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1.  Introduction 
Conversion1 to Christianity can be a basis for granting asylum in Finland, 2 as according to 

country of origin information it can in some cases elicit persecution, and religious persecution 

is recognized as grounds for asylum in Finnish law and the international laws to which 

Finland is committed.3 Among the asylum seekers4 in Finland, there have always been those 

who have presented conversion to Christianity as grounds for their asylum application. 

However, since 2016 the number of cases has increased significantly. Whereas before the 

cases were very few, since 2016 well over a thousand asylum seekers have invoked 

conversion to Christianity,5 and the number continues to grow. The vast majority of the 

applicants invoking conversion come from the Middle East and have Muslim backgrounds. 

(Interview with Anu Karppi, Deputy Head of Section Responsible of Religious Affairs at the 

Finnish Immigration Service, on 5.7.2018.)  

The number of claims for conversion to Christianity started to increase in 2016 after 

humanitarian protection was removed as a basis for residence permit and the areas of 

subsidiary protection were changed, leading to more people being denied asylum in Finland 

(Ibid.). This was preceded by the fact that Finland witnessed a peak in the number of asylum 

seekers in 2015: whereas between 2010 and 2014 the number had varied between 3 088 and 

4 018, in 2015 a total of 32 476 people sought asylum in Finland (EMN 2018: 30). The 

                                                
1 I am using the term “conversion” even though its implication of a turn is not universally recognized to describe 
the phenomenon. However, I apply the term “conversion” because it is the most frequently used term in 
academic research as well as in common language. (See Kraft 2012: 5.) 
2 In almost all cases in Finland where conversion is invoked, the conversion is to Christianity (Interview with 
Anu Karppi, Deputy Head of Section Responsible of Religious Affairs at the Finnish Immigration Service, on 
5.7.2018). 
3 For further information, see Section 87 of the Finnish Aliens Act (301/2004 as amended): 
https://www.finlex.fi/fi/laki/ajantasa/2004/20040301#L6 (Finlex). 
4 The term “asylum seeker” is defined according to the guidelines of the European Migration Network (2012), 
according to which an asylum seeker is “a third-country national or a stateless person who has made an 
application for asylum in respect of which a final decision has not yet been taken”.  
5 The Finnish Immigration Service cannot provide the exact numbers due to technical reasons, and therefore 
the numbers are directional (Interview with Anu Karppi, Deputy Head of Section Responsible of Religious 
Affairs at the Finnish Immigration Service, on 5.7.2018).  
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increase was linked to the phenomenon of the so-called migrant crisis in Europe (European 

Commission 2017). In the current situation, the claim for conversion to Christianity is most 

commonly presented after a negative asylum decision. This has raised questions about the 

motives behind the conversions and has led to believe that some of the applicants are using 

the conversion as a means of supporting their asylum cases. (Interview with Anu Karppi, 

Deputy Head of Section Responsible of Religious Affairs at the Finnish Immigration Service, 

on 5.7.2018.)  

On the other hand, the situation of the asylum seekers includes also aspects that have in fact 

been found to promote religious conversion.6 These include  

-   a life crisis (Rambo 1993; Lofland & Stark 1965: 864–867; Bryant & Lamb 1999)  

-   geographical mobility (Lofland & Stark 1965: 870; Rochford 1985; Stark & 

Bainbridge 1980, 1380; Snow & al. 1980: 793; Sherkat 1991: 181) 

-   fewer and weaker social ties to alternative networks (Rambo 1993: 61–63; Snow et 

al. 1980: 794; Sherkat 1991: 180; Stark & Finke 2000: 117–118)  

-   a young age (Barker 1983: 43; Radford 2015: 30)  

-   a large amount of free time (Rambo 1993: 60; Snow & al. 1980: 793).  

There is no quantitative research data available on the conversion motives of asylum seekers 

in Finland,7 but based on the aforementioned observations, it can be assumed that the 

phenomenon is complex and that the people claiming conversion have various motives. It 

should also be noted that, in the light of contemporary research, religious conversion is 

perceived as a gradual process that is in a constant change (e.g. Rambo & Farhadian 2014: 

7). This means that the initial motives might not determine the future outcomes. For example, 

a person might approach the congregations with instrumental motives but become interested 

                                                
6 The Finnish Immigration Service also recognizes that there are factors making conversions on religious bases 
more probable in the context of asylum seekers (Interview with Anu Karppi, Deputy Head of Section 
Responsible of Religious Affairs at the Finnish Immigration Service, on 5.7.2018). 
7 Kéri and Sleiman (2017) have conducted a quantitative study on the topic in Germany (see chapter 2). 
However, I argue that due to the complexity and the sensitive nature of the phenomenon, several studies are 
needed before generalizable statements can be made about the quantities of the conversion motives. 



3 

in the teachings later, or correspondingly start doubting the religious message after embracing 

the faith. As Kraft (2017: 222) has put it, it is also possible to explore a new faith without 

ever gaining the identity of someone who has converted, and some people might “spend time 

in the process of ‘converting’, but never come to describe themselves as ‘converts’” (Kraft 

2017: 222).8 

Religious conversion has been studied extensively in different fields (e.g. Rambo & 

Farhadian 2014: 5; Radford 2015: 38), yet the research focusing on religious conversion in 

this specific context is scarce. At the same time, the topic is currently relevant and societally 

significant due to its connection to migration politics. This thesis aims to shed light on the 

phenomenon from the viewpoint of the experiences of the converts themselves.   

I became interested in the topic while doing an internship in the Country of Origin Service 

of the Finnish Immigration Service (Migri) in summer 2017. At the time, the topic was widely 

discussed in Migri as well as in the media, and I wanted to further understand the complex 

and societally important – yet little studied – phenomenon. Hence, I decided to continue 

studying it after the internship in the form of a master’s thesis.  

As I was reflecting on the viewpoint of the study, it appeared that the converts were widely 

defined from the outside: Migri needed to define their situation due to the linkage of the 

conversion phenomenon to the asylum decisions, in addition to which there was heated 

discussion in the media and in the societal discourse. The phenomenon of religious 

conversion tends to elicit strong emotions and opinions (Rambo & Farhadian 2014: 4) – this 

is particularly prominent in the context of migration politics, a contested topic in itself. 

Therefore, I decided to have the converts themselves in the centre of the study and focus on 

their experiences from a data-driven angle. Focusing on the religious converts themselves 

has also been the increasing tendency in conversion studies (Radford 2015: 103).  

Another reason for choosing a data-driven approach was that the context is specific and little 

studied, and therefore the conversion theories might not be the most suitable tools for 

                                                
8 The nature of religious conversion an often non-linear process was recognized also by Anu Karppi from the 
Finnish Migration Service and the pastors interviewed for the thesis.  
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analysing the data. In fact, studies conducted in different cultures have shown that patterns 

may vary between different groups and cultures, and therefore no model can explain all 

conversions (Radford 2015: 39; Roald 2004: 344).  

In the beginning, I was interested in understanding the variety of motives Muslim asylum 

seekers have for converting to Christianity. However, I did not implement the initial idea for 

both practical and ethical reasons. I estimated that it would be difficult to get valid9 data about 

the various motives due to the sensitive nature of the topic. It can be assumed that among the 

converts there are those who have done it in order to increase their chances of being granted 

asylum, and I reckoned that it might not be possible to create a trust strong enough for them 

to take the risk of telling me openly about their experiences. In addition, the motives are one 

of the most controversial aspects of the phenomenon, and they are linked to the decision 

making. Hence, invalid results would be particularly problematic for ethical reasons. 

This thesis aspires to answer the following question: What are the experiences of Arab 

asylum migrants10 in Finland, who have converted from Islam to Christianity, 

concerning the conversion process? The means of answering the question include data from 

semi-structured interviews with ten self-proclaimed converts and three pastors working with 

people of Muslim backgrounds, analyzed by using qualitative content analysis. Out of the 

interviewed converts, nine were Iraqis and one was Egyptian, and the pastors were from two 

Free Evangelical Minority Churches11 and a Lutheran congregation (further information in 

chapter 3).  

As the approach of the study is data-driven, the definitions for the major concepts 

characterising the group of people studied come from the participants themselves. I agree 

                                                
9 For the purposes of qualitative research, I use a broader definition of validity than what is used in quantitative 
research. “Validity” is conceptualized here as the extent to which the different aspects of the research design 
serve the purpose and objectives of the study. (See Kvale & Brinkmann 2009: 246–260.)  
10 For the sake of brevity, the term “asylum migrant“ is used to signify people who have migrated for the sake 
of seeking asylum. The participants in this thesis had all sought asylum in Finland, but at the time of the 
interviews they had different statuses: the majority were still waiting for their asylum decision (asylum seekers), 
but some had received the asylum decision with different outcomes. 
11 In the Finnish context, the protestant churches that are not linked to the state, in practice others than the 
Evangelical Lutheran Church of Finland, are called the Free Evangelical Minority Churches (in Finnish the 
“vapaat suunnat”). 
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with the conception of Staples and Mauss (1987: 138) that religious conversion is subjective 

in nature, and therefore “the subject, and only the subject, is qualified to tell us who he or she 

really is”. In other words, I interviewed people who considered themselves as having 

converted from Islam to Christianity. The aspects of being an Arab and an asylum migrant 

were formed to describe the group of participants after the data were collected. It was the 

participants who identified themselves as Arabs and told about their relation to the asylum 

process in Finland. 

It is always important to consider the limits of a study, but as the topic of this thesis is 

sensitive, it is especially crucial to underline this. It should be noted that the research design 

is targeted to increase understanding only on the topic specified in the research question – 

hence the results should not be taken as a guideline to explain other phenomena. In addition, 

the fact that this study concentrates on the experiences of converts of certain nationalities in 

forced migration gives specific results that should not be generalized to other contexts 

without critical assessment. It should also be noted that the aim of this thesis is to access 

people’s experiences and not to critically evaluate the truth-value of the issues presented in 

the experiences. 

The structure of the thesis is as follows: I will first present relevant previous research that 

helps to contextualize and conceptualize my topic (chapter 2). Then I will describe the 

applied methods and present the material (chapter 3). This is followed by the analysis chapter, 

in which I will present the results and compare them with the findings of previous research 

(chapter 4). Finally, I will provide a conclusion and discuss the results (chapter 5).  

2.  Previous research  
Since the phenomenon of Muslim asylum migrants converting to Christianity on a large scale 

is recent and has emerged with the so-called European migrant crisis since 2015, accordingly 

the academic debate on it is still in its beginnings. The aspect of the experiences of the 

converted asylum migrants is still very little studied, but a pioneering study on the topic is 

Kéri and Sleiman’s Religious Conversion to Christianity in Muslim Refugees in Europe 

(2017) which focuses on the conversion motives of Muslim asylum seekers in Germany who 
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have converted to Christianity.12 While not a scientific publication, it is also worth 

mentioning Mari Turunen’s Kääntyneet: Ex-muslimien painostus Suomessa (2017) as the 

first Finnish book that has started the discussion on the topic. 

The research on the topic being scarce, complementary literature on related topics was 

needed to contextualize and conceptualize the thesis. There would have been a myriad of 

topics in some way linked to the different aspects of the research question, but I chose the 

ones I determined to be the most relevant and at the same time manageable to present in the 

frames of a master’s thesis. Firstly, I found it necessary to contextualize my thesis in the 

academic sphere and present an overview about how religious conversion has been studied. 

I will also discuss the conceptualization of religious conversion to find a definition that is 

suitable for this study. Secondly, I widened the literature about Muslims converting to 

Christianity in forced migration to include also other contexts than the European one. Thirdly, 

I wanted to learn about the conversion of Arab Muslims to Christianity in the Arab world, 

that is, outside the context of forced migration. Accordingly, the questions that guide this 

chapter are: 

•   What do we know about the academic research on religious conversion? How has 

religious conversion been studied and defined? Based on the information, how should 

religious conversion be defined in this study? 

•   What do we know about religious conversion from Islam to Christianity in the context 

of forced migration (also among non-Arabs and outside the context of post-2015 

Europe)? 

•   What do we know about religious conversion from Islam to Christianity in the Arab 

world (i.e. outside the context of forced migration)? 

                                                
12 In addition, the ethnographic master’s thesis of Pyszniak (2016) on converted asylum seekers includes 
experiences among other things. There may exist also other master’s theses on the topic outside the international 
databases I have access to. 
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2.1.   Explaining Religious Conversion 

2.1.1.   History of the Research on Religious Conversion 

Various academic fields have theorized religious conversion since the end of the nineteenth 

century. The early academic debate was characterized by the rise of the field of psychology, 

and much of the research focused on the psychological and subjective aspects of religious 

conversion. The emphasis on subjective experiences was influenced also by the Protestant 

understanding of religious conversion. William James was the first influential scholar, and 

his book Varieties of Religious Experience: A Study in Human Nature (1902) has 

significantly shaped the academic discussion on religious conversion. Another pioneer is 

Arthur Darby Nock whose book Conversion (1933) is considered as the second most 

influential classic. (Rambo & Farhadian 2014: 5.) 

Within the last forty years, the research on religious conversion has been studied more 

broadly from various aspects and perspectives. The research has spread to several streams of 

scholarship and to different parts of the world, with the focus on multiple religious traditions. 

This development is in part due to globalization and its changing effects on religions. 

Phenomena shaping the field include the rise of New Religious Movements, the revival of 

Islam, and the increase of different “charismatic-Pentecostal and vigorous forms of Roman 

Catholicism and Protestantism”. These phenomena have “shattered the earlier expectation of 

the inevitable secularization of the world”. The contemporary research on religious 

conversion also takes into consideration the wider social transformations and views religious 

conversion more commonly as a process which is not necessary linear but can have “starts, 

stops, diversions, and even reversals”. (Rambo & Farhadian 2014: 6–7) 

For the last fifty years, sociology has been the most important discipline studying New 

Religious Movements. The most significant scholars include John Lofland and Rodney Stark, 

whose work has shaped the field remarkably by inter alia their conceptualizations of religious 

conversion as a gradual process and the convert as an active agent. Historically significant 

contributions developing the discussion have emerged also from the work of anthropologists. 

Among the most prominent scholars in this stream of scholarship is Robin Horton with his 
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work theorizing the encounters and engagements of Africans with Islam and Christianity. 

(Rambo & Farhadian 2014: 6–7.) 

As for the more recent developments, more specifically since the late twentieth and early 

twenty-first centuries, seven significant themes can be named. The first one relates to the 

continuity between the convert’s old and new religion/spiritual orientation. While many of 

the early scholars highlighted the discontinuities, the current research has focused also on the 

continuities and perceives a wide range in the scale of continuity and discontinuity. A second 

theme relates to taking into consideration the convert’s active role in the conversion process. 

Thirdly, the contemporary studies on conversion have acknowledged the complexity and 

diversity of motivations behind religious conversions. The fourth trend is to underline the 

importance of narratives; in other words, it has become central to study the ways the converts 

describe their own conversion stories. The fifth theme is recognizing the significance of the 

human body. This means taking into account the ritualistic and behavioural sides of 

conversion. The sixth current has been observing what James Richardson and Henri Gooren 

conceptualize as conversion careers. People do not only convert and remain committed to 

religions, but the situation is in a constant change, and many people also recede from and 

abandon religious and spiritual traditions and institutions. Finally, the engagement of 

conversion analyses with historical material, that is to say applying conversion research to 

historical conversion contexts, has been an object of interest. (Rambo & Farhadian 7–9.) 

2.1.2.   Defining Religious Conversion 

Based on their area of focus, different academic disciplines have distinct views about the 

nature of religious conversion and what its definition should include and exclude. 

Accordingly, the understanding of the authentic causes behind religious conversion is 

discipline-specific. Likewise, different religions have contrasting views on what conversion 

means, and the definitions have evolved throughout history. (Rambo & Farhadian 2014: 9.) 

It seems that the definitions, while useful and necessary tools for analysis in specific contexts, 

remain simplifications that describe only some of the aspects of this complex human 
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phenomenon (see Rambo 1993: 5–6). As Lewis Rambo, one of the most cited contemporary 

scholars of religious conversion, formulates this complexity (1993: 176):  

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

In fact, Rambo has argued together with another established scholar, Charles Farhadian, 

(2014: 10) that there is no universal definition which comprehends all aspects of religious 

conversion but that different definitions are used for distinct purposes.  

As this thesis focuses on the subjective experiences of people, I will have this approach also 

when determining religious conversion: I define religious conversion as the experience of 

having converted from a religion to another (see Rambo 1993: 5–6). All participants 

described a change in their views concerning the divine – however, how big and what kind 

of a change was required for the experience of being ‘converted’ varied, and so did the 

perceptions about what it meant to be a Muslim and a Christian. Therefore, following a data-

driven approach, I will let the participants themselves describe the further meanings related 

to their experience about conversion (see chapter 4). Applicable to the entire thesis, I cannot 

reach directly people’s experiences, but I can have access to what they choose to express 

about them. Therefore, I find useful the definition of Rambo in Understanding religious 

conversion (1993: 7) according to which “conversion is what a group or a person says it is”. 

In addition to letting the participants define their own experience, in the spirit of cultural 

studies I recognize that religious conversion happens always in a certain context – in this 

case, the specific framework of nine Iraqi and an Egyptian asylum migrants in Finland. 
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2.2.   Religious Conversion from Islam to Christianity in Forced 

Migration 
In addition to the aforementioned article of Kéri and Sleiman, other research useful for 

understanding the experiences of Muslims converting to Christianity in forced migration 

includes Kraft’s study on Syrian Muslim refugees exploring Christianity in Lebanon (2017) 

and Akcapar’s article on Iranian Shiites becoming Christians in Turkey (2006). 

In their study, Kéri and Sleiman (2017) conducted biographical interviews with 124 converts 

in Germany mainly from Syria, Iraq and Afghanistan and analyzed the interviews 

quantitatively after having them categorized according to the six-motive system of Lofland 

and Skonovd (1981).13 Their key results argue that the two most significant conversion 

motives of the group studied are firstly, finding meaning and consolation in Christian 

religious teachings and secondly, mystical experiences with a high emotional content. 

Contrary to the assumptions, their results do not show evidence of need- and interest-driven 

conversions. (Kéri & Sleiman 2017.) 

Akcapar, on the other hand, argues in her article (2006: 819) that, among the Shiite Iranian 

migrants she studied, religious conversion to Christianity is used “both as a migration 

strategy and as a sociocultural adaptation tool”.14 She also asserts that some use the 

conversion as a way to access the West as refugees.15  

With the aim of studying how migrant networks facilitate immigration to the West through 

Turkey, Akcapar collected her main data through fieldwork among Iranian asylum seekers 

in several cities in Turkey and interviews with Iranian asylum seekers in Europe who had 

transited through Turkey.16 Out of the forty-three interviewees in Turkey, twenty were 

                                                
13 The model of Lofland and Skonovd (1981) distinguishes intellectual, mystical, experimental, affectional, 
revivalist, and coercive motives for religious conversion. 
14 In the article, Akcapar uses a wide definition of the term “migrant”, including also asylum seekers and 
refugees. 
15 All respondents in the study were heading to the West and considered Turkey as a transit country (Akcapar 
2006: 832). 
16 The interviewees included rejected asylum seekers and those who were still waiting for the asylum decision 
by the UNHCR. Note that Akcapar uses different terminology than what I do. I define the term “asylum seeker” 
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Christian converts. Five of them had converted in Iran while the rest had converted in Turkey. 

(Akcapar 2006: 826–828.)  

