if they were happy
for these to be included in the thesis, after explaining again the nature of the research, and

everyone obliged.
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CREATING A CHURCH
When would the church meet? What would be the main
focuses of the church?

Where would it be based?
What would happen in the What would they

meetings? teach/discuss, if anything?
How about outside of the What would their

meetings? ethics/morals be?

What would be the same as What would be different
St Aidan’s/ PM? to St Aidan’s/ PM?

Figure 1: The A3 activity sheet designed for the second session | ran at PM. The blank section in

the middle was intended for the young people to draw how they envisaged the space to look.

In each of the sessions | used a pocket notebook — or occasionally a hastily cut, folded, and
stapled pile of papers when | ran out of notebook space midway through a session — to take
short-form fieldnotes. Throughout the first sections of the night | reserved my notetaking for
brief observations or verbatim quotations following a conversation that would otherwise
have slipped my mind, written in the moments between interactions in the hectic adolescent
social environment. During the talks and discussions, aside from those moments of small
group discussion where either David requested that | join a group or | perceived it to be
particularly valuable for the research to be involved, | would usually place myself at the back
of the room and take real-time notes at a desk that held the small sound system. While |
endeavoured to ensure that the young people were aware of my presence and the fact that
| was taking notes, depending on the sensitivity of the topic | used my discretion as to what
information | recorded, for example in discussions around mental health or sex in which |
only noted down comments made in the context of a whole group discussion and without

recording the names of contributors.” Similarly, | have been sensitive with reporting

7> This was also the approach | took when observing the Morning Meetup sessions, as the young
people in this group were less familiar with my research.
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personal accounts of speakers.”® Following each session | wrote up these short-form notes
in a more detailed form in a field diary, containing both descriptions of what | had seen and
heard as fully as possible and my ‘perceptions and interpretations of the events and even
emotional notes’ and developing theoretical reflections (Liamputtong 2013: 169). At no
stage did | detect any discomfort from the young people in response to my note taking, nor
was | informed by David of any concerns being raised in this regard. | believe that this was in
part due to my transparency with the group over my research and the methods | would be
employing, but also a result of the positive relationship | had developed with the group and

the trust | had built up through this.

Approximately once a month | attended Morning Meetup, participating in a similar capacity
to my role in PM, however | was not involved in a formal rota. As mentioned above, | used
these sessions primarily as a point of comparison with the PM sessions. In the main church
context, | attended morning services on seven occasions, including for the first two Sundays
in Cecil Place (the first of which was preceded by a large and joyful procession from the old
building to the new, including approximately 500 people) and the visit of the local bishop to
ceremonially open the new building. During the school holidays | attended the evening
services as well as additional services over Christmas and Easter. During the Good Friday
service, | assisted with the simultaneous activities in the youth huts for those aged 11-18.
During the services in the main church my participation mirrored that of the congregants
around me. In the evening services, short periods of guided discussion — lasting between one
and three minutes — were common, as were small group prayer times of a similar length,
both with those who were seated in one’s immediate vicinity. | judged my participation in
these according to the situation but did not vocally participate in prayer in these moments
as it felt disingenuous while | was approaching the service as a researcher, despite my
personal faith. Often during these periods | had an opportunity to explain to those in my
group that | was involved in the youth work as a part of my PhD research, but at no stage
was | introduced to the whole congregation. While note-taking was not as prevalent as in

the conservative evangelical church that Strhan (2015: 14) studied, it was nevertheless a

76 David, for example, explicitly requested that | not relay his testimony in detail in the thesis as it is
both sensitive and identifiable. | have applied the same precaution to other personal accounts from
speakers in the PM context. Where speakers have recounted personal stories in the context of a
recorded sermon from a main church service, | have ensured to remove any particularly identifiable
information (as with any individual in an anonymised account) but have included other information
as it is in the public domain on the St Aidan’s website.
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common enough occurrence in services to mean that my note-taking did not draw any
additional attention.”” As with the youth group sessions | used discretion in deciding what to
note down, and for example did not record anything that had been discussed in the small
group prayer times — however on occasions in which individuals would speak to the
congregation as a whole and request prayer of some sort | did note this down. As with the
youth group sessions, after each service | wrote these notes up in a longer form. As | was not
able to attend every service, | instead listened to and transcribed twelve sermons (all of
which were publicly available on the St Aidan’s website) that were relevant to my research

interests.

In addition to these Sunday events, | also participated in every session of the Flourish group
and baptism and confirmation classes’® when they were established, the former on Monday
evenings and the latter after the Morning Meetup sessions early on Sunday afternoons. As
these sessions emphasised teaching and discussion to a greater extent than in PM, and the
numbers were considerably lower, it was not necessary for me to play the same supervisory
role and so | predominantly spent these sessions quietly sitting in on discussions, taking
notes, and contributing when requested. The final weekly group that | was able to participate
in began three weeks before the end of my fieldwork, as it was only feasible following the
move to Cecil Place. This consisted of a twice weekly after-school ‘drop-in’, during which
various activities were available for young people to engage in, with no set structure beyond

an opening and closing time. | attended these sessions until the culmination of my fieldwork.

Beyond the different weekly sessions, David and the youth team also organised occasional
social activities which | attended during the research. These included a laser-tag night in St
Aidan’s for those aged 11-18, a visit to an escape room with the members of the youth
leadership team, a paintballing trip for PM members, and an end of year barbecue and
awards night for all young people aged 11-18.”° During these sessions | functioned primarily
as a volunteer youth worker (and additional adult, particularly important in off-site

activities). As taking notes in the moment would often prove difficult, | ensured to write up

7 This is not to say | was not still at moments self-conscious of my writing — particularly during one
service in which | found myself seated next to Steven.

78 Unfortunately, | missed the first baptism and confirmation class as | was unaware that it was taking
place until the second week.

