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“Pluralism just does not work within 
Christianity, although many people 
try to make it work that way. It doesn’t 
work. That’s an invention. Pluralism 
is not Christianity, in my opinion 
(p.4).” This statement, pulled from 
the study’s opening interview with 
Karen, a recent convert, sets the scene 
for Amy Slagle’s study on American 
converts to Eastern Orthodoxy. A 
professor of religion at the University 
of Southern Mississippi, Slagle’s 
2011 study, The Eastern Church in 
the Spiritual Marketplace: American 
Conversion to Orthodox Christianity, 
was one of the first studies to focus 
specifically on American conversions 
to Eastern Orthodoxy, an area of re-
search that would soon be followed 
by Oliver Herbel (2014), Turning to 
Tradition, and  Sarah Riccardi-Schwarz 
(2022), Between Heaven and Russia.

Slagle’s study stands apart in several 
ways; less focused on the social and 
political forces shaping American 
conversion, she focuses deliberately 
on personal conversion narratives. In 
her introduction, Slagle explains that 
a wave of studies from the 1960s on-
ward focused on the phenomenon of 
“young folk” in the West converting 
to traditionally conservative, insti-
tutional churches; the overarching 

Review of Amy Slagle, The Eastern Church 
in the Spiritual Marketplace: American 

conversion to Orthodox Christianity 

Liesl Behr

READING ROOM

thesis suggests that this movement 
was motivated by a desire for sta-
ble doctrine and traditional ritual. 
Slagle’s study challenges this, argu-
ing that something more is going on, 
something that is deeply American, 
culturally speaking, and probes the 
tropes that paint conversion to the 
Orthodox Church in terms of rup-
ture with American religious culture, 
showing its deep congruities with the 
nation’s religious marketplace men-
tality and seeker culture.

Returning to Karen, our recent con-
vert, Slagle shows how becoming 
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Orthodox, a choice often represent-
ed as the rejection of subjectivity and 
personal choice, is a religious expres-
sion that Slagle’s interviewee, like 
many others, chose after a rigorous 
personal compare-and-contrast study 
of Christian Churches and denomi-
nations. Asked how she had arrived 
at such an absolute position, Slagle 
observed that “not only did Karen 
choose the sources that guided her 
to the Orthodox faith according to 
personal preference and taste (for, as 
Karen admits, ‘I just got books that 
seemed interesting’), she also trusted 
her own ability to interpret these texts 
and to question the doctrinal verity 
of her Protestant pastors in the light 
of their teachings. . . .  the subjective 
“self” remained the primary seat of 
religious authority and enactment 
(p.7).”  Previous studies ignored this 
foundational contradiction; the fact 
that “traditional religion” is passed 
down through generations and 
thrives in environments where plu-
ralism, and by extension conversion, 
is not normative, and where context 
(political, social and familial) pre-
vails over conviction. Its doctrines are 
taught, not sought, and its authority, 
quasi-absolute.

It is this tension between the search 
for a perfectly preserved form of abso-
lute and unchanging Truth, expressed 
by the majority of converts she en-
counters in this study, against the sub-
jective modern marketplace language 
of seeking, comparing, choosing, and 
“buying,” which serves as the guiding 
motif of Amy Slagle’s study. How do 
deeply held personal convictions and 
hierarchically maintained absolutisms 
come to make such comfortable bed-
fellows? Moreover, how do the priests 
who receive converts and the com-
munities into which they integrate, 

understand their own position with-
in the religious marketplace? Are 
seekers and intermarriage converts 
perceived and treated differently and 
how? 

Slagle’s Introduction

To develop this question and po-
sition her study among other 
like-minded work, Slagle offers a 
brief overview of the sociological or 
ethnographic studies of Orthodoxy 
in the West. In addition to chal-
lenging past studies’ insistence on 
tradition and authority as primary 
motivating principles, Slagle con-
fronts common scholarly depictions 
of Western diaspora Orthodoxy as 
communities of enclosed, rigidly 
conservative Easterners and ques-
tions whether such Ideas about the 
Orthodox Church rightly apply to 
Easterners, and whether such ideas 
about the Orthodox Church rightly 
apply to the on-the-ground situa-
tion today (p.9). Additionally, she 
details a brief overview of American 
conversions to Orthodoxy, mention-
ing such high-profile Evangelicals 
as Frank Schaeffer, Peter Gillquist, 
and the MANS movement, as well as 
parallel trends within academia, rep-
resented by such figures as Yaroslav 
Pelikan in the US, and Timothy Ware 
in the UK–prefigured in the Roman 
Catholic world by G.K. Chesterton 
and John Henry Newman.