Akcapar found that all the Christian converts “attended churches of various denominations 

regularly”. She observed that also those who originally came to church after services for other 

than religious activities ended up converting. (Ibid.: 826–828.) In the churches, there were 

Iranians of various backgrounds. Some of them had been in Turkey for only a couple of 

months, whereas others had been there for more than five years (Ibid.: 841.) 

According to Akcapar, people have a variety of reasons for converting. She argues that, while 

some have genuinely become Christians, others have more opportunistic motives. She 

considers that some use the conversion as a means to avoid deportation back to Iran and also 

as grounds to file a new application to the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees 

(UNHCR) or to the embassies of refugee-receiving countries.17 She suggests that also 

conversion in Iran can be done with emigration in mind. (Akcapar 2006: 834, 841–842.) 

Akcapar highlights the importance of social networks in religious institutions. She states that 

the newly created social networks provide the asylum seekers with information, comfort and 

reassurance. (Ibid.: 836.) In the churches, the migrants can find a sense of belonging and a 

new community. Churches also help with everyday life issues such as finding work and a 

place to live, and they provide food, medical help, education and financial support. In 

addition, they assist asylum seekers in filing applications and writing appeal letters. (Ibid.: 

841–842.) 

Akcapar also asserts that conversion is a strategy against illegality and that migrants may 

experience religious activity as “legalizing” or “purifying”. In addition, the new religion 

helps the converts find a new sense of identity. As migrants often associate their old religion 

with the oppression they fled, conversion can help them distance themselves from the past. 

                                                
according to the guidelines of the European Migration Network (2012), according to which an asylum seeker 
is “a third-country national or a stateless person who has made an application for asylum in respect of which a 
final decision has not yet been taken”.  
17 According to Akcapar (2006: 846), “Apostasy is a crime in Iran, and because converts may be subject to 
death, they cannot be deported back to Iran under the principle of non-refoulement”.  
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Christianity, on the other hand, is associated with the West and modernity. As the gospel of 

healing and prosperity is taught in some churches in Iran, some also believe that becoming a 

Christian could help them become successful and earn them the citizenship of a Western 

country. (Ibid.: 840–843.) 

As for experiences perceived as supernatural, visions, dreams and miracles were interpreted 

as signs from Jesus Christ. For some, “an external event, like a miracle” led them to convert, 

whereas the conversion of others was characterized more by inner experiences and struggles 

for change.18 (Ibid.: 835.) 

The interviewees who had converted in Iran said they had converted for religious reasons. 

Even though it is forbidden in Iran for Muslims to attend Christian services and evangelizing 

can be punishable by death, they had been taken to church by Armenian Protestants and other 

Iranian converts. However, their life had become unbearable after converting, and hence they 

were forced to flee Iran. (Ibid.: 834.) 

The ones who had converted in Turkey had converted usually almost a year to four years 

after losing the hope of being granted asylum. For them, previously converted family 

members and friends had a significant impact on their conversion. Some admitted they had 

lied to the UNHCR about their conversion when applying for the asylum. However, they said 

they had later started to truly believe in Christianity. (Ibid.: 836.) 

In her article about the “experience of Syrian Muslim refugees living in Lebanon who 

received humanitarian assistance from, and participated in religious gatherings at, 

Evangelical Christian churches”, Kraft (2017) also views conversion as a complex 

phenomenon. Basing her theoretical framework on the contemporary views of religious 

conversion as more often a gradual and non-linear process (e.g. Rambo & Farhadian 2014: 

6–7), she suggests that “some refugees may embrace a new faith, begin exploring a new faith 

                                                
18 For me, the difference between an external event and an internal experience remained somewhat unclear in 
this context, since I am more familiar with conceptualizations according to which external events and internal 
experiences are in a constant and inseparable interaction when it comes to subjective experiences such as 
religious conversion. 
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or join a different religious community, but never officially adopt a new identity or religious 

affiliation as a result of this process of change in their understanding of self as well as in their 

social relationships”. (Kraft 2017: 221–222.) 

Kraft collected her data through fieldwork in six church partners of the Evangelical Christian 

network “Lebanese Society for Educational and Social Development” (LSESD). She 

interviewed nine members of LSESD staff, thirteen Lebanese pastors or church members 

assisting refugees and twenty-one Syrian refugees receiving aid. (Ibid.: 223.) 

Similarly to Akcapar’s findings (2006: 834, 841–842), Kraft’s research (2017) indicates that 

Muslim refugees have multiple reasons for being involved in Christian activities.19 Some of 

the refugees came to church primarily to receive aid. In most churches, the attendance of 

Syrian refugees increased after they started providing food aid. Many participants assumed 

that if the churches quit providing aid, the majority of refugees would no longer attend them 

– accordingly, neither would they participate in Christian activities in Syria. On the other 

hand, some refugees used the aid as a pretext for coming to church. For some the motivations 

also changed over time and, as in Akcapar’s study (2006: 836), there were those whose initial 

instrumental motivation was later taken over by the spiritual side. (Kraft 2017: 224–227.)   

Also in line with Akcapar’s (2006: 836, 840–841) results, Kraft observed that other 

motivations for attending church include receiving important psycho-social aid, making 

social connections and learning. In fact, Kraft asserts that one of the most important themes 

was that the refugees enjoyed learning new things about Christianity. This was particularly 

prominent among people, especially women, who were less educated and had not 

encountered people of different faiths in the past. However, the curiosity in Christianity did 

not usually entail questioning the Muslim identity and “church engagement seemed to be 

promoting more tolerance than conversion”. (Kraft 2017: 229–231.) 

While only a minority of the people receiving aid attended church activities, some of them 

did decide to convert and declare their conversion to church members. As the motivations 

                                                
19 It should be noted that Akcapar’s article focuses on the situation of converts, whereas Kraft’s article refers to 
all Muslim refugees attending church activities, a minority of whom were converts.  
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for engaging in church activities were various, so were the reasons for converting. Similarly 

to Akcapar’s interviewees (2006: 835), some took the decision after they had experienced a 

miracle. Social acceptance and love of the church community were also mentioned. (Kraft 

2017: 228.) 

Even though the number of self-proclaimed converts remained small, the stories of Muslim 

refugees suggested that the Christian activities had affected their views about themselves and 

spirituality. There were processes with similar elements to those seen in religious conversion, 

yet nothing implied that the refugees would be leaving Islam, embracing Christianity or “in 

any other way coming to see themselves as ‘converts’”. (Kraft 2017: 228–229.) 

Whereas the results of Kraft and Akcapar have many parallels, the lack of need- or interest-

driven motivations found in Kéri and Sleiman’s study (2017: 11) is in contrast with the 

others’ findings. Although the conversion motives are not in the focus of my study, during 

the research process I learned that some people had directly confessed having invoked 

conversion to Christianity only in hopes of being granted asylum. The confessions were made 

even to pastors, to whom it could be assumed people have no reason to hide their interest in 

Christianity, which in my assessment gives strong evidence of the existence of interest-driven 

motives. In addition, one of the interviewed pastors said he believes that in fact the vast 

majority of Muslim asylum seekers come to church originally for the sake of their asylum 

cases.  

I personally argue that it might be challenging to access valid data about the conversion 

motives of recently converted asylum migrants. As the asylum migrants are in a fragile 

situation and revealing information contrary to their asylum applications may deny them the 

asylum, I doubt that those with non-religious motives would have the courage or incentive 

to freely express their experiences. This is particularly important to consider in the context 

of asylum migrants who come from authoritarian societies. (See chapters 1 and 3.) However, 

the second most common conversion motive in Kéri and Sleiman’s study (2017: 1), mystical-

affectional, is also significant in both Kraft’s (2017: 228) and Akcapar’s (2006: 834–836) 

results. 
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2.3.   Conversion from Islam to Christianity in the Arab World 
This thesis addresses the experiences of Arab Muslims converting to Christianity in the 

specific and scarcely studied context of forced migration. Therefore, comparing my results 

to research about the experiences of Arab Muslims converting to Christianity in the 

framework of the Arab world might provide some insight into which aspects found in my 

study are unique to asylum migrants and which of the experiences are shared also with Arabs 

in the Arab world. Another reason for including research on conversion experiences in the 

context of the Arab world arises from the distribution of the participants’ nationalities in my 

study. The sample in this thesis consists mainly of Iraqis, and while Iraqis do form the 

majority of the Arab population in Finland,20 the sample does not represent the World’s Arab 

population.21 The experiences of Arabs from other countries might differ from those of Iraqis, 

and therefore comparison with research that has a broader sample of Arabs could help 

identifying which experiences reflect the specific context of Iraq. 

The research on the experiences of Arab Muslims converting to Christianity in the Arab 

world seems to be limited, but sociologist Kathryn Kraft has conducted significant research 

on the topic.22 Her book Searching for Heaven in the Real World: A Sociological Discussion 

of Conversion in the Arab World (2012) is based mainly on the ethnographic fieldwork in 

Egypt and Lebanon and the narrative interviews she conducted for her PhD dissertation.23 

During the fieldwork she interacted with people from most of the Arab countries, apart from 

for the Gulf region, and the formal interviews were conducted with people from five different 

Arab countries, names of which are not published due to safety reasons (Kraft 2012: 13–14). 

                                                
20 Even though there are different ethnicities in Iraq in addition to Arabs, it can be stated that the majority of 
Arabs in Finland are Iraqis, because Iraqis form the large majority of people from Arab countries in Finland 
(Statistics Finland) and Arabs are the largest ethnic group in Iraq (CIA Factbook 2018).  
21 By saying that Iraqis form the majority of both the participants in my study and the Arab population in 
Finland, I do not imply that my sample would be representative in the statistical sense, because I have not 
chosen the sample based on quantitative evaluation. 
22 Radford (2015: 2–3) also brings up Kraft as the only scholar studying the Arab context of conversion from 
Islam to Christianity.  
23 Kraft has also written articles based on the same data, for example about the issues concerning the new 
community (Kraft 2010) and the experiences about faith declaration (Kraft 2013). However, they are not 
discussed further in this thesis, because the information in them that is essential for my purposes is also 
expressed in the book.  
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Because many of her observations have interesting parallels with the themes in my thesis, 

they are included in the analysis, and to avoid repetition they are not presented further in this 

chapter.  

3.  Methods and Material 
In this chapter, I will describe how the data collection process took place and present the 

analysis method. I will also provide background information about the participants and 

discuss the critical considerations regarding the data collection.   

3.1.   Data Collection Process 
As the research question addresses the experiences of the converts, the main data in this thesis 

are gathered from the converts themselves. For the data collection, I approached three 

congregations: one Lutheran and two Free Evangelical Minority Churches.24 I chose to 

approach these types of congregations since they are the most common in the Helsinki region 

and have the largest numbers of converts of Muslim backgrounds (Interview with Anu 

Karppi, Deputy Head of Section Responsible of Religious Affairs at the Finnish Immigration 

Service, on 5.7.2018).25  

Because of the sensitive nature of the topic, I faced many ethical dilemmas that shaped the 

way the study was conducted. My original plan was to use an ethnographic approach, 

gathering data based on both interviews and participant observation. However, I found that 

writing about participant observation would not be suitable for this topic: as many of the 

potential informants were asylum seekers still waiting for their asylum decisions and at the 

same time coming from societies where there is a void in the trust between authorities and 

citizens, I estimated that telling people I would be observing them for research purposes 

                                                
24 Due to the sensitive nature of the topic, I have decided not to reveal the names of the congregations to further 
protect the anonymity of the participants. However, this is only an extra precaution, and the research design has 
been aimed to conceal the identities of the participants even if the congregations were revealed by someone 
who is not bound to secrecy. 
25 The research design was made before the referred interview, but I was aware of the fact already after having 
done an internship in the Finnish Immigration Service in summer 2017.  
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would have made it difficult to access reliable26 data. Yet, in order to meet the ethical 

standards, it is necessary to inform the potential participants about the study and ask them 

for their consent to participate in it.  

Another challenge for the participant observation arose from my position. The majority of 

the people of Muslim backgrounds attending the congregations were men,27 and as a woman, 

my possibilities of interacting with previously unknown Arab men are limited due to cultural 

reasons. Therefore, I would not have been able to spend as much time with the informants as 

ideal participant observation would have required. 

Due to these ethical and practical challenges, I decided not to use observation as a data 

collection method and chose to focus on interviews instead. However, to support the 

interviews, I did participate in the events that people of Muslim backgrounds attended at the 

congregations and got acquainted with most of the interviewees before the interviews.28 

Knowing many of the interviewees beforehand and having insight to the way the 

congregations operate served many purposes. It enabled me to firstly, understand the 

phenomenon more deeply, secondly to build trust with the interviewees and thirdly, to 

validate the interviews. On the other hand, it was also interesting to have as a comparison a 

couple of interviews in which I did not yet know the interviewees beforehand.  

Ethical reasons also affected the way the text needed to be constructed, which in turn shaped 

the approach used in the interviews. While structuring the analysis in a way that would show 

the full stories expressed in the interviews would provide access to analyzing causal 

                                                
26 It should be noted that I am not using the term “reliable” as defined in quantitative research, but I apply the 
broader conceptualization of “reliability” which is more suitable for qualitative research when referring to the 
“consistency and trustworthiness of research findings” (Kvale & Brinkmann 2009: 244–245). 
27 This probably reflects the fact that the majority of asylum seekers in Finland are men (Interview with Anu 
Karppi, Deputy Head of Section Responsible of Religious Affairs at the Finnish Immigration Service, on 
5.7.2018). 
28 I conducted my main fieldwork in one of the congregations, which I visited regularly about 1–2 times a week 
between November 2017 and February 2018. As for the other two congregations, I visited the other one only 
once and the other one a couple of times. I received information about the congregations also through 
interviewing their pastors. After the actual data collection process for the thesis, I have continued attending 
congregation events occasionally merely out of my own interest, which I believe furthers my understanding of 
the topic.  
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connections, it could at the same time enable the identification of the interviewees. Therefore, 

because the safety of the participants is the highest priority of the study, I chose to construct 

the analysis thematically. For this reason, I had to include some structured questions to ensure 

that the data from different interviews would be inter-comparable. I decided to use semi-

structured interviews, because it allowed me to at the same time have some structure for the 

sake of the inter-comparability of the interviews while remaining data-driven and open to the 

aspects the participants themselves would find important to disclose. The interview process 

was conducted following as directional advice the guidelines of Galletta in Mastering the 

Semi-Structured Interview and Beyond: From Research Design to Analysis and Publication 

(2013). 

I decided to interview ten converts – a number I assessed as manageable in the frames of a 

master’s thesis, yet already providing some variation and comparability. I found the 

interviewees through the congregations I visited. I informed the people in the congregations 

that I am looking for interviewees for my master’s thesis about the experiences of Muslim 

converts to Christianity. I did not highlight the asylum migrant aspect, because my intention 

was to remain open to potential participants also outside this category. I also wanted to avoid 

associating my thesis with the asylum process, as it could affect the discourse of the 

participants and hence the validity of the results. Due to my field of study, the participants 

were to be from the Middle East, but in practice that was not a requirement I needed to 

mention, as all the Muslim converts to Christianity I met in the congregations were of Middle 

Eastern backgrounds.29 The participants were found in the following ways: some agreed to 

take part in the study after I had asked them to participate, whereas some were invited by a 

member of the congregation, and the rest approached me by themselves after hearing about 

my thesis during the fieldwork.30 The interviews were conducted between November 2017 

and February 2018.  

                                                
29 At the stage of data collection, I did not limit the participants to Arabs, and this definition was made after the 
interviews were conducted based on the backgrounds of the participants. 
30 All of the people who approached me themselves were from the congregation in which I conducted the main 
fieldwork, and they had already gotten to know me for several months before the interviews.  



19 

I told the potential participants they would be interviewed for my master’s thesis and 

explained that it was an assignment for my graduation. I highlighted my role as a student to 

make sure they understood that the thesis was not connected to any official actors related to 

their asylum process. I emphasized that the interviews would be anonymous and confidential 

and that I would construct the text by using short quotes of the interviews instead of full 

stories to further protect the anonymity of the participants. I also stressed that the 

participation would be fully voluntary and that I understood that the issues concerning 

conversion can be sensitive or personal to discuss, so refusal would not be disapproved in 

any way. I underlined the aforementioned aspects for both ethical reasons and to ensure that 

the people who would participate would be ready to openly share their experiences with me, 

which in turn would affect the validity of the results. In fact, there were more people 

disagreeing than agreeing to participate. 

I let the interviewees choose the place for the interviews themselves to make the interview 

as pleasant of an experience to them as possible – again this choice was based both on the 

intrinsic value of wanting what is good for the participants, but also for the reason that the 

more comfortable the interviewees would be, the more reliable the data would be. For the 

same reasons, I let the interviewees choose the interpreter themselves for those interviews 

where one was needed. Some wanted to have specifically a person they knew and trusted, 

whereas for some the interpreter could be anyone, and then I used my Arab connections. 

Three of the interviews were conducted in English without an interpreter, whereas seven 

were carried out in Arabic with the help of an interpreter. My own level of Arabic is rather 

high, but at the time of the interviews my experience with the Iraqi dialect was still limited, 

and I wanted to have an interpreter to make sure everything was understood correctly and 

that I would not have to ask the participants to repeat explaining experiences that are 

potentially painful to discuss.31 In addition, I asked the interviewees if they felt comfortable 

with me recording the interviews and explained that I could equally well take notes. I also 

                                                
31 However, my Arabic skills came in handy when I was going through the records and I wanted to fill in some 
details lacking in the interpretation. During the course of the fieldwork, my understanding of the Iraqi dialect 
developed significantly.  
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underlined that the recordings would not be heard by anyone else than me and that they would 

serve only the purpose of remembering the details later on. 

In the beginning of each interview, I explained to the participants that they would be free to 

decide not to answer any question they preferred not to answer, and that they could end the 

interview at any point. I emphasized that the interviews aimed at hearing their stories, and 

therefore the interviews would be held on their terms. I recorded the consent for the 

participation together with the explanation of the purpose of the study in the beginning of the 

interview records.32 (See Galletta 2013: 46.) 

Using the semi-structured interview technique, I began the interviews by asking the 

interviewees first to describe freely their path with religion. While freely describing their 

experiences, some interviewees spoke about almost all the themes I had prepared to discuss 

in all interviews. (See Kraft 2012: 14.) By contrast, for some the free narrative was shorter, 

and they reflected better when discussing the smaller themes. Hence, the semi-structured 

interview technique served my goals in the way I had expected. While the details of each 

interview varied slightly in practice, the thematic questions prepared beforehand were the 

following:  

-   Were you religious as a Muslim? 

-   How did you first encounter Christianity? 

-   What did you know about Christianity before coming to Finland? 

-   Were your views about Christianity changed when you came to Finland? 

-   What made you want to learn more about Christianity? 

-   What are the biggest similarities and differences between Islam and Christianity? 

-   What are the issues in Christianity that were/are easy for you to believe in? 

-   What are the issues in Christianity that were/are challenging for you to believe in? 

-   What was the thing that made you want to convert?  

                                                
32 Because of the sensitive nature of the topic and for cultural reasons, I preferred the oral informed consent 
over a written one (see Kraft 2012: 16). 
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-   Was there a certain moment when you knew you wanted to convert, or was it a 

gradual process? 

-   Have there been moments when you have been struggling between Islam and 

Christianity? 

-   How has the conversion affected your life? 

-   Have you been to several congregations in Finland or have you only attended this 

one? Has it been different?  

-   Have you told about the conversion to your family or tribe? 

-   How did your family/tribe react to the conversion?  

-   Has there been any reaction from Muslims in Finland? 

-   What does believing in God mean to you know? 