79 Very early in my period of fieldwork there was also a sleep-over arranged for all young people aged
11-18, but due to prior commitments | could not attend this session.
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my reflections and observations as soon as was feasibly possible. These events offered a
valuable insight into the importance of play and sociality in the group as well as being
important opportunities to develop my relationships with members of the group in a
different context. While the research had always been focused on the PM environment, it
was my original intention to also gain an insight into the school contexts of the group
members. However, this proved to be considerably more difficult than | had anticipated.
Despite David being involved in two in-school groups, due to logistical issues it took a number
of months to gain approval from one of the schools to visit. While | was able to observe and
participate in two Christian Union sessions before the end of term, they offered little of value
due to the limited engagement on the weeks | was allowed to attend as a result of school

exams.

In the summer of 2018, | joined with a large mixed-age group from St Aidan’s on their annual
trip to New Wine. Those attending were primarily family groups who were regular attendees
of St Aidan’s, and the group included six young people aged 14-18 — including Will, an 18-
year-old who had stopped coming to PM two years previously and attended the conference
somewhat reluctantly at the request of his mother. During this week | camped with the St
Aidan’s community but volunteered (alongside David, Jordan, and James, the young adult
pastor at St Aidan’s) with the ‘Thirst’ group that ran on site each day for 14-18-year-olds,
with upwards of 500 regularly attending the sessions. Through volunteering in Thirst | was
able to share in the experience of the festival that had been regularly mentioned by the
young people at PM as significant in their faith development, as well as observe how the
practices of PM compared to those of a much larger, national, evangelical environment.
While | took time each day to write in my field diary, | was also conscious of my primary
responsibilities to Thirst as a volunteer youth worker during and surrounding the sessions,

both in practical and pastoral aspects.

Questions Receding and Emerging

In the Introduction | outlined the research questions at the centre of this thesis, but it is in
the nature of ethnographic research for these to be dynamic, with assumptions and
expectations shaken up in the field. Karen O’Reilly (2012: 29-30) describes ethnographic
research as a predominantly ‘iterative-inductive’ exercise, in which the researcher is aware
of existing research and their own preconceptions when approaching the field, but is also
‘open to surprises’ during the research in a manner that may shift and form their theory and

questions. This approach proved to be crucial in the early stages of my fieldwork as my initial
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guestions and expectations became increasingly unfeasible as an avenue for research, as will
become clear. In the midst of this, however, new questions emerged and developed as a
direct result of the ethnographic process. Prior to entering the field my research questions
had already shifted in accordance with perceived gaps in the literature,®® before settling
ahead of seeking out a field site. Upon entering the field, | was interested in the role of digital
and social media and international mediated evangelical networks on the formation of the
evangelical subject, with adolescence identified as an important period not only for subject
formation but also for increased engagement with new media. My initial research into
evangelical engagement with these media, such as through hugely popular YouTube
accounts alongside the more conventional platforms of cinema and worship music, indicated
that this could be a fertile area of study in developing our understanding of evangelical
formation. As a result, | developed a range of methods that would grant insight into this
phenomenon — from digital content diaries on the website Tumblr through to ‘digital go-
along’ interviews with my participants in order to explore their digital space. Having found a
suitable field site, | was able to start conversations with the young people about their lives,
faith, and social media use. Within a few weeks David allowed me an opportunity to lead a
group discussion, during which | focused on digital and social media, and at the beginning of
my second half-term with the group | met with five of the more experienced young people

to discuss my ideas around the topic.

Yet by the time of this meeting | was already beginning to have my doubts around the
direction of the research. The PM discussion indicated that the young people saw digital and
social media as having limited influence on their faith, and few actively or frequently engaged
with evangelical media online.®! This was confirmed during the smaller meeting, at which the
group apologetically struggled to think of examples of content that they inadvertently
encountered, let alone actively sought out.®? As | reflected on the practicalities of the
methods chosen my concerns deepened further. While the methods were appealing prior to

entering the field, the reality of conducting research with teenagers — and in particular with

80 The project initially did not include a focus on youth work, for example, and instead intended to
focus on an adult conservative evangelical congregation.

81 Madge, Hemming, and Stenson (2014: 210) similarly found that the impact of the internet and
digital media on youth religiosity were not as high as might be expected.

82 As it transpired, the formal interviews that | undertook with the young people later on in the
fieldwork process revealed that many were in fact engaging with some form of online evangelical
content, but none regarded them as particularly influential on their faith.
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those who had not actively opted-in to participation — meant that | quickly realised that my
expectations were either far too demanding or geared towards a different era of social
media. Significantly, they required a time commitment during a period in which studying for
exams, fulfilling extra-curricular commitments, and spending time with friends were
perceived as more important. As a result, it became evident that | had to focus my attention
on the designated group meeting times and adjust research methods to fit these sessions. It
was becoming increasingly evident that my initial research questions were lacking in both
relevance and practicality. Yet by remaining in the field site, developing relationships with
the participants, and familiarising myself with the culture, a new series of questions and
theoretical issues began to emerge that bore more relevance to the experience of

evangelical subject formation within this youth work environment.