Slagle’s fieldwork consisted of a se-
ries of interviews and parish visits 
between 2005 to 2009. The major-
ity of these interviews took place 
in the East (Pennsylvania) and the 
South (Mississippi). In Pennsylvania, 
she made regular visits to two de-
mographically diverse Pittsburgh 
parishes: St. Michael (OCA) and 
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Ascension (GOA). St. Michael, a 
smaller (120 members), historically 
working-class parish of Carpatho-
Rusyn heritage, drew its congrega-
tion from diverse backgrounds and 
neighborhoods, and its convert com-
ponent, 20%, was primarily “seeker.” 
Ascension Greek Orthodox Church 
was a much larger, culturally Greek 
parish, whose parishioners (some 500 
plus) lived in the church’s affluent 
neighborhood and had a 20-25% con-
vert component, primarily through 
intermarriage. Her fieldwork in the 
South took place at St. Seraphim 
(OCA) in Jackson, Mississippi., a 
parish founded and populated by 
converts.

Chapter 1: Introduction to the 
Eastern Orthodox World

The primary goal of this chapter is to 
present the Orthodox Church to her 
readers in broad strokes, mirroring 
the style of convert-oriented litera-
ture, in which Orthodox Christians 
“maintain that their tradition is un-
changing (p.23).” At times, one is 
hard-pressed to distinguish Slagle’s 
own voice or vision of the Orthodox 
Church from that of the people she’s 
interviewing and the literature she’s 
perusing. In any case, her presen-
tation of the Orthodox Church is 
characteristic of a typically Western, 
Orientalizing vision of a church that 
embraces a mystical, conciliar, and 
apophatic approach over and against 
the purportedly legalistic and per-
sonality-centric approach of Catholic 
papalism, or the individualism of 
Protestantism with its tendency to 
blend theology with social and cul-
tural agendas. She briefly presents 
the neo-patristic movement and its 
influence on modern Orthodoxy, and 
in particular its embrace of an idea of 

Tradition as more mystical than his-
torical, and an insistence on return to 
“original” sources or to an “original” 
Orthodox spirit by way of detaching 
from the philosophical influences of 
medieval scholasticism or German 
Romanticism. 

Alongside the presentation of this 
more intellectual twentieth-centu-
ry approach, Slagle points to two 
other “textbook” depictions of the 
Orthodox Church: one that is rigid, 
backwards, and severe, and another, 
an exotic vision of a church that is 
ethnic, quaint, folkloric, and subal-
tern. In both these versions, it is “a 
religion existing outside of regular 
historical time in either a perpetual 
past or a perpetual transcendence (p. 
17).” Slagle also explores the exclusiv-
ist and mystical elements of Orthodox 
ritual and communion, observing 
that “the fact that only baptized and 
chrismated Orthodox Christians may 
partake of ‘the heavenly gifts’ further 
heightens the mysterious, exclusive, 
and communally binding nature of 
the ritual (p.23),” perhaps prompting 
the oft-repeated adage Slagle encoun-
ters of this newly “found” church as 
America’s “best kept secret.”

Chapter 2: Eastern Orthodox 
Conversion in a Pluralistic Context

What does it mean to return to an 
earlier model of Christian belief and 
practice in a modern, pluralistic soci-
ety? Does the concept of conversion, 
as traditionally understood, even car-
ry over? What are converts speaking 
of when they use the language of con-
version? These are the questions at 
the center of Slagle’s second chapter, 
in which she compares classical mod-
els of conversion with those described 
by seeker converts. While classical 
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conversion stories, such as those of St. 
Paul or St. Augustin, accentuate di-
vine intervention and even interrup-
tion, those shared by Slagle’s subjects 
were clearly marked by contempo-
rary models of spirituality, particular-
ly the spirituality of the 60s and 70s, 
whereby the autonomous individual 
goes seeking, embarking upon a jour-
ney of deeper spiritual fulfillment.  
Granting the rhetorical style of clas-
sical narratives a vested role in di-
minishing a protagonist’s role and 
accentuating divine action, for Slagle, 
this break in the language of conver-
sion from something that happens to 
me to something that I do points to an 
important disparity between the ide-
al converts purportedly seek and the 
one in which they actually operate. 