-   Do you think that there are asylum seekers who are converting because they are afraid 

they would not be granted asylum otherwise?33  

-   What would you like for people to understand about this phenomenon of Muslims 

converting to Christianity?34  

-   Is there still something you would like to add? 

Throughout the interviews, I attempted to listen attentively and ask further questions to 

ensure I had understood everything correctly and caught all essential details, and to gain more 

information about the aspects discussed by the participants that were relevant to my research 

question. (See Galletta 2013: 46–53.)  

As I was able to interview only ten people due to the limited nature of a master’s thesis, for 

background information I also interviewed three pastors from the three congregations in the 

focus of the study. I asked the pastors about their perspectives on the conversion 

                                                
33 I did not ask this question from some of the interviewees even if they did not bring it up themselves. In these 
cases, the interviewees were by the end of the interview in an emotional state, and I felt it would not be ethically 
appropriate to ask the question. 
34 Even though the larger phenomenon in Europe relates to the conversion of asylum seekers, I did not want to 
make an association to the asylum process for the sake of the validity of the results. 
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phenomenon, so that I would be able to get a more general of a picture to which I could 

compare the interviews with the converts.  

3.1.1.   Backgrounds of the Participants  

Because the nature of the topic is sensitive, ensuring the anonymity of the participants was 

of the highest importance, and therefore I had to make some compromises on the amount of 

detailed background information I would provide regarding the interviewees. At times, I had 

to balance between these two research requirements: providing detailed information and the 

ethical obligations not to cause harm to the participants. When in conflict, I decided to 

prioritize my ethical responsibilities towards the informants. To my surprise, some of the 

participants would have been willing to even have their names published, but as that was not 

the case for all, I will be careful with the entire data. In this section, I will provide the 

background information that is necessary for the research goals but does not risk revealing 

the identities of the interviewees.   

All of the informants were men. This was merely the result of convenience: I did not have a 

preference on the gender distribution of the participants, and as the majority of the people of 

Muslim backgrounds attending the congregations were men, the ten people who first 

volunteered to participate in the study happened to be men.35 The age of the interviewees 

ranged from early twenties to forty, with four being around forty, three around thirty, and 

three just over twenty years old. Nine were from Iraq and one was from Egypt.36 Among the 

informants there were people of both Sunni and Shia backgrounds. The majority did not 

consider themselves as having been religious as Muslims.37 By the time of the interview, two 

of the participants had been granted residence permits in Finland, whereas eight were still 

asylum seekers waiting for the asylum decisions. The level of education varied from a low 

level of education to an academic degree. One interviewee had become a Christian in Iraq, 

                                                
35 There would have also been women volunteering for the study, but they were found after the required number 
of participants from each church had been completed. However, I later reflected that had there been women as 
well, in a small sample of ten participants it might have been more challenging to protect their anonymity.  
36 The nationality of the Egyptian participant has been published with his consent after letting him know that 
someone might be able to identify him based on this information. Iraqis represented the vast majority of the 
people of Muslim backgrounds at the churches I attended. 
37 They did, however, identify as having been Muslims (see chapter 1). 
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whereas the rest had converted in Europe. The majority of the informants were recent 

converts, having converted after arriving in Finland in 2015 or later, while two had converted 

more than ten years ago. 

3.2.   Qualitative Content Analysis 
As the aim of my thesis is to give a voice to the converts themselves, I decided to have a 

data-driven approach to the analysis. After comparing different analysis methods, I came to 

the conclusion that qualitative content analysis would be ideal to serve the purposes of 

answering my research question. 

Drisko and Maschi offer a comprehensive overview of the method in their book Content 

Analysis (2015). Out of the three approaches to content analysis covered in the book – basic 

content analysis, interpretive content analysis and qualitative content analysis – the latter is 

the one used in this thesis. Drisko and Maschi (2015) describe qualitative content analysis as 

a relatively new set of techniques for the systematic analysis of qualitative data. Also referred 

to in Drisko and Maschi’s book, Sandelowski (2000: 338–339) describes qualitative content 

analysis as the least interpretive of the qualitative analysis approaches, since it is not required 

to “re-present the data in any other terms but their own”. Therefore, in Sandelowski’s 

opinion, it is the ideal method when the aim of the analysis is to provide direct descriptions 

of phenomena and when the researcher wants to know the “who, what, and where of events”.  

The method is usually applied on recently gathered verbal data, such as open-ended or semi-

structured interviews. Most often inductive coding is used to provide an analysis with data-

driven categories, so that the voices of the participants get more emphasis than the theories 

and the views of the researcher. (Drisco and Maschi 2015: 101–103.)  The most frequent way 

of presenting the analysis conducted by qualitative content analysis is a narrative format. 

This means identifying the most central categories or themes in the data and using them as 

section headings in the text, under which the researcher summarizes the content of each 

theme and then uses quotations to illustrate the way the “texts or participants portrayed their 

original ideas or views”. This way of forming the analysis enables the reader to follow how 

the categories were constructed. (Drisco and Maschi 2015: 109.) 
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The process of coding the data in qualitative content analysis starts by getting to know 

thoroughly the data set to understand the entity of the material and its components. The 

researcher should study the content in detail and start detecting what is essential and where 

connections can be found. Then, preliminary categories are constructed based on these 

observations. After classifying the main categories, the researcher structures the data into 

subcategories for more precise and nuanced information. The researcher is constantly 

evaluating which information is relevant in the light of the research question. (Ibid.: 102–

103.) The coding process forms the main part of the analysis, and after the coding is 

completed, what remains is ensuring that the text is structured in a way that corresponds to 

the research question (Ibid.: 109). If the coding units are smaller than the case specified in 

the research question, they are organized under larger units which more clearly answer the 

research question (Schreier 2014: 16).  

In this study, I applied qualitative content analysis to the data I had gathered through the 

semi-structured interviews presented in chapter 3.1. I first converted the audio data in the 

recorded interviews to a textual form via transliteration. The transliterations were carried out 

after having conducted most of the interviews, and so at the time of transliterating I already 

had some insight to the repeating aspects in the interviews. Listening to the interviews and 

writing them down was also a part of the coding process, as it made me more familiar with 

the data. In the transliteration phase, I organized the data into preliminary categories and 

assessed which parts of the content were essential to my research question. The preliminary 

categories were partly based on the semi-structured interview questions, and in part they rose 

from the issues the interviewees raised themselves. I continued the analysis process by close 

reading the text and formed subcategories grounded on the patterns, regularities and contrasts 

I found within the categories. Throughout the analysis process, I constantly reflected on 

whether the analysis corresponded to the data and modified the categories accordingly. This 

included changing the names of categories to match better the content of the data, omitting 

non-informative categories and adding new ones. (See Drisco and Maschi 2015: 102–109.) 
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After having the data coded within the categories, I added quotations to illustrate based on 

what expressed in the interviews I had come to the conclusions (see Drisco and Maschi 2015: 

109). The quotes were added where they were assessed to give the reader more insight to the 

argument. I estimated that some of the aspects were clear without a direct quotation, but in 

most cases quotations were needed. I found that some interpretations could be demonstrated 

with only one quote, whereas some required citations from several different interviews to 

indicate the richness of the individual experiences. At a general level, I decided to use a 

relatively large number of quotations to serve the data-driven approach of the study and to 

allow the reader to assess the credibility of the interpretations. Some quotes repeat more than 

once, because they are the most informative to illustrate several findings. In some quotes, 

details such as the names of people or places and exact dates are omitted to protect the 

anonymity of the participants. 

After the coding process was completed, I found that the coding categories needed to be 

organized under larger units to correspond with the research question more clearly (see 

Schreier 2014: 16). I classified the themes under larger categories about the experiences 

before the conversion, the experiences about exploring Christianity and the experiences about 

the consequences. I chose a chronological approach because it serves the objective of the 

study: helping to understand what kinds of experiences the participants have had in relation 

to the conversion process, evolved in a temporal reality. However, as most categorizations 

concerning human experiences, also this one is a simplification of a complex phenomenon. 

It should be noted that, as discussed in the theory chapter, oftentimes religious conversion 

should be conceptualized a non-linear process without clear starting and ending points (e.g. 

Rambo & Farhadian 2014: 6–7). In addition, due to the variation between different stories, 

generalizations were made when organizing the structure of the analysis themes.38 

To support the analysis, throughout the process I engaged in activities that advanced my 

understanding of the phenomenon. These included continuing the fieldwork, discussing the 

                                                
38 By this I mean that the chronological order of events varied between the conversion stories of different 
participants – therefore, I organized the analysis themes based on what was the most common. 
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topic with people of various backgrounds,39 reading related literature and following the 

discussion in the media. (See Galletta 2013: 153). 

3.3.   Critical Considerations Concerning the Research Design 
Whenever gathering data from people, it is important to consider the nature of human 

psychology and that the information should not be taken as an objective portrayal of the 

reality, since human cognition is always biased. Memories are constructed in the current 

moment, and hence they should be regarded as past narrated today rather than direct 

descriptions of past events. (e.g. Taylor 1978; Beckford 1978; Snow & Machalek 1984: 173.) 

Another important aspect to consider in this thesis is that the experiences might not be 

expressed in the way they truly are lived, but the participants may choose to exaggerate, leave 

out or fabricate material. This is particularly prominent when using interactive data collection 

methods such as interviews, as people may be driven to make their narratives more socially 

acceptable or appealing (Beckford 1978; Snow & Machalek 1984: 176).  

When collecting data through interviews, the researcher is an instrument in the process, 

affecting the way the interaction takes place, and therefore it is vital to reflect his/her position 

in order to enable assessing how it may impact the results (Galletta 2013: 75; Drisco & 

Maschi 2015: 116–117). This is specifically important in the case of this study, since the 

topic is sensitive and the interviewees might feel a need to prove their faith, an issue related 

to their asylum process. I am a Finnish Christian woman,40 which might lead the interviewees 

                                                
39 Including my fellow students and teachers at the university with different fields of specialization, my friends 
with various nationalities and worldviews and people attending different congregations. It was interesting to 
learn also about the views that were contrasting those of the informants in this study – for example those of 
some Arab Muslims, Arab Atheists, Christian-born Arabs, Finnish converts to Islam etc. 
40 I have always been a person with a strong need to seek answers to existential questions. This has led me to 
experience multiple ways of perceiving my relationship with religion. I think this background serves me in this 
study. While everyone’s experience is unique and I come from a completely different context than the 
interviewees, I might be able to at some level understand their experiences better after having myself gone 
through experiences such as being in a spiritual crisis and not knowing what to believe in, believing strongly in 
and being convinced with Christianity, as well as being highly doubtful about and disappointed in my religion 
– all of these several times in my life and in different contexts. I believe there is no way to ever understand 
another person fully, but I reckon that after having myself experienced the crisis of losing faith as well as finding 
faith in Christianity, I have more tools to study this topic than what I would have had before those experiences. 
Currently I do identify myself as a Christian, but my faith fluctuates in a continuum between doubt and belief 
– at times I believe more than I doubt and vice versa. 
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to present their experiences in a way they assume I would want to hear them: perhaps 

highlighting their faith in Christianity and/or renouncement from Islam. 

As for the reflections on whether I was in the role of an insider or an outsider, I agree with 

Kraft (2012: 20–21) that this distinction is often constrained, since the researcher is always 

somewhere in between these two positions. I also consider that social dynamics are 

immensely complex and there are so many factors affecting the interaction between people 

that it would be impossible to name them all. Therefore, I will only reflect shortly on the ones 

I find the most important for this study. My status was definitely closer to that of an outsider, 

as among other things I am not a male Arab asylum migrant in a foreign country who has 

converted from a religion to another. I was not one of the ‘Arab brothers’ many of the 

converts referred to. However, I believe that as an Arabic speaker with an Arab spouse, I was 

perhaps in some way taken more as an insider than what a Finn without any knowledge of 

the Arab culture would be. Sharing the faith with the participants also enabled me to fully 

participate in the church activities – on the other hand, I was not a member of any of the 

congregations before the fieldwork,41 and therefore there were new cultural elements for me 

to learn, not only in the situation of the participants, but also in the congregations. I reckon 

that the fact that the interviewees had been in the congregations longer than me and I was the 

one joining their communities helped to even out the power relations in the interviews, along 

with my position as a young female.42 (See Kraft 2012: 19–26.) 

I reflected upon the challenges considering my position already in the data collection process, 

and hence I underlined the anonymity and confidentiality of the thesis and emphasized that 

its nature is merely that of an assignment for completing my studies and that the participation 

was fully voluntary (see chapter 3.1.). The participants who got to know me before the 

interviews, in other words the majority of the interviewees, also learned that I have a Muslim 

                                                
41 I had paid a couple of individual visits to one of the congregations in the past, but I had never visited the 
events the people of Muslim backgrounds attended.  
42 Whereas the interviewer is the one in control of the interview situation and the interviewees in my study were 
in a minority position in the Finnish context, in the Middle Eastern societies age and gender are significant 
factors affecting the status of a person (see Kraft 2012: 23–24).  
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spouse, and I tried to make them aware that I attempt not to differentiate between people 

based on their religious views.  

I believe that, by stressing the above-mentioned aspects, the people who did volunteer to 

participate were probably those who experienced themselves as Christians. It can be assumed 

that among the asylum seekers claiming to have converted to Christianity there are those 

whose motives are other than religious, and that is supported also by the sources of this study 

(see chapter 2.2.). However, speaking against one’s convictions is mentally straining and 

requires cognitive and emotional investment –  therefore, people do not tend to engage in it 

in contexts where there is nothing to gain by it. Many people also refused to participate.43 

What also assures me that the study is valid to answer the research question is that among 

the interviewees there was also a person who had received a residence permit several years 

ago without a link to his religious convictions and who had attended Christian congregations 

in Finland for years, and his discourse was not significantly different from that of the other 

participants. Hence, I would consider that, whereas it is impossible to know how much the 

speech of the individual interviewees was colored by the interview situation, and neither can 

I be entirely certain about the motives of the participants,44 the interviews are at large valid 

to provide information about the topic in the focus of the study. 

When it comes to my position affecting the analysis, I tried to stay aware of my own biases 

and be as impartial as possible – while admitting that it is impossible to conduct fully 

objective qualitative research detached from the researcher (see e.g. Said 1978; Galletta 

2013; Drisco & Maschi 2015: 116–117). I have aspired to help the reader assess my 

interpretations by providing the interview questions (presented in chapter 3.1.) and including 

a relatively large number of quotes in the analysis to illustrate my findings.  

                                                
43 By this I am not suggesting that the ones who refused to be interviewed had not converted for religious 
reasons – non-religious motives are just one potential reason for refusing, and other reasons might include for 
example being afraid for the safety of oneself or one’s family, feeling uncomfortable or not interested to talk 
about the potentially painful or personal experiences, being limited with time etc. For example, among the 
people who did not want to participate, there was a person who I know did not need the conversion for being 
granted asylum and who had actively attended the congregation for a long time. 
44 Despite my attempts to underline that the participation would not have any instrumental gain, I cannot 
completely rule out the possibility of a participant misunderstanding or disbelieving my statements.  
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4.  Analysis 
In this chapter, I will present the results of the analysis conducted by using qualitative content 

analysis as explained in chapter 3.2. In addition to the content analysis of the main data, the 

interviews with the self-proclaimed converts, I have compared the results with previous 

studies and the supporting data from the interviews with the pastors, wherever relevant 

parallels were found. 

4.1.   Experiences about Religion before Converting to Christianity 

4.1.1.   Religiousness as a Muslim 

In the interviews, the sectarian background of being Sunni or Shia did not seem to be a 

significant factor affecting the participants’ experiences related to the conversion process. 

However, I found that these two aspects concerning the earlier religious background were 

connected to the experiences: firstly, how important finding truth in religion had been to them 

in the past and secondly, how religious of a family they came from.45 The interviewees who 

had one or both of these backgrounds compared the new faith more in relation to Islam.46 

Four out of ten of the interviewees described their families as strongly religious, and three 

out of ten told about a deep yearning to find a connection with God and answers to spiritual 

questions.  

None of the interviewees had been devoted Muslims when coming to the congregations. 

Some had not been interested in religion in general, whereas others had tried to find a 

connection with God but felt they had not found it. This manifested in  

1) losing faith in God after not finding peace and answers in Islam: 

                                                
45 According to Rambo’s (1993: 52), the first tendency has been conceptualized by scholars of humanistic and 
transpersonal psychologists in the following way: “some people are spiritual questors, always growing, 
learning, developing, maturing” – “these people are characterized as actively searching for new options, new 
stimulation, new ideas, new depths of involvement”. 
46 Based on the interviews it appears that, regardless of the religiousness of the family, those with an intense 
longing for finding answers to spiritual questions were the ones who questioned and tested the theology of the 
Christian faith the most (see also the pastor’s comment in chapter 4.2.6.). There were these kinds of people in 
both strongly religious and ‘nominal Muslim’ families.  
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“I was praying to God many times for him to give me a sign that he exists 
and helps me and cares for me. Although I was practicing and doing the 
full commitments as a Muslim, I still felt that there was something missing. 
I felt there was a gap in my soul, and I didn’t find the relief that I was 
yearning for. At some point I was desperate, following all the practices, 
but still I wasn’t convinced. -- I stopped believing in God, because I felt 
that when I did believe in him and was trying to connect with him, he never 
responded. I was desperate at that time.” 

“Always when someone asks me about how I was believing as a Muslim, 
it’s funny to me, because before I didn’t have God. He was only a name on 
paper, but I couldn’t find him. I tried to pray, I tried to ask, I tried to find, 
but I never found.” 

or 

2) disappointment in Islam without losing faith in God: 

“When I was in Iraq, I was a Muslim because my family was Muslim, but 
I wasn’t a strong Muslim. I didn’t practice Islam and I didn’t believe. 
Because I saw that the imams were killing people – how could I trust them 
for advice about God? That was very difficult for me, and because of that 
I couldn’t believe. Or I believed that there is a God, but I didn’t know what 
was the true religion, because there are many religions and many prophets, 
and I didn’t know which one was the truth. I was praying, but I didn’t know 
to whom I was praying.” 

Many Iraqi participants said that their disappointment in Islam was affected by the political 

troubles in Iraq and the hypocrisy of the political and religious leaders that they associated 

with the religion of Islam,47 which is in line with the experiences of the Iranian asylum 

migrants in Akcapar’s study (2006: 835, 842–843): 

“In Iraq, there is not the same kind of freedom as for example in Europe. 
I didn’t like the Muslim system in Iraq. I didn’t like the president, and I 
was hoping that we would have a president from another religion – even a 
Jewish one – because the Muslim leaders make a bad system. I was 
thinking about this because the Muslims in Iraq were constantly talking 
bad things about Jews. For example, some imams were teaching that if a 
Muslim kills a Jew, he would go straight to heaven, and God would be 
pleased with him. The imams were teaching about Islam and about how to 

                                                
47 The Egyptian interviewee also spoke about the societal problems in the Middle East which he associated with 
Islam. However, in his story this was not explicitly expressed as a reason for being disappointed in Islam. 
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act rightly toward God, but if they themselves didn’t like someone, they 
would kill that person. In Iraq, you couldn’t criticize the religious leaders. 
In Europe, people care even about animals and feel sad if something 
happens to them, but in Iraq humans are dying and people don’t care. 
When I was walking in the street in Iraq, I saw dead and injured people, 
but I couldn’t help the injured, because if I did, there would be problems 
for my family. I felt that in Iraq we were living in a lie, not in the truth. The 
faith was only in people’s words, but within everyone had problems. These 
problems are the same for all Muslims, both Sunni and Shia. Both have 
violent armed groups and terrorist groups. Sunnis as Shias have some 
differences, but they both have the same Quran, and both groups are killing 
and doing bad things.” 