The lack of significance of mediated relationships and online influences in this process in turn
pointed towards the particular significance of physical, ‘offline’ relationships in subject
formation. This not only served as a tentative early finding, but also guided my research going
forward as | turned to focusing solely on the processes and relationships that were in place
within the community itself. As | shall outline below, many of these processes and
experiences were familiar to me as a result of my previous experience in evangelical youth
groups, both as a leader and as a teenager myself. Thus, the process of participant
observation was a process of ‘making the familiar strange rather than the strange familiar’
(van Maanan 1995: 20). Aspects that | had taken for granted for years — for example, the fact
that playing a game is a natural feature of Christian youth groups yet would be bizarre in an
adult context — | challenged myself to look at afresh. As the new strangeness developed over
time and | continued to reflect on my conversations, observations, and experiences, | began
to look for a model that might explain the structures and practices that were present in the
group. Alongside my own observations were discussions with the young people — most
notably in the group meeting described above — which in turn contributed to my developing
awareness of the context. As | considered the desire not only for formation but for
transformation within this stage of evangelicalism, my attention began to focus on seeing
the means by which this could be understood as a rite of passage, distinct from the ‘ordinary’
practices of adult evangelicalism. While my initial questions and expectations had been
challenged by my experiences in the field, as time progressed these same experiences began

to form the questions that underlie the present thesis.
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In-Depth Interviews

In addition to the fieldwork | also conducted a number of in-depth interviews with a range
of relevant individuals. While both aspects of participant observation grant insights into the
experience of the group and its practices, partnering this with the voices of young people
themselves was essential in order to gain as full an understanding as possible. Conversations
during fieldwork would be useful in this regard, however | decided that substantial interviews
were also needed in order that these voices could be heard as fully as possible in the
research. In highlighting interviews with her young participants, Bales (2005: 11) argues for
a ‘child-centred’ approach to religious research of childhood, centring on the actual accounts
of children in contrast to the memories of adults. While children are ‘some of the most
obvious participants in religious life’, she says, ‘all but a few scholars continue to overlook
them’, leaving the impression that ‘scholars assume that children are incapable of thinking
seriously about their participation in religious life' (Bales 2005: 12). Through prioritising child-
centred methods and ‘[l]etting the children speak for themselves’ in interviews, Bales (2005:
15, 14) takes seriously the perspectives and insights of children, ensuring that the research
is not ‘about children rather than informed by children’ (emphasis original), as so many
previous studies had been. The child-centred approach therefore ensures that rather than
depending solely on the reflections of adults on their childhood, the experiences of children
are themselves valued and highlighted as important. Rachael Shillitoe (2018: 44; 81) similarly
argues that studies on religious childhood have too frequently been ‘seen through adult-
generated frameworks and analysed through adult-centric assumptions and agendas’, and
countered this in her own study of collective worship in primary schools by ‘placing the child
as the expert and the researcher as the novice’ in her fieldwork. Through prioritising
interviews alongside the participant observation, and through this amplifying the voices of

the young people in the research, | intended for this to be a ‘youth-centred’ study.

The youth-centred approach, central to the project as a whole but most notable in the
interviews, also highlights another priority of this thesis: that of understanding children and
young people as interesting and valuable in their own right, not solely as future adults.

Shillitoe (2018: 48) argues that existing literature frequently ‘treats childhood as a phase of
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becoming’,® with children in works on religion therefore ‘seen as unfinished and lacking the
skills necessary to be a competent social actor’. Through a child- or youth-centred approach
we can move beyond this to understanding children and young people ‘in their own right,
not solely in relation to the needs, wants and desires of adults’ (Shillitoe 2018: 22). That is
not to say that this present research disregards the perceptions of adult leaders in St Aidan’s,
nor their perception of young people as beings in formation — as | have already outlined, the
influence of these perspectives on the unique structures of youth work in evangelicalism lie
at the heart of this thesis. But rather | seek to understand both the structures and
expectations in place for the young people alongside the direct experiences and perceptions
of the young people themselves within (and beyond) these structures, understanding them
as independent religious actors in their own right. Conversations and interviews with the

young people are central to this.

| spoke with 15 young people (including Will who, as mentioned above, had not attended
PM for two years), three members of the church leadership team (including David on three
occasions and Andy, an associate vicar at St Aidan’s and father of one of the members of
PM), and seven former members between the age of 18 and 24. Four of the interviews with
young people were paired interviews at the request of the individuals involved. The semi-
structured interviews lasted from around 40 minutes to two-hours, though with the young
people | limited the interviews to one-hour. All interviews were recorded and transcribed by
myself. Prior to each interview | received signed informed consent forms from participants
and, where necessary, from parents —including information on how the interviews would be
recorded and stored. The interviews with the young people and adult leaders were all done
in person, as was the interview with Joshua, a former member of PM who had returned to
his family home after graduating from university. The other interviews with former members
all took place over Skype, with the exception of Helen, with whom limited internet reliability

meant that the interview was conducted in text form through WhatsApp.

The majority of interviews took place in the St Aidan’s premises in rooms adjacent to the
main youth space. This decision was made for a number of reasons. Firstly, and most

importantly, the child protection procedure in the church dictated that there always be

83 Chris Boyatzis (2011: 20) likewise criticizes developmental-psychological approaches towards
spirituality that emphasise ‘maturity’, in which ‘children are viewed merely as “spiritual becomings”
rather than spiritual “beings.”’
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another responsible adult in the building when meeting with a young person, and this was
most easily done within the church itself. Secondly, in the case of the adult interviewees, this
made pragmatic sense as for each of them this was also their place of work. Thirdly, this was
an environment with which the young people would be naturally familiar and would
therefore hopefully feel comfortable. Prior to David telling me of the church procedure | had
intended to give the young people the opportunity to choose a (public) space in which they
felt most comfortable, and while this was not possible, being able to use an environment
which the young people were used to (and, as | shall explore in Chapter 3, felt a sense of
ownership over) served the same purpose. Finally, this environment was (usually) quiet —
with the exception of those interviews that took place in the period before the beginning of
a PM session, during which the gradually building sound of arriving young people would
occasionally leak through. There were five exceptions to this for the in-person interviews.
The interview with Will and the joint interview with Lily and Molly both took place at New
Wine, while the interview with Joshua took place in his parents’ kitchen. The final example
of this was the interview with Hannah, which took place in a local branch of Creams.?* As she
was over the age of 18 at the time of the interview, | allowed Hannah to select the location,
however in retrospect the noisy atmosphere was detrimental to the transcription process.
Alongside these formal interviews | also met with four members of the youth leadership
team for an hour in a local coffee shop to discuss the progression of the research. This was

also recorded and transcribed.