Further highlighting this paradigm of 
individual choice, Slagel writes, “in-
formants consistently took for grant-
ed the idea that religious or church 
affiliation was a private, individual 
decision often made in the hope of 
attaining personal satisfaction and 
peace.” (p. 47) Very few of her subjects 
grew up in homes where an inherit-
ed, generational religion was passed 
down. Thus, religious affiliation, as a 
matter of personal choice and convic-
tion, was at the center of their cultural 
and familial frameworks and was the 
subconscious model they mirrored 
while simultaneously critiquing it. 

Chapter 3: Processes of Catechesis 
and Socialization for Orthodox 
Converts

How do Orthodox priests evaluate 
the role of personal conviction and 
commitment when integrating con-
verts into the Orthodox Church? In 
Chapter Three, Slagle turns her atten-
tion to the role of clerics, examining 

their often-ambivalent attitudes 
towards converts and conversion. 
Slagle observes how the absence of 
a formal, official catechesis renders 
the process of receiving converts 
into the Orthodox church particular-
ly subjective and informal, ultimate-
ly relying on the seeker’s conviction 
and commitment. She postulates that 
Orthodox catechesis is not just infor-
mal; it intentionally bypasses the for-
mal to arrive at the personal, and in 
this way, the priest’s personal evalua-
tion of a seeker’s readiness and inter-
est becomes the primary criterion for 
entry into the church. To frame her 
thinking on this subject, Slagle refers 
to the work of sociologist Anthony 
Giddens and his model of the pure 
relationship:

“In a sense, these conversion ideas 
are analogous to Anthony Giddens’s 
“pure relationship,” which he argues 
has become the model for interper-
sonal relationships under conditions 
of late modernity. Writing extensively 
on the topic, Giddens defines a “pure 
relationship” as one ‘in which exter-
nal criteria have become dissolved: 
the relationship exists solely for 
whatever rewards that relationship as 
such can deliver.’ Such relationships 
are based on “trust” and “intimacy” 
and come to be decoupled from the 
“criteria of kinship,” social duty or 
traditional obligation,’ the supposed 
moorings of relationships in past eras 
(p.69).”

 Transposing this model from the in-
terpersonal realm to that of religious 
affiliation, Slagle makes the incisive 
observation that the priests she in-
terviewed maintained very different 
standards for couples intermarrying 
and seeker converts: for the latter, the 
language of the “pure relationship” 
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was very much at the forefront, 
whereas when speaking about inter-
marriage converts, the same priests 
reverted to the traditional language of 
family and community commitment 
as the primary criteria, taking prece-
dence over a deep individual drive or 
desire for Orthodoxy. Furthermore, 
Slagle notes the absence of pastoral 
concern about the effects of commu-
nity or familial rupture in the life 
of the convert. The pure pursuit of 
Orthodoxy was always the primary 
criterion—and while this mentality 
of pure pursuit was admired in those 
coming to Orthodoxy, the same could 
not be said of those who had chosen 
to exit. Any discussion of the choice, 
taken either by cradle Orthodox or 
converts, was strictly avoided.
 
Chapter 4: Meaning and 
Motivations for Conversions to 
Orthodoxy

Chapter Four probes the inner jour-
ney sought by converts to Orthodoxy 
and explores the appeal of the 
Orthodox church as part of the dy-
namic choice-making process of 
seeker culture, offering rootedness 
to restlessness. By exploring the rela-
tionship between structure and free-
dom, Slagle offers several observa-
tions about how a structurally “rigid” 
church fits the needs of the modern 
spiritual seeker quite nicely, offering 
a safe space for spiritual exploration. 
She notes that many of her subjects, 
far from seeking a formal, institution-
al structure, were in fact looking for 
a place of spiritual dynamism and 
saw Orthodoxy as protective against 
the risks entailed by spiritual seek-
ing in less tradition-bound churches. 
Furthermore, the Orthodox Church’s 
elaborate liturgical and ritual practic-
es were valued as tools to guide this 

journey of inner growth and provide 
the necessary confidence to approach 
it. She explores the notion of derived 
authority as elaborated by Frederick 
Bird, who observed that “by acknowl-
edging these [religious] authorities 
[converts] gain. . . a kind of license, a 
derived sense of personal authority, 
which authorizes them to ignore or to 
count as of only relative importance 
the claims made by various other. . .  
authorities (p.99).” Slagle proposes 
that the “derived authority” gained 
by the doctrinal certitude and origi-
nalist claims of the Church enable a 
bolder spiritual exploration, whereby 
the Church’s “immutability” becomes 
a vehicle for dynamic growth. 