“I saw that the imams were killing people – how could I trust them for 
advice about God? That was very difficult for me, and because of that I 
couldn’t believe. -- For example, in 2007 in Iraq when someone killed my 
brother, I was then twelve, when I went to ask an imam, because at that 
time we didn’t have police or government and Iraq was very unsafe, and 
the imams have militias and they take care of the security. I asked the imam 
if he knew who killed my brother, and you know what he answered to me? 
He said to me that ‘I know who killed your brother and I can help you kill 
him, I will give you guns, money and a car. Do you think you could kill this 
man who killed your brother?’. -- I am sure that at that time there were 
many children who did things like this, killing between Sunnis and Shias. 
This comes directly from the Quran, eye for an eye and so on – you know 
the verse?48 So if someone kills your brother, accordingly you have to 
revenge and kill him. This is horrible, really, and I cannot…Even now 
when I think about these things happened in my life…Oh my God, how can 
I believe those things? Why they do my country dark and for the children 
dark and they cannot find the truth, and cannot let people find the truth 
and they don’t let people search?” 

However, in line with the contemporary perceptions of religious conversion (or 

deconversion) as an often gradual and non-linear process (e.g. Rambo & Farhadian 2014: 6–

7), it is worth noting that losing faith in Islam did not necessarily mean a definite 

abandonment of the faith. Despite their disillusionment with Islam, most of the participants 

had struggled between Islam and Christianity at some point during the conversion process 

(see chapter 4.2.6.). In addition, one participant who came from a devoted family and had 

                                                
48 Quran 5:45. 
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had a strong need for finding a connection with God said that, even though he had lost faith 

in God, in a life crisis in Finland he returned to the Muslim practices:49 

“In the beginning, I stayed in a small town in the north of Finland. There 
was not much to do, so I was mainly just sitting home alone. I turned to 
what I knew, and that was my old habits of practicing Islam, such as 
praying and fasting and so on. I received a negative asylum decision, and 
I started to feel that God had not been responding to me. I felt that praying 
was useless as God had not helped in this case and not before. I was 
depressed after receiving the negative asylum decision.”50 

Two interviewees did not mention any form of pressure from their communities to practice 

Islam, whereas the rest had experienced some sort of social control, yet with the levels 

varying from one person to another. In the extreme cases, the interviewees reported that they 

would face violence by their communities if they refused to practice Islam, whereas the most 

lenient form of control was restricted to social disapproval. Most participants said that, due 

to the social pressure, they had practiced Islam, but many had also been secretly avoiding the 

practices: 

“My father was a tribal leader, so thousands of people were coming to him 
for advice. Therefore, there were often many people in our house during 
the time of salah51. Before I got married I was forced to go to pray with my 
father because I had no other choice. However, I didn’t know that much 
about the Quran. I just prayed because others prayed as well. During 
Ramadan I was pretending to fast, but when no one else would see I would 
drink and eat secretly.” 

“It was a big problem with my family, that they always pressured me to 
pray, but always I had to lie. They said to me ‘go to pray’ and I went to my 
room and spent there some time to make them think that I prayed. But if I 
told them that I don’t believe or that I don’t pray, they would hurt me. It 
was a big problem. I remember when I was a child, I was three days in 

                                                
49 In his story this was before he had visited a congregation. 
50 For him the conversion process was characterized by struggles and questioning, yet he was among the people 
with perhaps the deepest theological contemplations about Christianity and emotional affiliation towards the 
faith, as well as a strong desire to preach the Gospel to others. A pastor also said that the conversion process is 
more challenging for those who have been devoted Muslims, but if they end up converting, they are the ones 
who become the most devout also in their Christian faith, because religion is central in their lives (see the 
comment in the end of this chapter 4.1.1.). 
51 Salah prayers are the five ritual daily prayers. Because the thesis does not focus on language and it is targeted 
also to non-Arabic speakers, no special characters are used in the transliteration of Arabic words.  
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house arrest locked in my room, during these days they hurt me, because I 
asked them a question about the Quran.” 

“Yet I was forced to do all the practices and my service at the mosque 
because my family was very conservative. I started living a double life. In 
parallel of being a practicing Muslim, I was also drinking alcohol and 
having relations with girls and so on. However, people from my community 
started noticing the hypocrisy and told my father about it. As a 
consequence, my father kicked me out of the mosque, but at the same time 
he forced me to practice Islam at home. I was practicing, but I was doing 
it only by force.” 

The observations of the pastors I interviewed go in line with what the interviewees told me. 

According to the pastors, the vast majority of the converts of Muslim backgrounds have not 

been highly religious in their Muslim faith. They have not been sure about what they believe 

in or have not had a strong religious conviction. However, the pastors said that a small 

minority of the converts have been deeply devout Muslims – even imam students and imams. 

One pastor also told that, in his experience, the conversion process is more painful for those 

who have been deeply religious as Muslims, but if they do convert to Christianity, they are 

the ones who become the most devoted Christians as well, because religion is a central part 

in their lives.  

Even though the majority of the people of Muslim backgrounds who come to church or end 

up converting have not been particularly religious as Muslims, the pastors said that for most 

of them the existence of God is evident, and in this sense some issues are easier for them to 

understand than for the secular Finnish people the pastors have discussed with. One pastor 

illustrated this by saying that many of the young men have a genuine belief in God, but their 

theological views are still under examination. However, there are also exceptions when it 

comes to believing in God, and there have been people with no faith in God as well.  

Accordingly, the converts to Christianity in the Arab world who participated in Kraft’s study 

(2012) had different previous religious backgrounds. For some, religion had never been of 

high importance, whereas some had been devout Muslims – among them even some 

extremists. Those who had been religious as Muslims had usually abandoned Islam before 

becoming interested in Christianity. (Kraft 2012: 7, 11.)  
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4.1.2.   Views and Information about Christianity before Coming to Europe 

Most of the interviewees said that, before coming to Europe, they had very little information 

about Christianity and they had not interacted with Christians a lot. The exceptions were two 

Iraqi participants; one had converted to Christianity in Iraq,52 and the other one was highly 

educated and had already been an adult during the 2003 invasion of Iraq, after which the 

sectarian tensions escalated.53 The latter told that, while he knew some Christians in Iraq, he 

had not had the chance to explore Christianity freely in Iraq: 

“I knew that Christians are nice people, and so my views were not changed 
[when I came to Finland], I just got more information. In Iraq I was afraid 
to look for information about Christianity, but in Finland I was free to do 
so. Always when I read the Bible I got a nice feeling, but I didn’t know 
what it meant. This changed only when I got to talk with the pastors and 
other Christians [In Finland].” 

Some of the Iraqi interviewees said they had been warned against learning about Christianity 

or getting to know Christians. Without personal encounters with Christians, most of the Iraqi 

participants told they had received their information about Christianity and Christians from 

school, imams and rumours – all of which portrayed Christians in a negative light. The 

common perceptions were that Christians worship three gods and that Christians are violent 

and immoral people.54 All of the interviewees who had thought of Christians in this way were 

surprised by what they met in the congregations. This dissonance was for many also the 

reason that awoke their interest to learn more about Christianity (see also chapter 4.2.2.). In 

addition to the changes in views, many said they were touched by the love and acceptance 

they experienced in the congregations:  

“I had been told that Christians are kafirs55. I had been told that Christians 
are not believers and that they hate God and Muslims and that they had 
been ordered to kill Muslims. When I saw in the church that Christians 
were not like this, but on the contrary they were very kind and helpful, this 
made me question what I had learned. I remembered how Muslims had 

                                                
52 In addition to the inner conversion, he had attended a local church in Iraq and he had been baptized there. 
53 All of the Iraqi interviewees who were already in their adulthood in 2003 said that the followers of different 
religions and sects were living together peacefully before the invasion. 
54 The context in the recent history of Iraq should be considered. See the end of this chapter. 
55 Kafir can be translated as a denier of God. 
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been talking negatively about Christians, but here it was different: the 
Christian people didn’t speak anything bad about other people. So I read 
everything about the life of Jesus, and I found out that he never lied or 
killed anyone or did anything bad. He only taught about peace and love. 
This started opening my mind and made me question what I had believed 
in the past.”  

“I had been taught that Christians worship three Gods, not one, and that 
Mary is the wife of Jesus and that the Christians are bad people who were 
drinking alcohol and doing all kinds of bad things. In my mind this was the 
view about Christianity. This was what I had been taught since I was little. 
But when I came to the church in Finland, I noticed that people were 
actually very welcoming and told me that this is my home and that I am 
one of them and part of their family – even though I told I was a Muslim. 
In the beginning I was shy, but I felt that there was a miracle happening as 
people were so nice and welcoming, even though they knew I was a 
Muslim. They were treating me as a part of their family and praying for 
me and my family. I started going to the church more often and joining 
whenever there was an event, and if I didn’t attend, people from the church 
would start asking about me – they became like friends and family to me.” 

In line with what the interviewees told me, the pastors said that, generally speaking, the 

people of Muslim backgrounds coming to the congregations have a lot of false information 

about Christianity and prejudice against Christians. The pastors mentioned the same issues 

the converts I interviewed conveyed concerning the immorality of Christians and their hateful 

stance towards Muslims, as well as the false theological teachings, especially regarding the 

Trinity. The pastors also discussed the aspect of freedom in Christianity, yet with different 

emphasis. The pastors from Free Evangelical Minority Churches said that many people of 

Muslim backgrounds understand the freedom so that Christians are free to do whatever they 

want because all sins are forgiven, without understanding the importance of repentance. The 

Lutheran pastor, on the other hand, told that many of the converts, especially the ones who 

have been devout Muslims, want to bring the congregation to a more conservative direction. 

He said that he tries to encourage them to stay open and not to become too law-oriented. 

Kraft (2012: 63–64) writes that even though Christianity is somewhat known in the Arab 

world, particularly in the Middle East, many Arab Muslims have little or no personal contact 

with Christianity or Christians – even where Christianity has existed for two millennia, 
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Christianity is somehow associated with the West.56 However, contrary to my results, Kraft 

(2012: 58–60, 70–71) observes that oftentimes the Arab Christian converts of Muslim 

backgrounds in the Arab world have positive expectations about the Christian communities, 

both those of historical Christians and missionaries. While the interviewees in my study were 

positively surprised by the reality in the churches, according to Kraft the converts in the Arab 

world are often disappointed by what they face – particularly since the Christian communities 

fail to provide them with the new intimate community they need. 

The perceptions of Kraft go in line with my personal encounters with Arab Muslims coming 

from countries with significant Christian communities. They do not have negative views 

about Christians but rather see them as an intrinsic part of the society. The context of the 

recent history of Iraq should be considered. It is important to keep in mind that Iraq’s political 

situation has been turbulent since the US-led invasion in 2003, which escalated the sectarian 

tensions. The chaotic situation has affected the functioning of all levels of the society. What 

is more, Christian propaganda was used in the invasion (e.g. Herbert 2009), perhaps 

increasing the appeal of counter-propaganda against Christians. 

4.2.   Experiences about Exploring Christianity 

4.2.1.   What Brought People to Church and the First Experience There 

One of the interviewees said he had converted already in Iraq (see chapters 3.1.1 and 4.1.2.). 

He had visited a church in Iraq after becoming interested in Christianity because of what he 

had heard about it by an American soldier: 

“I was working with the American forces. One of the army officials I was 
working with was Christian. He spoke Arabic, and he was talking always 
about the Christian faith and forgiveness. He said that we as Christians 
have to love and forgive others and we cannot slaughter others. This was 
contrary to what I had heard from Muslims [fighting against the US-led 
coalition] – they had taught us that we should fight against kufaars57 such 
as Christians and Jews, and if we killed them we would enter paradise. I 
got interested in learning more about Christianity, and I ended up visiting 

                                                
56 Kraft (2012: 64) does note that the views about Christianity vary between different Muslims. 
57 Kufaar is the plural of kafir. It can be translated as a denier of God. 
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a church in Iraq. I learned this same message of love and forgiveness in 
Christianity at the church.” 

The majority of those who had converted in Europe said that their reason for coming to 

church was originally not religious. Most of them told they had felt lonely, bored and 

depressed in a foreign country away from their loved ones and lacking meaningful activities 

in life. While two interviewees had approached the congregation on their own, the rest had 

been invited by other people. Some were invited by friends or people from the church, and 

others were taken there by buses that came to their reception centre to take asylum seekers 

to their church. For some the initial experience in church was rather boring, whereas others 

found instant peace or got curious:  

“There were buses coming to the reception centre and taking people to 
church. Some of my friends were going, so I decided to join them. They 
offered us coffee, tea and cake, and to be honest, in the beginning I only 
came for that. At first I wasn’t interested in what they taught about 
Christianity, and actually I was waiting for the preaching part to finish. 
Some of my friends believed, and I started coming every week with them, 
but I didn’t really want to understand what the pastor was teaching about 
Jesus, but I was forced to sit there and listen once I had arrived.” 

“There were some cars coming to the reception centre taking people to 
church, and so I joined. I wasn’t interested in Christianity, but I was having 
very bad feelings in the reception centre, and I wanted to get some change. 
But I started to get many questions in there: what do they believe, and why 
do they believe that way.” 

“When I was in the reception centre, I visited one church because I wanted 
to see what’s around. It was forbidden for me as a Muslim to go to the 
church or learn about Christianity, so the step was big. However, it was so 
different from what I had expected, so I got interested and eventually 
started going on a weekly basis.” 

“In the beginning, I stayed in a small town in the north of Finland. There 
was not much to do, so I was mainly just sitting home alone. I turned to 
what I knew, and that was my old habits of practicing Islam, such as 
praying and fasting and so on. I received a negative asylum decision, and 
I started to feel that God had not been responding to me. I felt that praying 
was useless as God had not helped in this case and not before. I was 
depressed after receiving the negative asylum decision. At that time, I had 
a Muslim friend who was working at the church as an interpreter, and he 
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asked me to join with him to the church to get something else to think 
about.”58 

“In Russia I felt alone, because no one was familiar with me, and the 
language was totally different, and also the culture and the mentality. But 
I was patient, because I learned it from my family, to little by little integrate 
into the society. But I felt I need to speak to somebody. In Russia, 
everything was in Russian, and as I didn’t yet speak Russian, it was difficult 
to make connections. I spoke already English, so I went to an English-
speaking Anglican church. When I entered the church, I felt totally 
different. I felt that there is something strange here, but positively. I felt 
that a weight was taken out of my chest. Because all the time I had worry 
and fear and tiredness and loneliness. But then I felt that there was 
something – something peaceful. Then I saw a man in white clothes in there 
and I thought that maybe I can speak with him. He smiled at me and 
welcomed me and said I am welcome to join the church events as well. 
When I came to listen to the preaching, I felt that at the same time it was 
new but that I was in some way familiar with it. I started going to the 
church regularly and got the Bible in both English and Russian and 
learned a lot about Christianity.” 

“I found out that my mother was really sick. She was at the hospital, unable 
to walk or move her legs or arms. This was very difficult for me, because I 
didn’t know how to help her. I stopped going to school and to work. I also 
got a negative answer from Migri. With at the same time my mother at the 
hospital and a negative asylum decision, my situation was very bad. I 
started doing bad things, I started using drugs and drink alcohol, because 
I wanted to forget everything. I wasn’t able to take all the things, and I 
needed to empty my head. At this time, I met a Christian guy who told me 
about Jesus. I was listening to him out of politeness, but I wasn’t interested 
in what he was saying. He gave me his number and welcomed me to join 
the church if I wanted to come. I said I cannot come, because I was in a 
difficult situation at that time. I went home, and I started to think what I 
should do. Should I kill myself? Should I do something bad? Should I drink 
to forget? These kinds of things. But then at the same time the guy called 
me and asked about my situation. He welcomed me to visit their church. I 
didn’t like the drugs and alcohol, I just needed something to take me out 

                                                
58 This participant’s first experience at church is repeating elsewhere, so it is not included in this chapter. This 
quote also is used as an illustration to another interpretation, but it is still presented here to provide information 
about the variety of individual experiences.  
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from the dark, nothing else. So, I accepted the invitation to visit the 
church.”59 

One interviewee said that it was God’s guidance that took him to the church for the first time. 

He felt he had received a response to a prayer and that he experienced a miracle during his 

first visit: 

“One day I was very angry and I was very sad. I looked for help. I asked 
‘Where are you? Where are you, my God? Who are you? Because you told 
us in the Quran that you will answer us and help us if we ask you, but for 
39 years I never got any answer or any help from you. You only made me 
feel bad, you only gave me sadness, you only gave me problems. This route, 
it’s far away. Why can’t I find you? I will leave Islam, I only want to know 
where you are’. He answered me directly. Next day I went for a walk, and 
some power took me to church. Some power bigger than me. He gave me 
direct peace. He showed himself to me. The first time I went to the church, 
the pastor answered in his sermon to all of my questions without ever 
meeting me. When he finished, he said that ‘I’m sorry, I had been prepared 
to talk about another topic, but I got the feeling to talk about this because 
I felt that someone needs it’. How can I not believe this miracle?”  

For one participant, the changed views about Christians at the reception centre made him 

want to visit a church. He was touched by the teachings at the church: 

“When I came to Finland I saw at the reception centre and elsewhere that 
the Christian behaviour was opposite to what I had learned before. I went 
to the church and wanted to figure out what it was all about. In the 
preaching I learned that in Christianity God is like a loving father. This 
touched me a lot and I wanted to learn more about Christianity.” 

All the pastors said that, while it is impossible to know for sure about Muslim asylum seekers’ 

motives for approaching the churches, they assumed that there are multiple reasons. Similarly 

to what was found by Akcapar (2006: 836), the pastors told they are aware that there are 

those who come for the sake of the asylum process, and one pastor said that some asylum 

seekers have actually told him directly that they only want to make their asylum cases 

                                                
59 The first experience in the congregation of this interviewee is long, and it will also be quoted in other sections. 
Therefore, I have only included the reason for coming to the church. 
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stronger.60 On the other hand, the asylum seekers come from unstable war-torn areas and 

often feel insecure in the challenging life situation in a new country. According to the pastors, 

in a life crisis people typically look for something lasting, which faith can offer (see Rambo 

1993: 51; Lofland & Stark 1965: 864–867; Bryant & Lamb 1999).  

Two of the pastors mentioned that, at the same time, many Muslim asylum seekers have been 

disillusioned with Islam and have started to question their old beliefs after being faced with 

a Christianity that is in many ways different from their earlier views,61 and in Finland they 

have more freedom to explore different faiths (see Kraft 2017: 231). In line with my results 

and the findings of Snow et al. (1980: 793), one pastor also brought up the asylum seekers’ 

large amount of free time as a factor which contributes to them exploring new things. 

Similarly to what the interviewees disclosed, the pastors also highlighted that, regardless of 

the original reasons for coming to the congregations, the motives can also change in the 

course of time, and for example someone who has originally approached the church with 

non-religious motives might later on grow interest in the teaching as well. This was the case 

in the studies of Akcapar (2006: 836) and Kraft (2017: 227). 