The ease with which | recruited participants for interview varied significantly depending on
the group | was targeting. The young people themselves were the most difficult to engage.
Despite having built up relationships with the group over six months prior to asking for any
interview participants, few were forthcoming when | initially did make a request. As a result,
| determined to develop a means by which | could both add to the excitement of participation
and lessen the monotony of my weekly requests during the notice period of the PM sessions.
| therefore created a ‘Treat Spinner’ with a range of different appealing food or drink options
in six segments. This was then publicised on the PM Instagram page (see Figure 2 for the
image | created for this purpose). Each week | would invite a young person to spin the wheel,

while building up the tension in the room, and offer to purchase the associated item as a

84 Creams is a dessert focused café that was highly popular with the young people in the group, and
the opening of a branch close to St Aidan’s elicited much excitement and anticipation.
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thank-you for anyone willing to participate in an interview. While the specific food item was
not strictly adhered to, and the spin would often be re-done until it landed on the segment
most popular amongst the group, the novelty of the activity and the prospect of food
ultimately proved popular and garnered a number of participants. The process was also
eased after the initial interviews had been completed and early participants were then able
to reassure the rest of the group, often commenting on the experience of the interview in
very positive terms. Interestingly, the interviews with former members were far easier to
arrange despite my lack of personal relationship with any of the participants. Offers of food
were not needed — and indeed Joshua even cooked lunch for me during our interview —and
everyone | approached was immediately willing to participate and help in the research. |
suspect that this contrast is due in part to the fact that all of these participants were currently
or had previously studied at university, and therefore had an awareness of the research
process that was not possible for the young people in PM. Two of these former members,
who both happened to be siblings of existing members, were individuals | had met at services
over university vacations. For the rest of these participants | relied upon ‘snowballing’, asking
each interviewee whether they could recommend anyone who might be useful to talk to and

put me in contact.

Figure 2: An image of the ‘Treat Spinner’, overlaid with digital graphics, created for the PM
Instagram account. The image was posted with a caption encouraging young people to talk with

me if they were interested in participating in an interview.
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For the interviews | used a semi-structured approach, following a pre-set interview schedule
(Appendix 3) while allowing for the perceptions or interests of the interviewee to shift the
focus or order of questions where necessary or valuable, particularly at moments where it
became clear that my own perceptions or priorities differed significantly from those of the
participants. The less formal and rigid style also worked within the context of my relationship
with the young people and enabled them to feel at ease in the situation. Following a pilot
interview with a family friend who is also an adolescent evangelical Christian, | invited the
members of the youth leadership team to discuss with me the interview schedule | had
developed prior to a PM session. Over a box of doughnuts, | shared with them the questions
as they were and we talked through some potential improvements, particularly in
incorporating a question specifically focused on the role of the family. With their
recommended adjustments made, the interview schedule consisted of eight primary
guestions, each with potential follow up questions as necessary. Multiple themes were
explored through the interviews with young people: their historical engagement with
Christianity, their opinions of the group, their engagement with and experience of
Christianity and spiritual practices outside of the group time — including their experiences of
being a Christian in their peer group —and their expectations for their church life after leaving
PM. Continuing my initial interest in mediated influences, | also incorporated questions that
asked about their perceptions of Christianity and culture and their engagement with
spirituality on social media. As with all aspects of ethnography, the creation of an interview
schedule was an ongoing iterative process, and for each interview | adjusted my approach or
wording slightly, learning from each previous attempt as well as responding to the particular
reactions and interests of the interviewee. Combined with the fluidity of the semi-structured

approach, the result was that each interview could be adapted for the individual participant.

My interview schedule for the former members of PM (including Will) was largely based on
the same questions as for current members, with the addition of a question oriented towards
their engagement with Christianity since leaving PM. The varied nature of their post-PM
experiences as well as the fact that | had no observational experience of their time in PM
meant that these interviews varied even more greatly than those with the young people, and
accordingly had a high level of flexibility with questions. For the adult interviewees, | created
a new interview schedule for each individual according to their particular roles within the

church and relationship to the group, again following the flexibility of the semi-structured
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approach within the interview itself.®> These largely explored their intentions behind youth
work in general and the specific practices used in contrast to the adult spaces. As mentioned
above, these again took place in the second half of my fieldwork and the conversations were

inspired by my experiences in the field.

Research Ethics

| received ethical approval for the project from the University of Kent ethics committee, and
also received approval for the research not only from David but from the wider leadership
team at St Aidan’s. While it was impractical to gain signed consent from every young person
in a group as fluid in membership as PM, | endeavoured to make my identity as researcher
as widely known as possible in PM through various methods described below. As informed
consent in the ethnographic environment is an ongoing process, the young people were also
made aware that they could come to me or David at any stage with questions or concerns.
When a guest speaker was present, | would also seek to introduce myself and ensure that
they were happy for me to take notes during the session. With regards to the interviews, |
followed conventional guidelines according to the age of my participants. As the majority of
the interviewees were over 16 it was only required that | receive their informed consent, and
in these cases, they were given a participant information sheet (Appendix 1) to read and two
consent forms (Appendix 2) to sign prior to the interview taking place. They were also
informed that they could withdraw consent at any time. On the occasions in which |
interviewed a young person between the age of 14 and 16 it was also necessary to gain the
informed consent of a parent or guardian. In these situations, | met with the young person
before the interview — either during the PM session preceding the interview date, or in the
case of interviews at New Wine earlier on in the day — and gave them information sheets and
consent forms for their parent or guardian as well as themselves. The signed consent forms
were then brought to the interviews. For interviews with former members that were
conducted over the internet, the information sheets and consent forms were sent prior to
the interview and these forms were then signed, scanned, and returned via email. Correct

ethical procedure was also followed with regards to the digital methods that were present