Chapter 5: Convert Perspectives on 
Eastern Orthodox Ritual

Ritual and its lived reality were 
among the most complicated sub-
jects for Slagle’s interviewees, both 
for converts and those integrating 
them. Slagle identified two broad 
categories of converts: one came to 
Orthodoxy driven by a love for its 
ritual life, while another, motivated 
primarily by doctrine, expressed a 
more complicated relationship with 
Eastern ritual practices, and yet “ac-
cepted them as de facto wholesome 
and efficacious (p.112).”  All converts 
praised the traditionalist structure 
and participatory aspect of Orthodox 
ritual, contrasting it with the rigidity 
of Catholic Mass or the performative 
dynamic of American Protestantism. 
Ritual was also the greatest point of 
tension between converts and ethnic 
parishioners. Motivated by ideals of 
cultic purity and originalism, con-
verts were often displeased with the 
cultural accumulation found in eth-
nic churches. They decried “western” 
influences on iconographic style and 
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any shortening or modification to the 
services. The reality of the on-the-
ground inner cultural dynamism of 
ethnic parishes conflicted with their 
ideals of Orthodox originalism, in 
which ritual and doctrinal norms are 
preserved unchanged, and through 
which they saw themselves as gain-
ing access to the experience of the 
“early Church.”

Chapter 6: “The Other Side of 
the Veil”: Convert Responses to 
Ethnicity

If Chapter Five served as an introduc-
tion to the tensions facing American 
converts as they confront the strong 
ethnic identities embedded in the 
various Orthodox churches and tradi-
tions, Chapter Six takes on the ques-
tion of ethnicity head-on. Slagle’s 
broad knowledge of the American 
socio-religious context renders this 
chapter particularly interesting, as 
she takes the time to ask fundamen-
tal questions about ethnicity: who 
has it and who doesn’t? What is the 
nature of ethnic identity as expressed 
in diaspora communities? Why might 
ethnicity attract certain converts 
while alienating others? To address 
this, she begins with a discussion of 
what she calls “symbolic ethnicity,” 
which characterizes most American 
Orthodox parishes whose members 
are often third and fourth-genera-
tion Americans. Particularly in cases 
of European descent (Greek, Slavic, 
Romanian), such “ethnics” are un-
likely to have any physical features, 
accents, or behaviors that distinguish 
them from the larger Anglo-American 
sphere, yet they remain conscious of a 
distinct ethnic heritage. In such cases, 
parish life is essential to experienc-
ing this cultural inheritance, a place 
where lost identities are reified and 

connected with. On the other side of 
the spectrum is what the sociologist 
Ashley W. Doane coined “dominant 
group identity,” best described by the 
common epithet of being “just plain 
American.” Such converts are either 
unaware of possessing ethnic identity 
or unwilling to see it, and generally 
consider the ethnic identities encoun-
tered in others as an imposition on 
what they otherwise consider neutral 
cultural terrain.

Interestingly, converts fell on both 
sides of this divide. Particularly in 
East Coast parishes (Pennsylvania, 
for example), many converts were 
aware of a lost Eastern European her-
itage and often felt a certain affinity 
for the ethnic flourish of their adopt-
ed churches, identifying elements of 
continuity between their newfound 
parish environment and a lost fami-
ly history. Others were simply hun-
gry for diversity and attracted to the 
cultural abundance and the festivities 
surrounding ethnic parish life. Such 
converts often “taste-tested” differ-
ent ethnic options before settling for 
their preferred flavor. The Mississippi 
parish actively projected its ethnic 
Southern values onto the Orthodox 
Church, feeling that it better repre-
sented Southern Christianity than the 
Southern churches themselves. 

Chapter 7: Orthodox Christianity in 
Mississippi

Chapter seven focuses exclusively on 
the community of St. Seraphim, a con-
vert parish in Jackson, Mississippi, 
offering a surprising perspective on 
Orthodox conversions—effective-
ly reversing the discussion of eth-
nicity. Curiously, parishioners in 
Mississippi reported that Orthodoxy 
provided a means of better and more 
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1 John W. O’Malley, 
What happened at 
Vatican II (Belknap 
Harvard Press, 2008), 
42.  

deeply expressing their Southern 
identity, explaining that, in the cul-
tural environment of the American 
South, belief and regular church at-
tendance are the norm, and cultural 
life already revolves around religion 
and its ideals. For these converts, the 
Orthodox Church simply offered a 
more robust structure for this pre-ex-
isting culture. Because everyone in 
the South goes to church, Orthodoxy 
provided a means to differentiate the 
serious churchgoers from the coun-
try-club types, a place to get serious 
about the life of faith. Their cultural 
distance from Orthodox history and 
social reality allowed for a vision of 
Orthodox Christianity as serious, or 
high-demand Christianity. As Slagle 
observes, “Orthodoxy stood in super-
lative rather than oppositional terms 
to them (pg. 151).” She also noted 
that Southern converts seemed more 
distant from the purportedly rational 
process of the northerners and were 
more likely to frame their conversion 
in terms of traditionally biblical and 
cosmological language, positioning 
their own experience within the larg-
er framework of salvation history.
 