As for Kraft’s observations in the Arab world, those who have no previous Christian 

connections often approach the historical Christian churches for community.62 Many 

converts of Muslim backgrounds feel that they are not able to become fully integrated 

members of the Arab churches, since the Christian-born Arabs have a hard time trusting 

them. Affected by the long history of living as minorities, the Christian-born Arabs often 

suspect that the people of Muslim backgrounds approach their churches for other than 

religious motives, such as political or material goals or even for spying. The suspicion is 

sometimes shared by even the other converts of Muslim backgrounds. Due to the lack of 

trust, many people in Kraft’s study had eventually quit going to Arab churches. Some, on the 

                                                
60 Another pastor also said that a man who had returned to his home country had told him later that he was never 
attending the church for the sake of Christianity. The pastor said, however, that neither had this man ever 
declared himself a Christian in front of people or taken steps towards the baptism.  
61 See chapters 4.1.2. and 4.2.2.  
62 Historical Christian churches refer to the churches that have existed in the Middle East since the emergence 
of Christianity. 
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other hand, had over the course of years proven their reliability and become more integrated 

in the Christian communities. (Kraft 2012: 56–57.) During the process of conducting my 

thesis, I learned that also the Christian-born Arabs in Finland have suspicions against the 

converts of Muslim backgrounds. 

4.2.2.   The Aspect that Awoke the Interest to Learn More about Christianity63 

As expressed above, for many participants the reason that provoked their interest in 

Christianity was that the reality they faced in the congregations was significantly different 

from their earlier views. The dissonance between the previous conceptions and the 

observations in the congregation induced their curiosity to discover what Christianity 

actually is. Additionally, experiences about being treated with love and finding a peace of 

mind at church were aspects that made them want to return there and awoke their interest in 

the teachings. The pastors had similar observations.  

Considering conversions in the Arab world, Kraft (2012: 8–10) states that many women gain 

interest in Christianity as a result of social encounters; oftentimes after falling in love with a 

Christian man or being influenced by a converted family member or a Christian friend. Social 

factors affect also conversions among men, yet to a lesser extent. Kraft found that it was more 

common for men to convert before knowing anyone Christian. Many of these men had 

listened to evangelical radio stations or read the Bible, which had aroused their interest. Kraft 

also articulates examples of a man who had become interested in Christianity after 

experiencing a miracle associated with Christ and of another who had started chatting online 

on websites for the dialogue between Islam and Christianity.  

4.2.3.    Views about the Similarities and Differences between Islam and Christianity 

Most of the interviewees said they did not find anything in common between Islam and 

Christianity.64 Some mentioned the same stories that exist in both the Bible and the Quran, 

                                                
63 This should not be confused with the motives for coming to the congregations or taking the decision to 
convert. 
64 It is possible that the interviewees did not have enough information about the two religions to compare the 
similarities, which however are numerous between the two Abrahamic religions. On the other hand, denying or 
not discussing the similarities could be a way of proving – either to me or to themselves – that they have indeed 
left Islam and become Christians.  
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but in their opinion they had been plagiarized to the Quran from the Bible. On the other hand, 

when it comes to the differences, many participants said that there would be so much to tell 

they could not fit it in an interview. They brought up views about theological differences, 

contrasts between the key characters of the religions, differences between Muslims and 

Christians, as well as their personal experiences about being affiliated with the religions. 

A significant theological difference disclosed was the difference in the image of God. While 

details varied, those who spoke about this experienced that, in Christianity, God loves all 

people and wants what is good for them, whereas in Islam, God is somehow linked to hatred. 

They also felt that the relationship with God is more intimate in Christianity than what it is 

in Islam:65  

“When I was a Muslim, I felt that God is distant, but when I read the Bible, 
I understood that God is close to me. I started thinking that, if God hates 
people in Islam and wants to send us to hell, why did he then create us? 
But in the Bible, I read that God loved people so much that he sent his Son 
to save us, to clean us from sin. Thanks to God I believe in Jesus now. 
Everyone who has read the Bible will know what I mean when I say that in 
Christianity God is love.” 

“Islam didn’t give me inner peace. Christianity did. Islam focuses more on 
hate and revenge whereas Christianity teaches love for all people. When I 
was praying to the God in Islam, it was just repeating certain movements 
and words. I didn’t feel a connection with God. In Christianity, when I pray 
for God, 100%, 100%, God responds to my prayers.” 

“In Islam, God wants us to satisfy his needs by making us serve him as 
slaves and fight for his sake. But in Christianity, God himself became a 
human and died on the cross for our sake. This is a fundamental difference. 
In Christianity God wants what is best for you.” 

“The Muslim God, if they have God, he tells his followers to kill and hurt 
people. Muslims, they get the feeling that they are better than others. This 
is one. Two, if they have God, the God doesn’t care about believers, he 
only gives instructions about what to do and what not to do, but he doesn’t 

                                                
65 According to Rambo (1993: 160–161), it is in general common for religious converts to different orientations 
to experience a change in their relationship with God and to perceive a new sense of intimacy: “They report 
that whereas previously they were either unaware of or alienated from God, the gulf between them and God is 
now bridged. God is no longer an abstract concept but a living reality.”  
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seek a relationship with people. All this is different in Christianity. Our 
God, he loves all. And he wants all to come to him. God made us in his 
image, out of love to be loved, and he doesn’t need us to be his slaves66. If 
he needs us for his slaves, it means he is crazy. Before, they put this 
information in our minds, but since we have found Jesus we know that we 
are not slaves anymore. Only he tells us that we should love all, like he 
loves all, and that’s it.” 

Many interviewees spoke about the differences between Jesus and the Prophet Mohammad. 

They felt that the contrasts they perceived in the morality of Jesus and the Prophet 

Mohammad reflect the differences between Islam and Christianity: 

“Mohammad started wars, killed people, took underage wives, and did all 
kinds of bad things. Jesus, however, didn’t kill people or lie or do anything 
bad. Mohammad and his followers killed people, but Jesus made miracles 
for people and helped people. Even when Jesus was crucified, he prayed 
for forgiveness for the people who crucified him. Jesus accepted criticism 
and prayed for mercy for the people who mocked him, but Mohammad 
condemned the people who criticized him to hell and asked God to kill 
them. Muhammad took from people what benefited him, but Jesus gave to 
people what benefited them. Islam and Christianity are very different.” 

“There are many differences between Jesus and Mohammad. Jesus always 
served others, but Mohammad, he didn’t. He had an army and he killed 
people and took money from them. If Mohammad is right and Islam is right, 
why was Mohammad like this? Whenever someone asked Jesus for help, 
he helped them. If someone didn’t see, he healed them. Many people who 
died, Jesus brought them back to life. He even prayed for his enemies. 
Mohammad said that a man can have only four wives, but himself he had 
many more. He married a child and the daughter of his own adopted son. 
Many things. If Mohammad was from God, why was he like this? I was 
very stupid, because maybe for some hour or some day I believed this.”  

Experiences about hypocrisy in the Muslim world also emerged in several interviews. The 

participants felt that Muslims are pretending to be pious but their righteousness does not 

prevail in practice. Some also perceived it as contradictory that in Islam, according to their 

understanding, some of the things that are forbidden in this life are promised in the afterlife: 

“Islam is claiming to be a loving religion, but there is no love in Islam. 
Muslims are claiming to love others, but it doesn’t show in practice. Today, 

                                                
66 The interviewee asked me for the translation of the Arabic word ’abd. It can also be translated as a servant.  
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a mother does not love her children, brother does not love brother, sister 
does not love sister, neighbor does not love neighbor, friend does not love 
friend – where is the love? When you look at Christianity, you see the love, 
you see the honesty. In Islam, there is a lot of hypocrisy. Muslims are 
pretending to be good but it doesn’t show in practice. They are judging 
others but doing bad things themselves. Islam is claiming love but fulfilling 
hate, claiming fraternity but there is no fraternity – the law that they are 
practicing is the opposite of what they are preaching. I feel that the word 
in the Bible is true, and that Christians are also fulfilling in practice the 
love it teaches. In Christianity, we are taught to love even our enemies. The 
concept of loving your enemies does not exist in Islam. The Quran is 
teaching that drinking alcohol is forbidden, but then, for those who enter 
the paradise there will be rivers of wine waiting for them. Also for having 
women, the Quran restricts the number of wives to four, but then in the 
afterlife those who make it there are promised plenty of houris67. Why 
would God first forbid something in this life and then promise the same 
thing in the afterlife?”  

“The imams were teaching about Islam and about how to act rightly 
toward God, but if they themselves didn’t like someone they would kill that 
person. In Iraq, you couldn’t criticize the religious leaders. In Europe, 
people care even about animals and feel sad if something happens to them, 
but in Iraq humans are dying and people don’t care. When I was walking 
in the street in Iraq, I saw dead and injured people, but I couldn’t help the 
injured, because if I did, there would be problems for my family. I felt that 
in Iraq we were living in a lie, not in the truth. The faith was only in 
people’s words, but within everyone had problems. These problems are the 
same for all Muslims, both Sunni and Shia. Both have violent armed groups 
and terrorist groups. Sunnis as Shias have some differences, but they both 
have the same Quran, and both groups are killing and doing bad things. 
In my opinion these problems stem from the first Muslim, the Prophet 
Mohammad, because he too was killing people.”  

A perceived difference highlighted in many interviews was the stance on mercy and 

forgiveness:  

 “According to the Quran, a woman committing adultery has to be killed. 
If God loves people, why would he want us to kill each other? In the Bible, 
Jesus met a woman who had committed adultery. People came to stone her, 
but Jesus said that the one who has never committed sin shall cast the first 

                                                
67 Houri refers to the nymphs or virgins that according to some Islamic interpretations await believers in 
paradise. 
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stone. But everyone had sinned and they were not able to condemn her. 
This is the right law, this is the true law.” 

“I saw from a movie about Jesus,68 and in the Sermon of the Mount Jesus 
said ‘love your enemies’. I started to wonder why did he said this. In Islam, 
we are taught to revenge an evil deed, eye for an eye, tooth for a tooth.” 

Many interviewees also spoke about the differences they saw between the two religions in 

the levels of freedom to explore and question the teachings:  

“I think many Muslims see the problems in the Quran but they cannot say 
it out loud. Because if they point them out and say they will not follow Islam 
anymore, they will be killed. I’m sure about this. Even many of those people 
who go to the prayer are not really believers and they know the truth about 
Islam, but they cannot express it. -- In Christianity, you can think about 
what things mean and feel free to ask about them.” 

“Jesus accepted criticism and prayed for mercy for the people who mocked 
him, but Mohammad condemned the people who criticized him to hell and 
asked God to kill them.” 

“My best friend is a Muslim and I am in Christianity, and when I asked the 
pastor about this, he told me just to love him and pray for him. Maybe when 
I pray for him, Jesus Christ will sometime touch him. But in Islam, this is 
different – it is not looked well if someone has a friend who is of a different 
religion – they are afraid that maybe he could take you away from Islam.” 

“If you kill an apostate, it is acceptable in Islam, but in Christianity it isn’t 
because we don’t do that. If a Christian leaves Christianity for another 
religion, the Christians don’t do anything, because they have love and 
peace and nothing else.” 

As for the pastors, the converts had conveyed to them similar issues. According to them, the 

main difference comes down to the image of God, from where everything else stems. God in 

Christianity is understood as loving, caring and forgiving, and the grace comes from God – 

when it comes to Islam, they perceive that the image is more rigid and that people need to 

earn the acceptance of God through good deeds. One pastor said that many converts have 

very strong opinions: for them, Christianity represents light and Islam darkness. Another 

                                                
68 This person was not able to read the literary form of Arabic, fusha, which is different from spoken dialects, 
and therefore he had not been able to read the Bible. 
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pastor told that the perceived differences vary from one person to another, especially based 

on the amount of information they have on the two religions.  

4.2.4.   Challenging Teachings in Christianity 

Most of the interviewees brought up the Trinity as one of the most challenging teachings in 

Christianity that they had struggled with.69 The violence in the Old Testament was also an 

issue discussed in several interviews, whereas only one person mentioned the Book of 

Revelations as difficult to understand. When asked about the challenging teachings, most 

participants also explained how they had managed to overcome them.  

The majority had coped with the challenges by discussing about them with pastors:  

“In addition to the Trinity, there were as well many other things 
challenging for me in the Bible, especially the violence in the Old 
Testament. But then, after discussing with the pastor and thinking about 
the issue, I realized that the writers of the Old Testament were after all 
normal people, sinners like all of us. Therefore, I should focus more on the 
teachings of Jesus, who was the God in essence. Through studying the 
Bible my faith grew stronger.”  

One participant said he had experienced a miracle when struggling with the doctrine of 

Trinity: 

“I was reading the Bible and attending the church regularly, until the 
concept of Trinity came up. We were reading about it in the Bible and the 
pastor was explaining what it meant, but I couldn’t believe in it. I asked 
the pastor to explain it to me more, because I wanted to understand it. It 
was very difficult for me to grasp that one God could include all three: 
Father, Son and the Holy Spirit. This is difficult for many coming from a 
Muslim background. I was thinking about this a lot, and then, instead of 
asking other people, I prayed for God for help. God spoke to me through 
Holy Spirit and gave me visions showing that indeed he does exist and is 
present and that Jesus Christ is the true God. This was the first time that 
God appeared to me and responded to my prayer.” 

Some told there still are things they do not understand: 

                                                
69 All except one, who had other issues that have been and are still challenging for him. 
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“[Challenging is] When you start to read the Bible and you have never 
read it before. Any book that you read for the first time is challenging. For 
me, the most difficult part is the Old Testament – that is up to this moment. 
And also the prophecies, because the prophets said many, many things 
about Jesus Christ, and I still save all those things because it’s very 
difficult to…because if I really want to understand, I need to read both the 
Old and the New Testament and compare the words of Jesus to what’s 
written in the prophecies, and I have to make the comparison, and to see if 
it’s true or not – that is challenging. I have read the Bible only for a year, 
and I think I need still more years to be able to get everything clear – that’s 
why it’s difficult for me. But I mean, at this moment it’s not a problem for 
me if I don’t yet understand everything.” 

Similarly, the pastors said that the Trinity has been the most challenging teaching for people 

of Muslim backgrounds. Concerning the Trinity, it has been particularly difficult for them to 

accept that, in Christianity, Jesus is God and not merely a prophet. 	  

4.2.5.   Appealing Aspects in Christianity 

All participants said they had been touched by the love and mercy in the teachings of Jesus. 

Many also mentioned how Jesus was treating people in an equal way, and that was what they 

had experienced in the congregations as well. The unconditional love was something 

particularly appealing for all the interviewees: 

“They [the people in the congregation] were treating us well even though 
we were Muslims. I was wondering why Christians are like this. This gave 
me power to study the Bible. I learned that according to the Bible God 
loves all people, and that’s why we need to love everyone as well.”  

“I enjoyed reading the Bible, and I always got a good feeling when I was 
reading it – I cannot describe it but it was a powerful feeling. At the same 
time, I was thinking about how the people in the congregation were very 
welcoming to us and greeting and hugging us with smiles even though we 
were Muslims. Even when the pastor did not know us, he treated us like we 
were no strangers. The people in the congregation were very friendly and 
helping everyone without discrimination. They gave us everything for free 
without demanding anything back, and they didn’t pressure us to come to 
the events and said that we are free to come and go when we feel like it. 
They also said it is fine if you only come here to eat – you are free to do 
what you want. Little by little I got interested in the teachings of 
Christianity, and I started coming to the church for the sake of the 
teaching, in order to understand Christianity better.” 
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“All of us equal in front of God. This also shows in the way Christians are 
in Finland. There is no difference between the pastors and the other 
people, or between the Finns and the refugees and asylum seekers.70 They 
told us that we are all children of God. -- When I was in the detention 
centre waiting for deportation, people from the church came to visit me 
every day. When I went back to my room, tears came down my eyes for the 
amount of love they showed me. Because I was still new, I was an 
immigrant, and I didn’t have papers. I cannot forget it. It’s all the time in 
my mind.” 

All interviewees told they were moved by the mercy in the Bible. Everyone mentioned that 

Jesus taught to love even enemies.71 Many also brought up the story of the adulterous woman 

where Jesus asked the one without sin to cast the first stone at the woman who was to be 

stoned after being caught in adultery.72 In addition, the Sermon on the Mount was mentioned 

by a couple of people.73 Several participants also discussed being touched by how Jesus 

healed and served people. 

When it comes to the teachings mentioned by only one person, the parable of the prodigal 

son had touched a young man who had been struggling with alcohol and drugs and felt that 

Jesus had saved him.74 One participant also brought up the teaching about the sinful woman 

who anointed Jesus, where Jesus forgave the woman her sins because of her faith.75 Only one 

interviewee explicitly expressed the teaching that all are sinners, but it arose indirectly also 

in other interviews as an important concept. One person disclosed that he had been 

particularly touched by the way God is portrayed as a loving father in Christianity.76 He also 

told that it had moved him to learn how God really loves us and wants to connect with us and 

said it was contrary to what he had known before. One interviewee mentioned finding 

comfort in the verses where Jesus prophesizes that his followers will be hated and persecuted. 

                                                
70 I understood he was talking about the context of the congregations. 
71 See Matthew 5:43–44. 
72 See John 8:1–11. 
73 See Matthew 5–7. A couple of interviewees named the Sermon of the Mount, but the teaching of loving your 
enemies that all brought up is in the Sermon of the Mount.   
74 See Luke 15:11–32. 
75 See Luke 7:36–50. 
76 Yet this is expressed in many of the teachings the other informants mentioned as well. 
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He also held dear Romans 8:38–39, which states that nothing can separate the followers of 

Jesus from God’s love. 

In addition to the teachings in the Bible, the participants discussed personal experiences, such 

as feeling peace when reading the Bible, experiencing a personal relationship with Jesus, as 

well as getting answers to prayers and experiencing God’s care.  

Accordingly, the pastors said that the most powerful aspect touching people of Muslim 

backgrounds coming to church is the love manifested in both the Christian teachings and the 

way the people are treated in the congregations. The pastors told that it has moved people 

how God is merciful and forgiving and truly loves everyone unconditionally. The pastors 

also stated that the unconditional love and care in the congregations has been a major spiritual 

awakening for many. 

4.2.6.   Struggling between Islam and Christianity 

Many participants said they had been struggling between Islam and Christianity. The ones 

who did not say so were those to whom Islam had never been a personal part of their lives. 

The interviewees told that the struggle stemmed from the insecurity of not knowing what to 

believe in and that it was intensified by the severe consequences of leaving Islam:  

“At some point I didn’t know what to believe in, and I was stressed because 
I wasn’t sure about the question of salvation. However, by time I got 
convinced that the salvation is through Jesus Christ and not through our 
own good deeds. This was a very big step in my life, to convert from Islam 
to Christianity. In Islam, I would be considered as a kafir and I should be 
killed. I was also thinking, why should I become a Christian and not for 
example a Jew or an atheist? This was a big step that required a lot of 
thinking and pondering. I did a lot of comparing between different 
religions. I was Muslim for over 30 years. But when I read how Jesus 
fulfilled the prophecies in the Old Testament and about everything that 
Jesus did according to the Gospel, I was convinced. Many books in the Old 
Testament tell about Jesus.” 

For some the struggle was still ongoing: 

“There is the fight against the Devil. It’s the Muslim way of thinking. It’s 
hard. But Jesus Christ has overcome this. In Islam, changing your faith is 
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forbidden. I was taught that Islam is the truth. No one of my family or tribe 
is Christian. Some words are difficult, I cannot accept them. There is 
nothing difficult in Jesus Christ.”77 

Some said they had been guided by God during their struggle: 

“I have struggled and went through doubts, but I have prayed for God to 
strengthen me. I saw a vision from God in a dream where Muslims were 
running to one direction towards death, and on the other side there is Jesus 
standing who called me to come to him. I ran to him and he received me. 
But even after this I had struggles, and the most important thing putting 
me forward was reading the Bible.” 