85| have included the interview schedule for one of my interviews with David in Appendix 3.
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at the beginning of the research process and were clarified with David according to the

guidelines of St Aidan’s.8®

Alongside the ethical expectations of my University, | also followed the guidelines of St
Aidan’s and the Church of England, in particular with relation to child protection. This
involved undertaking a Disclosure and Barring Service check with the church, but also
following procedures such as those outlined above with regards to ensuring that another
adult was in the building when interviewing a young person alone. In the context of New
Wine this was extended further, with strict guidance over which adults were allowed in the
youth space, and this approach was mirrored in St Aidan’s following the move to Cecil Place,
at which point only youth workers wearing their identification were allowed on the youth
floor during PM or other youth group sessions. In considering conducting interviews the
relationship between anonymity and child protection came to the fore. Alongside assuring
the young people that their responses would remain anonymous and would not be repeated
back to David, their parents, or other members of the St Aidan’s staff team, | also had to
clarify that | would need to report any concerns | had about issues they raised that may
indicate the welfare of themselves or others is at risk. At all times the welfare of the young
people was of the highest priority in my fieldwork and has continued to be in the course of
my writing up of the thesis. Outside of the interview periods | also followed safeguarding
procedure, and any conversations, comments, or behaviours that emerged that raised

concerns would be reported to David as appropriate according to these guidelines.

For purposes of anonymity | have used pseudonyms for the church (including its buildings,
and all the named groups within) as well as all individuals involved, both leaders and young
people. ® While some have previously chosen to name the churches involved in an
ethnographic congregational study, this has largely been on account of the particularly
distinctive history or characteristics of the church involved (see Guest 2007: 54-75 for an
example of this), and this was not deemed necessary for this particular project. Alongside

pseudonymisation, | have also removed any information that may identify individuals or

86 This included, for example, not actively ‘adding’ or ‘following’ any young people on the social media
profiles that | had developed for the purposes of the research, and instead publicising these accounts
during the explanation of the research process and allowing them to ‘add’ or “follow’ these as they
felt comfortable.

87 During the interviews | offered the young people the opportunity to suggest their own pseudonym,
and while this invoked excitement and discussion at first, only Christopher suggested one. However,
after further conversation we decided that ‘Dragon’ would feel out of place in the thesis.
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groups in other ways, while other information that may be deemed as sensitive has either
been removed or presented without attribution to any particular pseudonym, for additional

assurance.

Positionality and Participant Observation in PM

As a part of my meetings with David prior to the start of the fieldwork, we discussed the
practical nature of my research and my role within the group over my period of fieldwork. It
was evident early in the research design that this project could not straightforwardly
incorporate participant observation approaches. Unlike a traditional congregational
ethnography of adult congregations, my being a 26-year-old at the time precluded me from
sharing the participatory experience of the teenagers who were the focus of my study.
O’Reilly (2009: 8) addresses this when she notes that ‘it is important to remember that the
researcher's own personal attributes... may affect access. Becoming part of a group,
participating in their daily activities, and attempting to blend into the background are not
easy when the one thing that sets the group apart from other groups is skin colour or sex’ —
or, inthe case of a youth group, age. Quite apart from the distance that may naturally emerge
as a result of being a researcher within a setting such as this, it would have been impossible
to attempt to join the group as a member due to the fact that | was 8 years older than the
upper limit. While | shared a number of characteristics with my participants, as shall be
explored below, the age differential was a primary barrier in equal participation in the group.
As a result, a different approach and position would be necessary. While, as Marvasti (2004:
36) suggests, the essence of this form of qualitative research is the two ‘seemingly
contradictory activities’ of participating and observing in the same context, it was essential
for the research that | did not sacrifice either aspect, and it was therefore necessary to
establish a means by which | could actively participate in the group — even if this was

participation of a different form to that of the young people.

One important element to consider is the relationship to power within the space, particularly
the potential for power differential between adult and child. This has a particular significance
in studies based in school environments, wherein Jon Swain’s (2006: 208-9) approach of
adopting the ‘least-teacher role’ has led to researchers such as Shillitoe (2018: 89) and Peter
Hemming (2015: 40) taking on positions of teaching assistant in the classroom. Shillitoe
(2018: 89) describes various approaches she took in order to reduce the power dynamic —
for example, asking the children to refer to her by her first name and taking an active interest

in their non-academic lives and interests. However, within youth work this teacher-student
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relationship is already actively disrupted.® Creating relationships with the young people that
engage with their whole lives has been a consistent priority of the youth work environments
in which | had previously worked, and the experience of telling a visitor or new member that
they need not call me ‘Sir’ — “I’'m Rob, I’'m not your teacher!” — is a common one. Informal
dress is expected (to the extent of resulting in light-hearted mockery from the outside on
occasion (see Figure 3 for an example)), and active awareness of youth interests is seen as
valuable in developing relationships with the young people. Of course, for all youth workers
this needs to be a carefully balanced line to walk in order to be effective, attempting to
empathise and relate with young people without pretending to be a teenager themselves —
a falsehood that will be immediately detected and derided by young people. As | shall outline
in Chapter 4, the model of teaching and leadership used, along with particular practices such
as play, also seek to lessen the power differential between adult and young person. This is
not to say that these are completely eradicated, but the expected positionality and
behaviour of youth workers does go some way to minimising the difficulties experienced in
some other research with children and young people. This was furthered by my approaching
the group as an assistant youth worker — similar in some ways to the role of teaching
assistant mentioned above — in which | was not expected to be a disciplinarian if it was so
required, although | still had to be observant to situations that required particular safety
intervention. The fact that prior to starting my research | had attained 12 years of experience
as a volunteer children’s and youth worker in multiple Christian settings, including groups
which shared many similarities with PM, meant that this role and the expected relationship
between young people and youth leader was one familiar to me. As a result, | was able to
suggest to David at the beginning of our discussions that | participate in a similar capacity in
the youth contexts at St Aidan’s, and he was able to trust that this would be a benefit to him

and, more significantly, the young people.