Conclusion: Some thoughts and 
observations on Slagle’s Study

In thinking about the concepts these 
converts are struggling with, and the 
tensions they often encounter with 
the Orthodox tradition as it really 
operates, I found it helpful to turn to 
Thomas O’Malley’s study on Vatican 
II, where he discusses the tension be-
tween the ideas of development and 
ressourcement (return to earlier sourc-
es) as it played out at the Council:

Development and ressourcement are 
both about corporate memory, the 
memory constitutive of identity.  .  . 

While development is understood as 
movement along a given path, res-
sourcement equivalently says; we are 
no longer going to move along path 
X. We are going back to the fork in the 
road and will now take, instead, Path 
Y, a better path. Or, we are just going 
to stop where we are for a while, or 
even permanently settle down at this 
point and not go a step further, de-
claring a dead-end.1

Every call to “return” or to ressou-
rcement is in fact a call to reform. To 
employ the term anachronistically, 
one might say that, to this day, Martin 
Luther is the Christian Church’s most 
famous proponent of ressourcement, 
and so perhaps it should come as 
no surprise that so many American 
Protestants, seeking to shed unwant-
ed traditions or theologies, “protest” 
their way to the Orthodox Church. 
Furthermore, because most of the 
historical or cultural/sociological de-
velopments that have taken place or 
are taking place within the Orthodox 
world have never been formalized in 
the style of the Catholic Church, many 
converts are dismayed to find out that 
aggiornamento is indeed at play, albeit 
without much uniformity or system-
atization. One is also bound to dis-
cover that the originalism claimed by 
their “ethnic” co-religionists may sim-
ply refer to what is actually a minor 
liturgical practice carried to America 
from their great-great-grandmother’s 
village in Crete. Return is always a 
subjective idea, used to reify a favored 
moment in history. 

And perhaps that subjectivity isn’t 
such a bad thing. In fact, this points 
to what might be the most pertinent 
point made by this study: that escap-
ing our first-person subjectivity and 
the burden of modern personhood is 
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a chimera—we are always taking our-
selves, and our histories along, and to 
recognize that this is never neutral, is 
true humility. This recognition is ab-
sent from the convert narratives Slagle 
recounts and remains absent from the 
dark morass of convert content we are 
finding online roughly 20 years after 
these interviews were conducted.
 
Though framed in dispassionate 
terms, conversion is almost always a 
story of rupture, an “out” that allows 
for a fresh start—a point of re-entry 
and a means of finding oneself out-
side of burdens of family or commu-
nity baggage, or of shedding some le-
gitimately bad theology. Far from an 
act of obedient return, it is part of the 
hero’s journey. This journey need not 
be a problem—in the modern context 
it is almost inevitable. The problem is 
to deny the first-person creative ener-
gy at play: we are all Moderns, attract-
ed, perhaps, to premodern things, but 
engaging with them from the frame-
works that shape us. 

There is much to be dissatisfied 
with in contemporary American 

Protestantism. Protestantism is par-
ticularly vulnerable to disruption, 
and to the loss of the traditions that 
hold its communities together, and 
many American Protestants today 
have no awareness of or connection 
to the greater history of Christianity, 
its historical past, or the rich diversi-
ty of its cultural expressions. Many 
have, quite rightly, felt blown about 
by the winds of contemporary whim-
sy and failed cultural adaptations and 
are understandably attracted to the 
relative stability and rich heritage of 
Eastern Orthodoxy.

The religious marketplace is here to 
stay, and converts or not, we all par-
ticipate in the shaping and reshap-
ing of the Church. For convert and 
cradle alike, Slagle’s study does the 
Orthodox Church a service by bring-
ing the reality of this first-person per-
spective to light, showing the diverse 
ways in which the Church is actively 
adapting to the modern world and 
functioning by its internal logic. The 
Orthodox Church need not shed its 
ancient roots, but simply the illusion 
that it operates by its principles.   
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