“I was struggling between Islam and Christianity, but Jesus Christ gave 
me visions. He came to me dressed in white clothes, and he had a white 
beard and a shining face. He showed me paradise and hell. He showed me 
that the people in paradise were wearing white clothes and they were in 
peace. He told that ‘these are my disciples’. He told that ‘you are living in 
falsehood, and you are already living in hell’. He asked me ‘where do I 
want to go?’ He told me ‘I love you, wherever you go, but I want to show 
you the true path’.”  

One participant told he was no longer able to believe in Islam and that, for the time being, he 

did believe in Christianity but he would continue examining it critically. He also said that, in 

his opinion, there are many Muslims who are struggling with Islam even if they are still 

practicing it: 

“Before I converted to Christianity, I compared Islam and Christianity a 
lot. I wanted to know what is the truth. If Islam is the truth, I will follow it, 
and if Christianity is the truth, I will follow it. Because now in Finland I 
am free. I can search for everything in peace. I can search about Islam and 
Christianity at the same time. Still in this moment, if I find something from 
the Bible which isn’t true, then I wouldn’t be able to follow it anymore. In 
the Quran and the Hadith and the Muslim people, I have found a lot of 
darkness, and because of that I cannot follow it. Islam is the dark way and 

                                                
77 As portrayed in this quote, this interviewee gave conflicting information concerning his spiritual struggle. On 
the one hand, he expressed that there is still an ongoing battle, whereas he ended this pondering by saying that 
there is nothing difficult. I am not sure if he ended the thought process because he did not want to reveal his 
thoughts to me, or because he wanted to protect himself by preventing himself from developing his thoughts. 
However, I did not want to push him to talk further about this topic, as my ethical duty is not to cause harm to 
the participants and I know that this person is going through a crisis in life. He also has currently a low level of 
education which at times affects the way he expresses things.  
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Christianity the bright way.78 I think many Muslims see the problems in the 
Quran but they cannot say it out loud. Because if they point them out and 
say they will not follow Islam anymore, they will be killed. I’m sure about 
this. Even many of those people who go to the prayer are not really 
believers and they know the truth about Islam, but they cannot express it.” 

Similarly to this participant, a pastor disclosed that there can be people struggling with their 

religious views also among those who have not visited the churches. He said that the negative 

false images concerning Christianity and Christians may be broken as people have travelled 

all the way to Finland and they have met Christians along the way – this has perhaps raised 

questions about Christianity.79 As an example, the pastor mentioned the story of one man: he 

had been taught that Christians are bad people and hate Muslims, but already in Greece he 

had been perplexed to discover that the people giving clothes and food to the refugees were 

in fact Christians and that they were helping them even though they knew they were Muslims. 

This had made him question his earlier views. One convert I interviewed also told that, in the 

reception centre, there were Muslims who were interested in hearing about his experiences 

in the congregation, even though they had not visited one themselves (see chapter 4.3.4.).80 

The different level of freedom to explore religions in the context of a new country was echoed 

also in Kraft’s study among Syrian Muslim refugees in Lebanon (2017: 231). Many of the 

Syrian Muslim refugees underlined that in Lebanon they had a new opportunity to freely visit 

churches and learn about Christianity, whereas in Syria it would have been socially 

questionable.81 However, for only a minority this resulted in questioning their Muslim 

identity.  

                                                
78 See the pastor’s comment in chapter 4.2.3. 
79 As discussed in chapters 4.1.2. and 4.2.1., many people of Muslim backgrounds visiting the congregations 
had negative views about Christianity and Christians. The breaking of these stereotypes was for many also a 
trigger that awoke their interest to explore Christianity (see 4.2.2.).  
80 Although I placed this statement here, the interest in hearing about Christianity does not yet convey the 
motives behind the interest. It is also possible for people who are contemplating on merely invoking Christianity 
in their asylum cases to want to learn about it.  
81 The possibilities for Syrian Muslims to attend Christian activities depend on their background. The Syrian 
Muslims I know had many Christian friends in Syria, and they were visiting churches and joining Christian 
celebrations without social restrictions.   
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In agreement with my results, the pastors said that many of the converts of Muslim 

backgrounds have faced struggle between Islam and Christianity. One pastor also assumed 

that there is a lot of struggle that remains unknown to the people working in the 

congregations. According to the pastors, the struggle between Islam and Christianity is 

stronger among those who have been religious as Muslims. One pastor told that religious 

Muslims have been afraid that they abandon the truth if they turn to Christianity, but on the 

other hand they have feared that they will reject the truth if it is found in Christianity. Another 

pastor also said that it is often the genuine ones, those who really want to study and 

understand the Christian faith, who turn to him most often with their religious dilemmas.  

One pastor had observed that many people of Muslim backgrounds want to at the same time 

believe in Jesus without giving up the Quran and the Prophet Mohammad. He told that he 

has been very clear about the issue that if a person wants to become a Christian, s/he should 

not continue practicing Islam, because there are contradictions in the teachings of the two 

religions, and staying in the middle can be harmful for the wellbeing of a person. Another 

pastor told that among those who do not yet know what to believe in, there have been some 

cases where the people in crisis have started to threaten and harass others but have at the end 

ended up becoming Christians. 

Accordingly, Kraft (2012: 101–103) asserts that it is common for converts of Muslim 

backgrounds in the Arab world to prefer maintaining elements of their Muslim identity and 

practices.82 As the pastor I interviewed stated, Kraft observes that balancing between the two 

identities does not come without challenges. According to Kraft, oftentimes converts in the 

Arab world struggle between Muslim rituals and their new beliefs. Some prefer to maintain 

certain Muslim rituals for the sake of their families and friends as well as for their own 

emotional needs, but they feel that the rituals are in dissonance with their Christian identities 

and the expectations of their new Christian communities. People have different solutions for 

solving this dilemma: some of the participants in Kraft’s study had continued living a Muslim 

                                                
82 The relationship between the Muslim and Christian identity was complex and had lots of different variations 
among the participants in Kraft’s study (2012: 101–114).  
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lifestyle in spite of the perceived deceitfulness, whereas some had abandoned all Muslim 

practices. (Ibid.: 42–45.) Kraft also states that after the initial excitement and high hopes 

related to the conversion, many struggle with “a sense of being stuck between two worlds”. 

They feel that their values are no longer similar to those of their Muslim communities, yet 

neither are they exactly in line with the values of Christians. (Ibid.: 75–76.) 

4.2.7.   Experiences of Miracles 

Even though I had not prepared interview questions about supernatural experiences, already 

the first person I interviewed brought up experiences that he regarded as miracles. Yet I did 

not add experiences of miracles as one of the thematic interview questions, because not all 

Christians do experience them, in addition to which different congregations highlight them 

differently. Therefore, I wanted to avoid causing the interviewees, most of whom were recent 

converts, pressure to think that miracles are something they should experience as Christians. 

However, experiences of miracles were disclosed in most of the interviews. Mystical 

experiences were found also in all the previous studies related to the topic which have been 

discussed in this thesis (Akcapar 2006; Kraft 2012; Kraft 2017; Kéri & Sleiman 2017). 

Some interviewees had seen visions or heard God talking to them, either while dreaming or 

when awake: 

“I was no longer allowed to be in contact with my wife and children after 
the conversion. My wife had been severely abused [by her family after 
being in contact with me without permission], and my wife’s family was 
threatening to hurt my children also if I tried to reach them. I said to Jesus 
‘I will put everything in your hands. I will put my children in your hands, 
because I don’t know what will happen to them. You are now the father of 
my children. You can save them’. Then I saw a dream where Jesus took my 
children. He was carrying them in his arms and said to me that I don’t 
need to worry because he will take care of them and save them. After this 
I got finally the strength to carry on with my life.” 

“I was reading the Bible and attending the church regularly, until the 
concept of Trinity came up. We were reading about it and the pastor was 
explaining what it meant, but I couldn’t believe in it. I asked the pastor to 
explain it to me more, because I wanted to understand it. It was very 
difficult for me to grasp that one God could include all three: Father, Son 
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and the Holy Spirit.  This is difficult for many coming from a Muslim 
background. I was thinking about this a lot, and then, instead of asking 
other people, I prayed for God for help. God spoke to me through Holy 
Spirit and gave me visions showing that indeed he does exist and is present 
and that Jesus Christ is the true God. This was the first time that God 
appeared to me and responded to my prayer.” 

“I was struggling between Islam and Christianity, but Jesus Christ gave 
me visions. He came to me dressed in white clothes, and he had a white 
beard and a shining face. He showed me paradise and hell. He showed me 
that the people in paradise were wearing white clothes and they were in 
peace. He told that ‘these are my disciples’. He told that ‘you are living in 
falsehood, and you are already living in hell’. He asked me ‘where do I 
want to go?’ He told me ‘I love you, wherever you go, but I want to show 
you the true path’.” 

“I have struggled and went through doubts, but I have prayed for God to 
strengthen me. I saw a vision from God in a dream where Muslims were 
running to one direction towards death, and on the other side there is Jesus 
standing who called me to come to him. I ran to him and he received me.” 

“I was very tired physically and emotionally, and very strained. At that 
time I was staying in a house of the church, and when I was going to bed I 
heard a clear voice saying to me that ‘Why do you have so many worries 
and troubles? Why have you let yourself become this tired and stressed? 
You have much more than many others that are in the same situation than 
you’. I rose up to see who it was, and instantly afterwards my heart was 
feeling light and full of joy, and all the worries were gone. This made me 
want to turn to the word of God even more.” 

One participant said he had started to believe in Jesus after his mother was healed 

miraculously through prayer: 

“I prayed and asked Jesus Christ ‘If you are real, please touch my mum. I 
need you, because I love my mother too much. I don’t love myself, but I 
love my mother, go touch her, and kill me if you want to. I started crying. 
Then after two weeks my sister called me again and told me that our mother 
was healed. The doctors said it was a miracle, because they had said it was 
impossible for her to be able to move her legs or hands again. I went home 
and I thanked the Lord and told him that ‘Jesus Christ, now I believe that 
you are the real God and I will follow you forever’.” 

Some also considered the love expressed by Christians as a miracle: 
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“We were moving with the American troops in Iraq, and one old man tried 
to shoot us with a small rocket, but the gun never fired. The American 
Christian soldier went to him, took his rifle away from him and prayed for 
him. He told the old man that ‘If you kill us now, we are already in 
paradise, but if you kill us, you will go to hell if you die as a killer’. He 
prayed for the old man and told him to go in peace. He told us that Jesus 
was with us. See the love in Islam and the love in Christianity! This old 
man tried to kill the soldier, and still the soldier prayed for him.” 

“It was really a miracle to see how much the Christian people in Finland 
showed love to me as a stranger.” 

“But when I came to the church in Finland, I noticed that people were 
actually very welcoming and told me that this is my home and that I am 
one of them and part of their family – even though I told I was a Muslim. 
In the beginning I was shy, but I felt that there was a miracle happening as 
people were so nice and welcoming, even though they knew I was a 
Muslim. They were treating me as a part of their family and praying for 
me and my family.” 

Many saw the changes in the attitudes and behavior of the converts as miracles:83 

“This forgiveness that is happening among believers is a miracle. In Iraq 
Sunnis and Shias are killing each other, but at the church we have people 
of both Sunni and Shia background and they are brothers.” 

“I have one miracle, believe me. You know, it was very difficult to see who 
killed my family members. My family now is in a very bad situation. They 
killed my sister, my brother, and now my father. But I think, I’m 100% sure, 
that if I see those people I will forgive them and I will pray for them. Believe 
me. This is a very difficult thing, but with Jesus Christ nothing is difficult, 
everything is easy with Jesus Christ. Because Jesus Christ said that to us, 
I have to follow those things. Before in my heart there was the need to 
revenge and kill them, but now in my heart is just peace – no hate, no kill 
– nothing.” 

Some participants felt that God had answered to their prayers through other people:  

 “The family with whom I’m living is an answer from God. I had prayed 
for God that I need someone to help me. At that time, I was always crying 

                                                
83 I find some parallels to Rambo’s observations (1993: 109): “Another theme that emerged in my interviews 
is that personal relationships are often important for validation of a new belief system. A potential adherent 
can see firsthand that someone known to him or her has really changed. It is not uncommon to hear people say 
that they had known Mr. X years ago and now find him ‘completely different.’ Such observations are 
important in establishing worthiness in the theology being advocated.” 
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at night and having very bad feelings. This woman contacted me on 
Facebook and asked me how she can help me. She didn’t know me. 
Afterwards when I got to know her and moved to live in her home, she told 
me that she had seen my photo on Facebook and she had heard a voice 
saying that she should contact me and help me. God sent her to me.” 

“God stopped my deportation. I had already gotten the decision that I will 
be deported. Suddenly there was a cancellation of my deportation. I got a 
phone call. It was not possible. I feel it’s a miracle. Thank you, Jesus. There 
was a plan in all of it. My case was an answer to the prayers of many 
people.” 

“One day I was very angry and I was very sad. I looked for help. I asked 
‘Where are you? Where are you, my God? Who are you? Because you told 
us in the Quran that you will answer us and help us if we ask you, but for 
39 years I never got any answer or any help from you. You only made me 
feel bad, you only gave me sadness, you only gave me problems. This route, 
it’s far away. Why can’t I find you? I will leave Islam, I only want to know 
where you are’. He answered me directly. Next day I went for a walk, and 
some power took me to church. Some power bigger than me. He gave me 
direct peace. He showed himself to me. The first time I went to the church, 
the pastor answered in his sermon to all of my questions without ever 
meeting me. When he finished, he said that ‘I’m sorry, I had been prepared 
to talk about another topic, but I got the feeling to talk about this because 
I felt that someone needs it’. How can I not believe this miracle?”  

One interviewee told that after becoming a Christian he had been guided to foresee things: 

“Since I started to follow Jesus, I feel I have been guided. Whenever I get 
the good feeling about something and I do it, good happens, but if I get the 
bad warning feeling and I do it anyways, bad things happen. This happens 
always. And last week for example I went to get something from my home 
while others were waiting in the car. When I returned, I started to talk 
about a topic and the people in the car told me they had been talking about 
exactly that same topic. This was a topic from the Bible. They were amazed. 
How can I not believe this? And many, many things like this have 
happened.” 

Compared to the Lutheran congregations, the Free Evangelical Minority Churches in Finland 

are in general more charismatic and have more emphasis on the ‘gifts of the Holy Spirit’. 

Therefore, it could be assumed that the people attending Free Evangelical Minority Churches 

would have more experiences perceived as miraculous than those in the Lutheran churches. 

However, the interviewee in this study who spoke the most about supernatural experiences 
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happened to be attending a Lutheran church. Of course, this observation based on a single 

case cannot be generalized, but what can be deducted is that at least it is not always the case 

that the theological differences of the churches correspond to people’s experiences. In fact, 

the pastor from the Lutheran congregation I interviewed mentioned that the converts tend to 

want to take the congregation to a more charismatic direction.  

4.3.   Experiences about the Consequences 

4.3.1.   Life Changes after the Conversion 

All interviewees said that their lives had changed through the conversion. The thing which 

repeated the most in the interviews was the change in feelings and attitudes. The participants 

told they had found a peace of mind and that they had become more loving and forgiving: 

“After being baptized I started to have different feelings than what I used 
to have. When I was a Muslim, I had the bad habits of Muslims. I had 
hatred inside of me and I was judging other people and talking behind their 
backs and differentiating between different people. All of this started to 
change little by little when I was baptized. Now I see all humans as equal 
and I’m more able to treat others fairly.”  

“Before my conversion, I would revenge to people who treat me badly, but 
now I have a calmness, and so I don’t get the urge to revenge anymore.” 

“I have started to be open with people and trust people since I’ve been 
following the Bible. When I was a Muslim, I was selective with people, but 
now I love all people, whether they are my friends or just normal people. 
That’s amazing for me.” 

“I have one miracle, believe me. You know, it was very difficult to see who 
killed my family members. My family now is in a very bad situation. They 
killed my sister, my brother, and now my father. But I think, I’m 100% sure, 
that if I see those people I will forgive them and I will pray for them. Believe 
me. This is a very difficult thing, but with Jesus Christ nothing is difficult, 
everything is easy with Jesus Christ. Because Jesus Christ said that to us, 
I have to follow those things. Before in my heart there was the need to 
revenge and kill them, but now in my heart is just peace – no hate, no kill 
– nothing.” 

Some said they had received an entirely new life (see Rambo 1993: 162). They felt they had 

found peace concerning salvation. The faith affected also their mental wellbeing positively. 
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As was found in Kraft’s (2017: 229–231) and Akcapar’s (2006: 839–841) studies, some also 

told that it was important for them to get to know new people and learn new things. In line 

with Akcapar’s results (2006: 842), some even experienced they had found a new family at 

the congregation.84 A couple of participants who had been addicted to alcohol and drugs told 

they had managed to overcome the addiction after finding peace in Jesus:  

“The conversion affected my life positively. First of all, I got the feeling 
that I have been saved. I got to know my way. In Islam I didn’t know where 
I was heading, I didn’t know if I would go to paradise of hell. I got to know 
new people. It affected my mental wellbeing positively. I learned that the 
Christians love the world and do not hate it. Their lives are beautiful, 
contrary to what I had learned from Muslims. I got to know many things, I 
got a new life.  

“Before, I was addicted to alcohol and drugs. I wanted to isolate myself 
and didn’t have any friends. I got a whole new life through Jesus. I’m not 
addicted anymore, and now I have brothers and sisters from the church. I 
have a family now, a big family.” 

“I feel very close to God. Whatever I ask from God, he fulfills. He gives a 
safe feeling to my heart – before, I had a big problem with the lack of sense 
of security. I have many problems, but I don’t care about them, because I 
have safety and peace.” 

“The faith is a big thing. It is an amazing thing. First of all, the Lord gave 
me salvation and a peace about where I am heading. There is no other way 
for salvation than Jesus Christ. He gave me strength to preach about his 
Gospel. He gave me the correct way. I am not lost anymore. A new life 
started for me in Jesus.” 

“Jesus Christ changed my life, Jesus Christ gives me power from the Holy 
Spirit, Jesus Christ gives me now what I need, and I’m sure that the Holy 
Spirit is now with us. After finding Jesus Christ, I was able to start my life 
again: I started to study again and looking for work.  My life got back on 
track. I feel that, when I was in the dark, Jesus Christ pulled me from the 
dark to the light. That’s why I now follow Jesus Christ and believe that 
Jesus Christ is the real Lord for us. I pray for others all the time, and I go 

                                                
84 On the contrary, the converts in the Arab world in Kraft’s study (2012: 58–60, 70–71) often found that the 
congregations failed to provide the intimate social communities they were in need of. The reason behind the 
difference lies probably in the cultural context: the Arab Christian churches discussed in Kraft’s study have a 
long experience of living in a minority status in Muslim majority countries. The churches in Turkey, on the 
other hand, were mainly formed by fellow converts, and in Finland Christianity is the major religion.  
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to the church events whenever I am free. Jesus Christ, he changed my life. 
I was a dead man, I was a bad man, before finding Jesus Christ. But when 
I follow Jesus Christ and I read the Bible about what he taught to us, now 
I am saved in Jesus Christ to Heavenly Father.” 