88 A central feature of ‘informal education’, as described in the Introduction, is that it stands in
intentional distinction from the position of schoolteacher (J. Griffiths 2013: 58). It is therefore within
the natural position of a youth worker to adopt the ‘least-teacher role’ within a youth group.
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The "cool” youth leader starter
pack part 2

Figure 3: A meme parodying expected Christian youth leader attire (Dust Off The Bible 2016).

Researcher, Youth Worker

In these groups | therefore undertook the dual position of researcher and voluntary youth
worker. With regards to my role as a researcher, it was important that the young people
were as aware as possible that this was the primary purpose behind my presence. In order
to do this effectively | utilised a number of methods, alongside the more informal
conversational reminders that would naturally take place. Firstly, in each of the first two

weeks | was introduced to the group by David and spoke from the front about the project,
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inviting questions or concerns.?° At the beginning of each academic term | further reminded
the group of my role as researcher from the front in a similar manner. Secondly, | led two
sessions at PM over the course of my fieldwork, both with an explicit link to my research and
with reminders to the young people that these sessions would form a part of the data for my
thesis. Thirdly, the process of attempting to recruit interview participants, as referenced
above, gave me weekly opportunities to remind the whole group of my role and the nature
of the research. Fourthly, David occasionally made remarks in the usual course of a session
that had the secondary result of reminding the group of my difference. Finally, | endeavoured
to make my notetaking conspicuous without being disruptive. Through physically detaching
myself slightly®® and visibly writing in my notebook during this period | intended to remind

the young people of my position as a researcher in each session.

The second aspect of my positionality within the group was my role as volunteer youth
worker. This involved following in many of the same routines and responsibilities as other
adults involved including organising the snacks and devising and running games, as well as
helping out with any necessary tasks for the delivery of sessions. This appeared to be
appreciated, and at the end of year dinner | was awarded the ‘Hyper Helper’ award by the
group (Figure 4). While | was happy to help with practical aspects of the group, | was clear
with David from our initial meetings that | did not wish to be involved in any form of teaching.
In the two sessions that | did run for the group | endeavoured to avoid prescriptive teaching

and instead lead with questions and encourage discussion amongst the young people.

8 While the young people showed limited interest, the questions proved highly valuable as an
opportunity to clarify what research did — and more importantly, did not — entail. For example, in
response to a question | was able to assure the group that | would not be walking around the group
with a microphone seeking journalistic style interviews, and nor was | seeking to ‘catch them out’ in
any way.

% The desk at which | was seated was positioned immediately behind a sofa usually seating at least
three young people as part of a loose semi-circle.

107



THIS GOES OU

Figure 4: The 'Hyper Helper' award certificate | was presented at the end of year dinner for 11-18-

year-olds. The name of the group has been obscured.

These two positions were constantly intertwined in my time with the group in a manner
wherein each inescapably influenced the other. In part this is in the nature of ethnographic
research, the ongoing ‘tension between participation (and involvement) and observation
(and distance)’, as O’Reilly (2012: 106) terms it, a tension which ‘does not have to be
resolved’ as ‘it is what gives participant observation its strength’ Yet the nature of in loco
parentis responsibility that came with the role of participant involvement contributes
additional complexity to this tension. On a pragmatic level this meant that | was required to
take on responsibilities that were sometimes to the detriment of my research. For example,
in my third session with PM they spent the first half hour with the main congregation for the
period of sung worship. | was eager to observe this to see how the young people behaved in
a larger group for worship, and in particular in the adult space. But David was concerned that
not all of the young people would be aware of the change in routine despite the message
that he had sent out over the week. He therefore wanted someone to stay in the youth hut,
and it soon became clear that he particularly wanted me. As a result, | felt obliged to stay
rather than observe the service. Fortunately, | was able to join the group on other occasions,
and after Jordan joined the group the reliance on me as an over-18 lessened, but this was
nevertheless an important point in my growing awareness of the dual-roles | possessed in

this space.
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Beyond this were situations that emerged from my relationship with and position of
responsibility for the individual young people. As | have mentioned above the concern for
the well-being of the young people in my care was paramount throughout the project, and
at moments this superseded the priorities of the research. Alongside times in which young
people disclosed safeguarding concerns, there were other encounters in which | felt a moral
obligation to support the young person however | could. This included, for example, offering
pastoral support to a young person who had sought me out following a family bereavement.
| may have directed his question onto David — as | did on other occasions — but in this
scenario, | made the judgement that he had intentionally sought me out for a reason in this
particular instance. As a result, | premised my response primarily from my position as youth
worker. Yet this incident also indicates one of the benefits of my dual role, with my previous
experience being an essential feature of this. While it took time for the young people to
understand the nature of research and what it meant for me to be there as researcher, |
could in the meantime develop personal relationships with them in a way in which they felt
comfortable through a position with which they were already familiar. Along with knowing
how and when to offer practical help, my familiarity with a youth group context and the
expectations and responsibilities of youth workers meant that | quickly felt at ease within
the group environment, and my fieldnotes indicate that by my second session | felt
comfortable within the context and able to start building relationships. | believe my position
of responsibility and my familiarity with Christian youth work spaces, alongside the more
social environment of the PM group, enabled potential barriers to be broken down both for
myself and for the young people. As | shall explore in Chapter 4, the practices of the group
were intentionally designed in order to foster relationships and break down social barriers
not only between the young people but also between the young people and the adult

leaders. |, and this research as a result, were prime beneficiaries of this.