4.3.2.   Announcing the Faith 

Six out of ten of the interviewees had announced the faith themselves to their families. For 

three, the information had been conveyed without their own intention. Only one participant 

had managed to keep the information to himself from everyone, whereas one said his parents 

had found out but his wife and children did not yet know. In the cases of two interviewees, it 

was the other people from their tribe or region who had seen them attending the congregation 

events and had spread the word, whereas one had accidentally worn a cross during a video 

call. Two participants said they had initially thought of not telling their families about the 

conversion – however, they had started to believe that it is against the Bible, as Jesus 

encouraged to acknowledge him before people.85 All the pastors said it is up to the converts 

themselves whether they decide to announce their faith or not. 

According to Kraft (2012: 14), the conversion from Islam to Christianity in the Arab world 

is “almost entirely an underground movement”. Announcing the faith is “one of the most 

significant decisions faced by a Muslim who chooses to embrace a Christian faith”, since 

“their apostasy is a form of social and religious deviance in their communities” and deviating 

from the social norms is more challenging in cultures that highlight communal values (Ibid.: 

87). Due to social pressure, many keep the conversion as a secret and announce it only to a 

small and select group of people, at times years after the conversion (Ibid.: 8). However, 

based on their understanding of the Bible “some degree of public declaration is an important 

phase in many people’s conversion process” (Ibid.:93). 

                                                
85 See Matthew 10:32–33: “Whoever acknowledges me before others, I will also acknowledge before my Father 
in heaven. But whoever disowns me before others, I will disown before my Father in heaven.” (New 
International Version) 
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4.3.3.   Reactions of the Family and Tribe86 

The families and/or tribes who were informed about the conversion had mostly cut ties with 

the converts, with the exceptions of a mother or a sister still keeping in contact in some cases. 

Most participants had also experienced insults and threats. In the most dramatic story, the 

wife of a participant had become a victim of honour violence. The one who had converted in 

Iraq also disclosed several incidents of violence, but in order to describe them I would need 

to analyze the differing context, which could compromise the anonymity of him and his 

family. Most of the interviewees said they were praying for their communities and hoping 

they would come to understand their decision and get to know Jesus, too: 

“When the family of my wife found out that I had become a Christian, they 
annulled our marriage and told my wife she is not allowed to be in contact 
with me anymore. My wife’s brother was constantly calling and texting me, 
saying that if I talk with his sister, he will take our children and abandon 
them. After the imam had made the paper for the annulment, it was haram87 
for us to talk to each other. However, my wife kept on texting me for letting 
me know how the children were doing. Then suddenly I stopped hearing 
from my wife. Finally, I got a call from my wife’s sister. She told me that 
my wife’s brother had gone through her phone and found the messages. 
He had hit her, broken her limbs, and put gasoline on her and lit her on 
fire. I couldn’t believe this was true and I told her she was lying. My wife’s 
sister sent me photos to prove what had happened. I was devastated. My 
wife’s sister told me I couldn’t be in contact with her either, because she 
would get into the same trouble, but she promised to call me sometimes to 
let me know how the children are doing. And she did. Then there was a 
period of about three months without any news. I got really worried. I tried 
to call my wife’s sister. She answered me with a voice message telling that 
the children are fine and that my wife was soon going to get married to a 
new man. After three days, I got a message from my wife’s brother insulting 
me and saying that if I come to Iraq he will crucify me like Jesus. He wrote 
that if I would any longer contact anyone in the family, he would take my 
children and leave them in the street. Up to now I don’t have any news 
about my children.”  

“In Islamic law, the punishment for apostasy is death. As I come from a 
conservative family, they were not able to accept my conversion to 

                                                
86 Mari Turunen’s Kääntyneet (2017) addresses the themes 4.3.3. and 4.3.4. However, as the book is not 
academically peer-reviewed, its results are not discussed in this thesis. 
87 Islamic term meaning forbidden. 
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Christianity. My father and my brothers cut relations with me, but I’m still 
keeping contact with my mother.” 

“They criticized and insulted me. They took me out from the ’ashira88, and 
my uncle who is a very strong Muslim called me and told me that he will 
kill me if I go back to Iraq. I accept this and know what the situation is like 
in Iraq, and I hope that and I prayed many times for Jesus Christ that he 
will touch them and the whole Iraq to change different ways to them. 
Because Jesus Christ, I know he’s the only one who can do those things to 
my family and the other people, because we need Jesus Christ there 
because I cannot change or you cannot change, only Jesus Christ can 
change everything. In the beginning I was very scared that they will kill me 
if I go back to Iraq, but now I’m no longer afraid, because I know that even 
when I will die I will have the Heavenly Father there. Now I trust Jesus 
Christ, he will save my life anywhere – even if they kill me, I have a place 
in Heavenly Father.” 

Even those from non-religious families said their families disapproved of their conversion:  

“My family members are not religious, they are just namely Muslims, and 
so I was surprised that they reacted strongly to my conversion. They called 
me a kafir and cut ties with me completely. Why do they get these strong 
feelings if they are not religious and they are highly educated? They are 
not related to any symbols of Islam, so why is it a problem for them if I 
become Christian? It’s very strange for me by logic. My mother is the only 
one who accepts somehow, but still she is not in contact with me. But this 
is maybe also because I didn’t achieve the dreams she had for me.”89 

Some felt that they had, however, found a new family at the congregation:90 

“I lost everyone from my family. Now I only have Jesus Christ, and the 
family he has given me in his body.”91 

One interviewee told that his wife had in the beginning been against the conversion but she 

had adapted with time: 

“In the beginning, my wife was against the conversion. I told her that if 
she doesn’t want to be with me anymore, she is free to leave and I can give 

                                                
88 The tribal unit which is the most significant to a person in Iraq.  
89 This participant had converted already more than ten years ago.  
90 See also chapter 4.3.1. 
91 In the Bible, Christians are called to be forming one body; being united in Christ (e.g. 1 Corinthians 12:12–
26). 
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her the divorce. But she was willing to stay with me, and with time I taught 
her as well about Christianity.” 

When it comes to the pastors’ observations, they said that, according to the converts’ stories, 

the majority of the family members have not accepted the conversion. They told there have 

also been lots of divorces as a consequence and that social ties have often been cut with the 

convert. One pastor said that in some cases the mothers have accepted the conversion, but 

they have encouraged not to tell the men of the family or the tribe. He explained that, even if 

the family would not be against the conversion, for the sake of honour they would have to 

renounce their converted family member. However, he had also heard of one case in which 

the father had approved of the son’s conversion and become a Christian himself. The pastor 

reminded, however, that due to the corruption in Iraq it is easy to get false documents and it 

is also impossible to know whether the threats sent by the families are authentic or in fact 

requested from the family to reinforce the asylum cases.92  

In accordance with my results, Kraft (2012: 3, 68) asserts that for many Muslims in the Arab 

world converting to Christianity means abandoning everything, because they are rejected by 

their communities. An important factor affecting the reactions is the communal culture in 

which the paradigms of honour and shame are significant. Shame follows actions that are 

deviant from the values of the community, apostasy included, and actions are required to 

restore the honour. While honour killings rarely result from apostasy in the Arab world, it is 

often considered and threatened. The community might also distance the blame from their 

community by blaming their member’s deviance on someone not related to them. (Ibid.: 86.) 

However, Kraft’s results uncover more nuances in the situation. Families balance between 

the affection towards their deviant family member and the need to remove the shame s/he 

has caused them. It depends on the case which one is prioritized: sometimes erasing the 

shame outweighs the affection for the family member, whereas some families are willing to 

endure the shame for the sake of their loved one. Many families also decide to simply ignore 

the signs of change, or ask the deviant to stay discreet about their new religion, a conduct 

                                                
92 The majority of converts in his congregation were Iraqis, which was the case also in the other congregations 
in the focus of this study.  
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conceptualized as “Don’t Ask Don’t Tell”. Several participants in Kraft’s study said that their 

families acted as if they did not know about their conversion even though they were clearly 

practicing the Christian faith. In honour-based societies, a shameful act can be ignored and it 

can be pretended not to exist as long as no one brings it to the surface, and action is needed 

only when it is openly exposed. (Kraft 2012: 91–92.) 

4.3.4.   Reactions of Muslims in Finland93 

All interviewees told that they had experienced some sort of disapproval from some Muslims 

in Finland. Usually this manifested in bullying or insults, but in some cases also threats: 

“I was living with six Muslim people. Normally we would talk on the phone 
at home, but after I converted to Christianity, I was forced to go outside if 
I wanted to have a phone call. When I went to the staircase, they told me 
that this is still their space and that I should go outside. I was also told in 
the morning that I couldn’t make food in the kitchen because I was 
disturbing their sleep. They were threatening to hit me. These kinds of 
things did not happen before the conversion.” 

“There has been lots of insulting and threatening. They have come to my 
room without my permission. When I was at the reception centre, Muslims 
stole 4000 euros from me because they were angry that I was a Christian.” 

Several interviewees said they had been cut off from the community: 

“The Muslims I knew in Finland have cut contact with me. In the reception 
centre, Muslims won’t sit with me in the same table, because they consider 
me as a kafir.” 

“In the beginning I had many friends from Iraq. But when they found out 
that I’m Christian, no one wants to be in contact with me.” 

“Most of the Muslims have shut me out at the reception centre and at the 
Finnish language course, and in general I can see hate towards me. But I 
know that this is normal and this is just the price that has to be paid.” 

                                                
93 This does not refer solely to Finnish Muslims – in fact, the experiences were mainly related to the reactions 
of fellow asylum migrants in Finland. 
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However, most participants said that, while they faced harassment by some Muslims in 

Finland, this was not the case for the entire Muslim community. In addition, one interviewee 

told that some Muslims had on the contrary defended him against the harassment: 

“Also when I was eating, one Muslim took my tray and tossed it in the trash 
and told me to leave. -- But other Muslims were blaming this guy for doing 
this to me.” 

One interviewee said that his best friend was a religious Muslim and aware of the conversion, 

and yet it had not affected their relationship. He also said that some of the Muslims in Finland 

had even been interested in hearing about his experiences in the church and as a Christian 

convert:94  

“My best friend is a strong Muslim. He’s saying to me that I’m going to 
the church only to get the permission to stay95 or to get help from the 
church, and not to follow Jesus. I tell him that if I don’t get the permission 
to stay in Finland, I have already the permission to stay in the Heavenly 
Father. I ask him, ‘Where are you going? If you don’t follow Jesus Christ, 
you will not be in the Heavenly Father, we will not sit in the same table. 
You are my best friend, and then when I go to the Heavenly Father I don’t 
know where you are going.’”  

“Actually when I was in the reception centre, we would sit all people 
together and spend time together in a big room, and some people started 
talking about their lives. I told them about my faith as a Christian. People 
asked me why do I go to the church and what happens there, because some 
of them had never at a church before. I explained them what we are doing 
in the church, and how to worship the true Lord, and about the Bible, and 
the prophets before the coming of Christ. Some were asking me what I 
found wrong in Islam, and I told them about the violence, murder, lies and 
hatred in mosques and some people who claim they are religious scholars. 
Some of them came with us to the church and saw things very clearly, but 
some were not convinced, but we have faith in God that he will touch their 
hearts and change them.” 

“I have been teaching about Christianity to my friends. They have told me 
that ‘oh, the Bible is so big, I cannot all the Bible’. I tell them that you 

                                                
94 It would be interesting to know why only one person told about these kinds of experiences. Is the case of 
this interviewee exceptional, or did the others want to highlight only the negative sides to me, because they 
thought that it is what I wanted to hear?  
95 asylum 
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cannot read the whole Bible but you should know what you want to find 
out from there. For example, if you want to know about the relationship 
with the God you should read those chapters that talk about that. Because 
the Bible talks about many different things, not only the relationship with 
God. Some of my Muslim friends have laughed and said that maybe in the 
future they will see me as pastor. -- In Finland they can experiment freely 
and listen to different religions – in Iraq they cannot because there is the 
Muslim culture.”  

Although the context is different, it is interesting that also in Kraft’s study (2017: 231), many 

of the Syrian Muslim refugees who were attending church activities in Lebanon and learning 

about Christianity were sharing their experiences with their families and neighbors. This 

served as entertainment for refugees with not much to do and was empowering for those who 

got to be in a teaching role in their communities. 

Some of the interviewees in my study said they were afraid of the Muslims in Finland: 

“I am afraid of the Muslims in Finland, especially as in some areas like 
Itäkeskus I see a lot of Muslims and I’ve seen that some of them are 
radical.” 

“I try to be careful with the Muslims in Finland, because I’m afraid of 
them. Maybe in the future I will have more courage to talk to them about 
my faith.” 

Most participants told they were praying for the people who are harassing them: 

“I pray for them, because they do not know what they are doing, and they 
don’t know Jesus Christ.” 

“Most people have been menacing and persecuting me, but I pray for them, 
and actually some of them have found Jesus as well.” 

“I told them that we are children of God and I will forgive them.” 

“I pray for God to open their eyes. One second would be enough to make 
them believe Jesus. If they get the feeling that I get. I hope they get it.” 

The pastors told that at a general level the converts in their congregations had faced negative 

reactions from Muslims in Finland. One pastor mentioned as an example that some who were 

living with their Muslim friends had been forced to move out after the conversion was 

discovered. He also said that there has been a lot of harassment and even persecution against 
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the converts in the reception centres. Two pastors said there have also been positive reactions. 

The first one told that those who have reacted positively have been secular Muslims who 

have lived in Finland for a long time, whereas the second one referred to the Muslims coming 

to church with their converted friends. 

According to Kéri and Sleiman (2017: 10) “Muslim people who convert to Christianity can 

be rejected by the majority of other Muslims and must face serious discrimination”. The 

results of this thesis show a more lenient response.  

4.3.5.   Wishes about What People Would Understand about the Phenomenon 

When asked about what they would wish for people to understand about the phenomenon, 

some interviewees started evangelizing and talking about how they would want everyone to 

become Christians and encouraged people to compare the Quran and the Bible:96 

“Lord Jesus Christ says: ‘Come to me all who are weary and burdened, 
and I will give you rest’. If you come to Christ, he will truly give you 
strength, he will give you faith, he will give you the Holy Spirit! Before I 
didn’t know God, but now I feel God is in my presence, I feel that he cares 
for me – I am now a son of God! For those who don’t yet know God, I hope 
you would come to Christ and give your life to Christ. He will teach you to 
be honest to people, to love people, to be righteous, to be a believer – not 
only in words but also in actions. This is the true faith, and only the Christ 
can give it. Compare the teaching in the Quran and the teachings in the 
Bible, and you would see the difference!”  

“It is a great phenomenon. I’m happy that many Muslims are finding 
Christ. I hope that when I get the residence permit I can go to preach about 
Jesus in different countries. I hope that all people who don’t know Jesus 
will come to know him. I want them to know the meaning of salvation.” 

“I would want everyone to come to know Jesus Christ. I hope everyone 
would follow this path, the true path. Who follows Jesus will not be lost.” 

It was emphasized that there are those who convert for religious motives: 

“Many people think that Muslims are converting to Christianity only to get 
the asylum. I didn’t convert because of the asylum. I turned to Jesus 

                                                
96 Rambo (1993: 161) has observed that converts oftentimes have “a specific call to ministry”. 
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because I needed help, and he gave me help. Migri gives asylums also to 
Muslims, and doesn’t always give asylums to Christians. We know this.”  

“Some people think we are not real Christians and they think we only want 
to get the asylum. But if someone talks to me, they would know that I am 
really a Christian. And remember what Jesus said: ‘I have not come to 
judge, I have come to save’. I’m very sad that there are some Christians 
who judge us. Already our families don’t accept us, so it’s difficult if there 
are as well Christians who don’t accept us. Jesus accepts all.” 

“If you ask about people what do they think of Arab brothers converting to 
Christianity, I’m sure that they will say that they don’t accept it, because 
they don’t have the love and peace in their heart. I know that many people 
are saying ‘oh, they just want to get the permission’ or ‘they just want to 
find women there’97 or ‘oh, they just come there for the cake’. Many, many 
things. But of course anyone would like to find the truth, of course you will 
have to start believing what Jesus said. We found the truth, and we don’t 
care about what the people say.” 

Some participants wanted to convey that it is a problem that some of the interpreters at Migri 

have biases against Christian converts:  

“It’s a problem that at Migri there are a lot of interpreters that are 
fundamentalist Muslims and they translate badly because they are against 
the converted Christians.” 

It was highlighted that also the Muslims coming to church for other than religious reasons 

should be welcomed:  

“Some people don’t go to the church sincerely, but they just want to get 
the residence permit, but I accept them, and maybe someday Lord Jesus 
Christ will open their hearts. After being at the church they will already 
know a lot about Christianity and see how it’s different with Islam. I have 
seen this happening.” 

“I am a bit offended as I have seen people coming to church only to get the 
residence permit, not to be real Christians. For example, one person who 
was at the church for two years, stopped coming to the church once he got 
the residence permit and his family to Finland. He told me that he had 

                                                
97 During the research process, I learned that some asylum migrants had heard rumours according to which 
churches practice immorality. Therefore, their perceptions at the congregations had surprised them. (See 
chapters 4.1.2., 4.2.1. and 4.2.2.). As an interviewee expressed his experience: “I went back home, and I said to 
myself, where are the women and where are the drinks? It was so different from what I’d heard, so I decided I 
would go again to know what it is about.”  
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become an atheist. I hope Jesus Christ will help him. -- There are some 
people who come to church after two negative decisions. But Jesus Christ 
has always his doors opened.” 

Some interviewees stressed that it is important for people to understand that the conversion 

is a long and challenging process. Therefore, in their opinion the people in the congregations 

should be patient and loving towards all: 

“It is a long process. Many people are still confused and have lots of 
questions after being baptized. In order to get good results, we need lots of 
prayers, wisdom and patience. Because getting rid of the thoughts of 
another religion, it’s not easy. Learning a new way of thinking is like being 
born again, and this takes time. The church should not give up, if a person 
is absent they should be in contact with them, and let him know that he is 
welcome to come back. To show caring. Even if the person comes only for 
the sake of the permit, this kindness and hearing the word of God will affect 
his heart. After all we are all people, we are all sinners.”98 

“The most important thing people need is love. People need to understand 
that the Muslim refugees need love and care. The care and teaching, 
because all of the things we have from the past. It is a very long process. 
For the people who are working with Muslims and converts to Christianity, 
they should continue the teaching on a regular basis.” 

“I was many times translating, some of them they come to the church 
because they think they will get the asylum if they become Christians, but 
then when they read the Bible, they will find the truth, and Jesus Christ 
touches them. They start seeing in a different way and start really 
accepting Jesus Christ. Some of them have really converted later on and 
some are still searching. We pray for everyone, even for those who are 
Muslims or somewhere there in the middle. Jesus did the same, he accepted 
everyone.” 

5.  Conclusions and Discussion 
It can be assumed that among the asylum seekers invoking conversion to Christianity there 

are people with multiple motives – including those who have experienced a religious 

transformation and consider themselves as converts to Christianity. This thesis has aimed at 

shedding light on their experiences to increase understanding of what they go through in the 

                                                
98 This comment is by a person who had converted more than ten years ago and had received a residence permit 
several years in the past, so he had had the time to experience the length of the process.  
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conversion process. The data include interviews with ten self-proclaimed converts, 9 Iraqis 

and an Egyptian, and three pastors from a Lutheran and two Free Evangelical Minority 

Churches working with people of Muslim backgrounds. The study was conducted with a 

data-driven approach, and the data were analyzed by using qualitative content analysis.  

The phenomenon of a large amount of Muslim asylum seekers converting to Christianity in 

Europe emerged after the so-called migration crisis since 2015, and hence the academic 

debate is still in its beginnings. This thesis is among the first studies examining the 

phenomenon from the viewpoint of the converts’ experiences. 