Reflexive Research

The above indicates the extent to which | was constantly interacting with and becoming a
part of the field site at the centre of my research. Without this incorporation my research
would have been impossible, but it was also important to reflect regularly on my
experiences, in particular through the taking of fieldnotes as outlined above. This awareness
that ‘researchers are always part of the social world they study’ and therefore ‘should
continually reflect on their own role in the research process and on the wider context in

which it occurs’ is understood under the term reflexivity (Hammersley 2004: 934). This
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concept is not a peripheral one to ethnographic study —rather, as Swinton and Mowat (2006:
59) argue, it is ‘perhaps the most crucial dimension of the qualitative research process’, while
Kieran Flanagan (2007: 1) states that reflexivity is the defining feature of a sociologist,
arguing that ‘reflexivity is the term that recognises this career in disciplinary identity and
affiliation’. The ‘reflexive turn’ in the social sciences has sought to move the discipline away
from epistemological realism and a perception that the researcher can uncover ‘objective’
observations detached from their own presence. As Swinton and Mowat (2006: 60) argue,
reflexivity emerges from the idea that ‘such objectivity is in fact a myth and... researchers
are participants and actors within the research process, whether that is acknowledged or
otherwise’. The researcher must realise that this objectivity is an impossibility and they are
therefore ‘only able to present part of the picture, but our task is to argue that this is the
best account possible of the part that we have chosen to study' (Kaufman 2015: 97). A central
(but not exclusive) element of reflexivity is what can be termed ‘personal reflexivity’,
described by Willig (2008: 10) as involving ‘reflecting upon the ways in which our own values,
experiences, interests... and social identities have shaped the research’. This must be a
constant feature throughout a research project, from establishing the initial questions

through to concluding the write-up, with every stage involving persistent self-reflection.

Elements of this form of reflexivity have already been explored in this chapter through the
exploration of my position within the group, including understanding the nature of my
personal relationships with the participants. Both my roles and my personal characteristics
at times would have strengthened my relationships (or possibility of relationships) with the
young people, but equally provided distinctive difficulties. The familiarity and relationality of
a youth worker was contrasted with the role of researcher, something that was not only
unfamiliar but potentially adverse as it evoked images of an invasive and cold journalist. The
fact that | came from an evangelical Christian background and shared many of their beliefs
would have been a reassuring marker of comradery, but | was also nearly a decade older
than most members, not only of a different generation but crucially of a different life stage
in what is fundamentally a peer-oriented environment. Along with reflecting on how | related
with the young people in the group, it was also important that | was aware of my own
experiences and emotions and how they may differ from those of the young people in the
group — elements that were again impacted significantly by my position. Interviews and
informal conversations were invaluable opportunities to discuss my experiences and how
they compared with the young people who came weekly for their own benefit, seeking

spiritual development or simply peer-interaction.
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While ongoing reflection of my experiences in the group was important, central to this
reflexivity was an awareness of my personal historical experiences with evangelical youth
work and how that may colour my perceptions and expectations of the group and its
members. This personal history — and ongoing presence — has influenced not only my time
in the group, but every stage from my journey to the question through to process of writing
up. As the child of an Anglican Vicar, | grew up attending an evangelical church in Bristol and
attended children’s and youth groups there until | left for university at 19. While neither as
charismatic nor as sizeable as St Aidan’s there was nevertheless a familiarity with my own
experience in the group. During my fieldwork | would be drawn back on occasion to consider
how approaches had changed since my adolescence, how topics were engaged with or
avoided, while reflecting on my own journey of challenging and exploring faith identity. This
pedagogical approach of questioning was a central part of my experience growing up as a
teenage Christian. Intellectual approaches to faith in my church were common, and at
different points the volunteer leadership group included a university lecturer, a senior
partner in a national law firm, a barrister, a judge, a paediatric heart surgeon, and a
consultant psychiatrist — alongside the paid youth worker who had left school at 15 — with
an unspoken expectation that we as young people would attend (Russell Group) universities
following A-Levels. This not only contributed towards the ongoing inquisitiveness into
questions of religion and Christianity that led me from Religious Studies A-Level, through to
Theology at undergraduate, and eventually to this PhD, but also meant that | was familiar
with the pedagogical modes in operation within PM — and yet had never questioned them

prior to undertaking this research.

Of course, neither adolescence nor religion are ever exclusively cognitive and rational
experiences, and my teenage years of faith were often tumultuous and emotional in ways
that have continued to influence how | understand myself as a religious subject. Experiences
from this time both inside and outside of the group, from individual life-moments such as
early relationships, the presence or absence of friends in youth groups, and decisions over
peer-pressure through to collective events such as visiting large Christian conferences and
even a school trip to Auschwitz continue to resonate in my religious self-understanding. A
decade before hearing the names of Victor Turner or Arnold van Gennep or understanding
the concept of a rite of passage, my confirmation service proved to be a genuine pivot point
in the story of my faith in a radically unexpected way. After leaving school | involved myself
in Christian youth work on a ‘gap year’ and continued at university alongside my studies, and

for a period considered it as a future career. My academic interest in the sociology of
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evangelicalism is not solely a reflection of my personal life, however, and the teaching |
received as an undergraduate in this area was the key factor in my settling in this area.
Nevertheless, the interest has always also been a personal one, desiring to better understand
a vast and twisting movement that | have been a part of and yet have long had struggles

with.

Despite these links with the current thesis, the research questions did not originate in this
form and, in many ways, | perceived the journey towards the specific youth work focus to be
a pragmatic one. As | have outlined above, my starting point for the PhD had been an interest
in adult British conservative evangelicals and their (potential) relationship with American
evangelicalism. While still within the broad category of evangelicalism, these are elements
that are far more alien to my own personal religious identity than the final research
guestions. As my questions morphed over the first year of research it became clear that
focusing on youth work would be a novel and enlightening approach, yet it was some time
before | realised that this was to be an inescapably personal project — beyond the sense that
all ethnographic researchers become intertwined with their object of study. Through
studying evangelical youth work and its influence on the role of subject formation —
especially in a context such as St Aidan’s with so many parallels to my own experience — |
may also be gaining an insight into my own experience as an adolescent that was so
formational in my present self-understanding. At no point did | desire this project to be an
autoethnography, and the following chapters focus exclusively on my experiences at St
Aidan’s, but the experience of this research has provided as many personal insights as it has
academic. My awareness of these personal ties also resulted in an additional layer of caution
over my perceptions of the group and in particular of the experiences of the young people. |
was conscious of the risk of projecting my own memories of adolescence, of the concerns
and questions, beliefs and emotions that | experienced (or believed | experienced, with a
decade of hindsight and muddied memories) during this life stage onto the young people in
PM. Again, formal interviews and informal conversations provided valuable opportunities to
clarify my perceptions with the young people themselves to help avoid this pitfall, while my
shared background also enabled me to probe and perceive in ways that may not have been
possible to someone new to the movement. Yet this familiarity also required that | had to
actively challenge myself to move beyond my familiarities and assumptions in order to see
the context in new ways from a research perspective. In making the ‘familiar strange’ | began
to question elements that | had always taken for granted — such as the fact that certain

practices were only ‘suitable’ for children and young people —and move beyond my personal
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experience towards perceiving this space through fresh eyes. Again, this can never be a
perfect exercise but can bring us closer to a broad perspective of the events being

experienced and witnessed.

Objectivity in ethnographic research is an impossible goal, and in attempting to ignore their
own presence and past in an attempt to seek this goal the researcher risks the integrity of
their entire project. Yet through incorporating reflexive practices during the course of the
research process, | cannot (and would not want to) claim to provide a wholly objective
viewpoint, but nevertheless can offer a greater insight into the formation of evangelical
subjectivity in an adolescent youth group context through a social scientific and

ethnographic lens.

Findings from the Field

In this chapter | have outlined the importance of the ethnographic approach in addressing
the research questions described in the previous chapters. Through a combination of
embedded participant observation within the youth group and interviews with (in particular)
young people, | was able to gain insights into the nature of youth subjectivity in this
environment that would have been impossible through other methods. Yet the iterative
nature of ethnographic research meant that my initial questions and expectations were
challenged by my early experiences and so, in turn, the method began to redefine the nature
of the research questions. While my position within and relationship with the group was a
point of constant reflection — and ‘true’ experience of the group was inevitably limited not
least due to my age — through incorporating the voices of young people into the heart of the
findings and (where possible) into the construction of the research method, | endeavoured
to make this a ‘youth-centred’ study. Over the following three chapters | will use the findings
from my time with PM to argue that this life-stage can be seen as a form of un-ceremonial
rite of passage, focusing on three particular areas. Firstly, in Chapter 3 | will look at the nature
of separation within the group, separated from both the church and the outside world,
spatially and behaviourally. In Chapter 4 | will explore the idea of communitas, examining
the particular significance of friendships and peer-based religiosity within this group. Finally,
in Chapter 5 | will examine the nature of anti-structure in the chapter focusing on the
pedagogical approaches in PM. The methods described in this chapter are at the heart of,

and inseparable from, the findings ahead.
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Chapter 3: Separation and the Self in Sacred Space and Secular

Society

In the dying light of an autumnal evening — even one as overcast as that — St Aidan’s was a
powerful sight. Sat in a leafy residential suburb in London’s ‘Zone 4’, the orange and cream
brick of the grand symmetrical facade seemed to glow in the twilight. As | walked up the
driveway | was met by two near identical wooden doors, each eight feet or so high, on either
side of a towering central window. From my previous visits | knew that one led to the
reception, and one to the main meeting area where that night’s service would take place.
But as | approached, some two and a half hours before the main service was due to begin, it
was clear that neither of those were available to me. As the service start time drew nearer,
the left-hand door would be opened as congregants were ushered in with a smile by a
dedicated member of the ‘Welcome Team’, ready with a handful of notice sheets outlining
the events occurring not only that evening but across the week. The soft glow of light and
the growing hubbub of small talk over contemporary worship music, either from the band
going through last minute rehearsals or a recording played over the speakers, would leak out
offering an enticing escape from the brisk October air. But at that moment, with the sun yet
to fully set, both doors were firmly locked shut and no light was visible through any of the
many windows, no sound escaping through the cracks beneath the doors. From the outside,

the grand old building appeared temporarily lifeless, though far from desolate.

Despite my destination not being the church itself but rather the youth hall that stood at the
back, in my two visits up to that point | had always accessed the hall via the church and
therefore through one of those two main doors. No signage is available for those like me
seeking an alternative entrance or simply wishing to know where the youth group was to
gather. After a few moments | considered calling my contact in the group for clarification,
wondering if perhaps | had my timings wrong, before | spotted a small and weathered
wooden gate at the far-right hand side of the building as | faced it. It was tucked between a
seasonally leafless hedge and a (relatively) recent extension to the church building but set
back in the building’s shadow, two or three feet from the line of the brickwork — further
hiding it from the attention of new attendees. While that evening the spaces were vacant, in
future weeks | also encountered cars parked in the area immediately in front of the gate.

Feeling a small sense of pride at finding it in the first place, | gave the gate a push.
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This experience would change a few weeks’ later when both the service an