Each participant had his own unique experience about the conversion process, but there were 

also some common aspects shared by the participants. All of them had been disappointed in 

Islam before arriving in Europe. Some had never been interested in religion in general, 

whereas others had had a genuine need for finding a connection with God and finding 

answers to spiritual questions, but they had not found them in Islam. For many Iraqis, losing 

faith in Islam was affected by the problems in the Iraqi society and the hypocrisy of the 

political and religious leaders that they associated with the religion of Islam. Accordingly, 

most of the participants linked the freedom and peace in Europe to Christianity.  

Many Iraqi interviewees had negative false views about Christianity and Christians before 

visiting the congregations in Finland. As according to previous research this is not 

predominant among Arab Muslims more generally, it can be assumed that these experiences 

are connected to the situation in Iraq, suffering from severe sectarian conflicts following the 

2003 invasion.  

The majority of the participants had originally come to church for other than religious 

reasons. Many had felt alone, bored and depressed in a foreign country without meaningful 

activities, and therefore they had accepted the invitation to attend a church event in the 

absence of other competing options. The interest in Christianity had awoken later, for many 

due to the generosity and unconditional help of the congregations. For those with negative 

prejudice towards Christians, the dissonance between their earlier views and what they faced 

at the congregations made them curious to learn what Christianity was about.  
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The participants described Islam and Christianity as significantly different religions. The 

main differences for them arose from the image of God, the characters of Jesus and the 

Prophet Mohammad and Muslims and Christians. In their experience, God in Islam is more 

distant and in some way linked to hatred, whereas in Christianity God is merciful, loves all 

people, and the relationship between people and God is more intimate. The differences 

between the Prophet Mohammad and Jesus, as well as Muslims and Christians, were seen to 

demonstrate these differences. However, many participants had at some point struggled 

between Islam and Christianity, not knowing what to believe in and what to follow. 

The Trinity was disclosed by almost all participants as the most difficult teaching in 

Christianity. Another theologically challenging aspect mentioned by many was the violence 

in the Old Testament. As for the appealing aspects in Christianity, all interviewees expressed 

the unconditional love and mercy in the teachings and actions of Jesus. Most participants also 

spoke about experiences perceived as supernatural, which affirmed their faith in Christianity.  

The conversion had affected the lives of the participants significantly. All of them had 

experienced that their feelings and attitudes had changed along with the conversion process. 

They felt that through following Jesus they had found a new kind of a peace and they had 

grown to be more loving and forgiving. According to the participants, the families who were 

aware of the conversion had mostly cut ties with them. In addition, most had experienced 

insults and threats, and in the most extreme cases there was also honour violence. The 

participants said they had also faced disapproval from Muslims in Finland, including 

bullying, insults, being cut from the community and in some cases threats. However, there 

were also neutral and positive reactions from Muslims in Finland. 

The participants had strong hopes that people would understand that among the people of 

Muslim backgrounds attending congregations there are those who have become ‘real 

Christians’. They underlined that the example of Jesus should be followed in showing love 

and patience also to those who initially approach the congregations with non-religious 

motives. 
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At a general level, the experiences disclosed by the participants are in line with the 

observations of the interviewed pastors about what is common among the people of Muslim 

backgrounds they have worked with. Generally speaking, the results are also compatible with 

the findings of previous research on the topic. Can the results, hence, be generalized? 

Due to the small non-probability sample and qualitative analysis method, it is impossible to 

draw statistical conclusions from the data. The findings cannot be viewed as representative 

of the population of the Arab asylum migrants in Finland who have converted from Islam to 

Christianity. However, the possibility of analytical generalization can be discussed. I argue 

that in the research design there are elements that allow transferring the results beyond the 

case of the ten interviewees. Firstly, the results correspond to the observations of the pastors 

who have worked with a larger number of people with the characteristics of the group in the 

focus of the study since the emergence of the phenomenon. Therefore, the results can be 

transferrable to the context of the three congregations discussed in this thesis. The 

congregations, on the other hand, represent the congregations with the largest attendance of 

Arab asylum migrants of Muslim background in Finland (Interview with Anu Karppi, Deputy 

Head of Section Responsible of Religious Affairs at the Finnish Immigration Service, on 

5.7.2018).99 In addition, the majority of the interviewees in my study were Iraqi men while 

the majority of Arab asylum seekers invoking conversion from Islam to Christianity are Iraqi 

men (Ibid.). Therefore, there is a possibility that the findings of this thesis might have some 

parallels with the experiences of other converted Arab asylum migrants in Finland. (See 

Kvale & Brinkmann 2009: 260–265.) 

Nevertheless, this thesis inevitably remains limited to study the complex phenomenon, and 

the limitations generate possibilities for further research. For example, due to my own 

linguistic and cultural capacities, I focused on Arabs. This made me question whether the 

experiences of people with other ethnicities are similar or different from my findings. Is 

                                                
99 I am not referring to statistical representation, but my sample of two Free Evangelical Minority Churches and 
a Lutheran congregation represents directionally the situation in Finland in which the asylum seekers invoking 
conversion come most commonly from Free Evangelical Minority Churches and second most commonly from 
Lutheran congregations. 
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ethnicity a significant factor affecting the experiences, and if not, what are the more important 

factors? How about the situation outside Finland i.e. are the experiences similar in different 

countries, or does for example the asylum politics and integrational factors have an effect on 

the experiences? What I also considered was that the participants in my study were all men. 

It would be interesting to conduct research about women’s experiences and see if gender 

plays a role in the experiences. Another interesting comparison would be with converts from 

and to different religions in order to uncover which experiences are unique to converts from 

Islam to Christianity and which are shared with converts in general. In addition, as I have 

discussed in this thesis, it can be assumed that people convert with a variety of motives, and 

it would be important to acquire information also about the experiences of those who invoke 

religious conversion in their asylum process without going through a conversion experience. 

What has led them to make the decision and what kinds of struggles they go through as a 

consequence? Can also a conversion which is done without religious motives lead to 

persecution? These are examples of the many possible questions to which answering would 

provide better understanding of the experiences of converted asylum migrants.  

After discussing the possibilities for generalization and further research, I would like to 

further discuss my findings. Viewing the material beyond the construed themes, what can be 

observed is that the participants perceived Islam in a pronouncedly negative light, whereas 

their conceptions of Christianity were emphatically positive. Studies have shown that it is 

common for recent converts to impugn their old religion (Rambo 1993: 53–54) and enter 

their new faith with idealistic views (Kraft 2012: 77). When people make a significant life-

changing decision such as religious conversion, highlighted views serve to reduce the 

cognitive dissonance following the decision (see Rambo 1993: 53–54). This is particularly 

prominent in my study in which the participants had fled violence and persecution and had 

experienced a major change of environment.  

From here stems another suggestion for further research: it would be interesting to interview 

the same people after a couple of years to see in which way their experiences have remained 

the same and in what manner they have changed. Kraft found in her study among converts 
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from Islam to Christianity in the Arab world (2012: 63–78) that oftentimes the initial 

enthusiasm was followed by a series of challenges and disappointment, and for some this led 

to abandoning Christianity (see also Rambo 1993: 136). Then again, it should be considered 

that a crisis does not necessarily entail deconversion but it can also invoke adjusting the 

beliefs. This was also the case in Kraft’s study (2012: 112): for some the intense affiliation 

remained, whereas “most participants seemed to develop a balance after the excitement of 

their new faith faded”. As discussed throughout the thesis, the religious views of a person are 

in a constantly evolving process (Rambo & Farhadian 2014; Rambo 1993; Kraft 2017), and 

there are multiple ways in which people can react to issues that are in dissonance with their 

current perceptions. Accordingly, the process of change applies also to deconversion, and it 

depends on the reasons for which the person started to doubt a set of beliefs whether certain 

reassessments may enable restoring them. 

I would also like to point out that the possible or even probable changes in people’s views do 

not reveal the initial reasons for converting. Even if some of the participants in this study 

started to doubt their faith in Christianity or restore their faith in Islam later, it does not 

necessarily mean they were not genuine during the time of the interviews. My personal 

experiences also confirm the views of contemporary conversion literature about the dynamic 

nature of religion:  there have been times when I have been convinced about my belief or 

disbelief in Christianity and theism, and I have been certain that my perceptions could not be 

altered – only to discover later that they were. Similarly, a pastor I interviewed for the thesis 

said that after his baptism he went through a phase of several years when he was going 

through struggles and was not able to live a Christian life due to his brokenness – and after 

all, his path led him to become a pastor.100  

5.1.   Final Thoughts 
The research process changed my understanding of the phenomenon and inspired more 

thoughts than what I would possibly be able to discuss in the frames of a master’s thesis. 

                                                
100 However, it should also be noted that not all people experience such dramatic shifts in their views, and for 
some the changes are very subtle. Some people have a stronger need to constantly question their spiritual 
views (see chapter 4.1.1. in this thesis and Rambo 1993: 52). 
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Therefore, I will focus on the ones I find the most important for the effect I wish that this 

thesis would have, which is to increase understanding and tolerance towards the actors in the 

centre of this study: the congregations, Migri, and, most importantly, the converts 

themselves. By tolerance I do not mean accepting or approving of their actions, but rather 

seeing that beyond the actions there are human beings whose core motives might not differ 

that drastically from our own after all. During the course of the research process, I have 

encountered differing and oftentimes strong opinions about the actions of the churches, Migri 

and the converts. I believe this will continue to be so, as people base their opinions on 

different worldviews and values. My purpose is not to normatively assess the actions of the 

actors, but I hope that I would be able to share the understanding of the actors’ viewpoints I 

have acquired in the research process. 

5.1.1.   The Congregations 

Regardless of whether people approve of the churches’ work among asylum seekers or not, 

I hope I would be able to convey that, according to my observations, the Christian groups 

helping asylum seekers have genuine motives for their actions.101 From their own 

perspective, they want to help people in the way that is in their view the most valuable: 

through loving their neighbours unconditionally and preaching to them the message they 

believe is the truth. 

The congregations in the focus of this study help people without any condition of embracing 

Christian faith. This was in fact something that had surprised and touched many interviewees. 

Even a pastor to whom people had directly said that they only attend the church for the sake 

of their asylum cases told that he believed it was the Christian thing to do to help them, as 

Jesus taught to help everyone in need, regardless of their stance towards us.  

However, even if conversion was not a condition for accessing help at the churches, teaching 

Christianity was an important part of their work. All three churches included Christian 

teaching in their work among people of Muslim backgrounds, as they do in their work with 

all people, but the magnitude of evangelizing varied significantly between the congregations. 

                                                
101 It should be considered that my observations cannot be generalized to all congregations. 
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The Lutheran pastor did not favour active missionary work and preferred that the people who 

are interested in Christianity approach him. The Free Evangelical Minority Churches, on the 

other hand, engaged in active proselytizing. I believe that the different stances towards 

evangelizing stem from the differing theological views. The Lutheran pastor believed that 

God’s mercy expressed in Christ applies to all people and that in the end all will be included 

in the salvation plan. The Free Evangelical Minority Churches, for their part, highlighted in 

their theology that people need to make a conscious decision to follow Jesus in order to be 

saved. 

Active proselytism is criticized for various reasons. Without assessing the diverse aspects of 

the ethics of proselytism, I would like to help understand why some people want to engage 

in it so intensively. Not only is preaching the Gospel encouraged by the Bible,102 but if people 

believe that there is an eternal life which each person will spend either in heaven or in hell, 

it is only natural that they will do all in their power to guide people towards the former. For 

people experiencing the paradigms of eternal salvation and doom as a reality, preaching the 

Gospel and encouraging people to follow Jesus, in their view the only way to reconciliation 

with God, is the greatest act of love they can provide.  

The pastor from the Free Evangelical Minority Church which was out of the three churches 

the most active in its missionary work also said that he wished people would understand the 

positive sides related to the conversion phenomenon. In his opinion, among the asylum 

seekers there are many restless young people without any purpose in life, and therefore they 

are prone to be drawn to things that form a potential danger to the society. Faith, on the other 

hand, can give them peace and purpose in life. He also highlighted that a person who follows 

the teachings of Jesus will bless his enemies and foster forgiveness. He has seen that, at large, 

the conversion has taken people’s lives into a better direction, and for example some people 

who have committed crimes in the past have managed to get their lives more in order. In 

addition, he reminded that the work of the congregations also helps integrate asylum seekers 

– even those who do not become interested in the Christian faith will gain some 

                                                
102 See for example Matthew 28:19–20. 
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understanding of the Finnish culture and society, which can break down prejudice and release 

tension between people (see chapters 4.1.2. and 4.2.1.). 

5.1.2.   Migri 

Migri also receives a lot of criticism for diverse reasons. Again, I will not evaluate the 

different aspects of Migri’s work, but I will try to increase understanding of Migri’s point of 

view.  

The situation is very challenging for Migri. According to country of origin information, 

religious conversion may lead to persecution that meets the criteria for granting a person 

international protection in Finland according to the law – on the other hand, conversion is 

easy to fabricate and difficult to refute. There is no means to measure with certainty the 

sincerity of a person’s claims when it comes to their inner experiences, and the material 

shown for evidence for persecution can also be fabricated (see also the pastor’s comment in 

chapter 4.3.3.).103 Migri has the responsibility to evaluate each case individually and make 

assessments about whether it fulfills the criteria. Even though religious conversion is 

challenging to measure, it should be examined with as much diligence as other claims in 

order to avoid exploitation. It should also be considered that among the people seeking 

asylum in Finland there are potentially dangerous people as well. 

Anu Karppi, Deputy Head of Section Responsible of Religious Affairs at Migri, wishes that 

people would understand that the phenomenon is very complex. She also told that the scale 

of people invoking conversion is very vast: some cases can be clearly assessed as implausible, 

some can be further considered and some are clearly plausible. She said that people who 

know one person might make generalizations about all asylum seekers based on the person 

they know, but she reminded that when Migri makes the individual evaluation of each case, 

that particular case is examined from various aspects. She underlined that, as authorities, the 

people working in Migri aspire to objectivity, and even though there are great things such as 

                                                
103 It should be noted that there is no absolute correlation between the inner experience of conversion and the 
persecution it might elicit. When it comes to the reactions of other people, what matters is their perceptions 
about the situation. Migri also takes this into consideration (Interview with Anu Karppi, Deputy Head of Section 
Responsible of Religious Affairs at the Finnish Immigration Service, on 5.7.2018).  
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religion which are not objective, Migri aims at assessing them evenhandedly from the 

perspective of an authority. She has encountered claims about Migri’s partiality, but she said 

they do not correspond to what she has observed at Migri. According to her, the people 

working in Migri have a genuine interest to arrive at the correct decision. She added that no 

one makes the decision alone and that the workers are academically educated people of 

various backgrounds and expertise. (Interview on 5.7.2018.) 

Nevertheless, Karppi stated that Migri has faced considerable challenges during the last 

couple of years. Due to the sudden increase in the number of asylum cases which had to be 

handled in a reasonable time, the work needed to be reorganized and lots of new employees 

were hired. At the same time, there were major changes in the Finnish legislation concerning 

migration, and when new laws come into effect, developing the legal practice takes time. 

However, she said she considers that the situation has now normalized, and she also told that 

Migri engages in constantly developing its operations. (Interview on 5.7.2018.) 

5.1.3.   The Converts104 

Returning to the reason why I got the inspiration to study the topic from this angle, most 

importantly I wish that this thesis would increase understanding of the situation of the 

converts. Already as foreigners in Finland, with the anti-immigration views being on the rise, 

they face prejudice, racism and discrimination. They have left their homes and are confronted 

with the challenges of building their lives from scratch in an entirely new country. Many 

carry experiences of violence, war and persecution and have travelled a long and dangerous 

journey all the way to Finland. Many wait several years in uncertainty about whether they 

will be granted the permission to stay, oftentimes separated from their families, and even 

those who do receive the residence permit usually remain concerned about the situation of 

their loved ones.  

                                                
104 I mentioned in the introduction that I will not evaluate the truthfulness of the statements presented by the 
interviewees. The information in this chapter is based on the sources discussed in this thesis, the information I 
have acquired in the course of my studies specializing in the Middle East and while working in different 
positions with asylum migrants, as well as interacting closely for several years with non-converted Arabs who 
have fled their countries. 
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In a crisis situation, one has to construct anew the image of and relation with oneself and the 

world. For some, the process may include reassessing their religious views. Those who 

convert to Christianity and experience a religious change go through a process that is very 

challenging spiritually, psychologically and socially. For many, it means questioning their 

eternal fate and rebuilding their entire identity, and it may also lead to losing the social 

connections that were among the most central parts of their lives. 

 “Some people think we are not real Christians and they think we only want 
to get the asylum. But if someone talks to me, they would know that I am 
really a Christian. And remember what Jesus said: ‘I have not come to 
judge, I have come to save’. I’m very sad that there are some Christians 
who judge us. Already our families don’t accept us, so it’s difficult if there 
are as well Christians who don’t accept us. Jesus accepts all.” 

  



79 

List of References 

A.  Interviews 
Interviews with ten self-proclaimed converts, conducted between November 2017 and 

February 2018. 

Interviews with three pastors from two Free Evangelical Minority Churches and a Lutheran 

church, conducted between October 2017 and January 2018. 

Interview with Anu Karppi, Deputy Head of Section Responsible of Religious Affairs at 

the Finnish Immigration Service, on 5 July 2018. 

B.  Academic Research 
Akcapar, Sebnem Koser 2006. Conversion as a Migration Strategy in a Transit Country: 

Iranian Shiites Becoming Christians in Turkey. The International Migration Review. 40(4), 

817–853.  

Barker, Eileen 1983. New Religious Movements in Britain: The Context and the 

Membership. Social Compass, 30 (1), 33–48.  

Beckford, James A. 1978. Accounting for Conversion. The British Journal of Sociology, 

29(2), 249–262. 

Bryant, M. Darrol & Lamb, Christopher 1999. Religious Conversion: Contemporary 

Practices and Controversies. London and New York: Cassell. 

Drisko, James W. & Maschi, Tina 2016. Content Analysis. New York: Oxford University 

Press.  

Galletta, Anne 2013 Mastering the Semi-Structured Interview and Beyond: From Research 

Design to Analysis and Publication. New York and London: New York University Press. 

Herbert, T. Walter 2009. Faith-based War: From 9/11 to Catastrophic Success in Iraq. 

London; Oakville, CT: Equinox Pub. 



80 

James, William 1902. The Varieties of Religious Experience: A Study in Human Nature. 

Auckland: The Floating Press. 

Jindra, Ines W. 2011. How Religious Content Matters in Conversion Narratives to Various 

Religious Groups. Sociology of Religion, 72(3), 275–302. 

Kéri, Szlabolcs & Sleiman, Christina 2017. Religious Conversion to Christianity in Muslim 

Refugees in Europe. Archive for the Psychology of Religion / Archiv für Religionspychologie. 

39(3), 283–294. 

Kraft, Kathryn 2017. Religious Exploration and Conversion in Forced Displacement: A Case 

Study of Syrian Muslim Refugees in Lebanon Receiving Assistance from Evangelical 

Christians. Journal of Contemporary Religion, 32(2). 221–235.  

Kraft, Kathryn 2013. 'Coming Out' as a Faith Changer: Experiences of Faith Declaration for 

Arabs of a Muslim Background Who Choose to Follow a Christian Faith. Journal of Holistic 

Mission Studies, 30(2), 96–106. 

Kraft, Kathryn 2012. Searching for Heaven in the Real World: A Sociological Discussion of 

Conversion in the Arab World. Oxford: Regnum Books. 

Kraft, Kathryn 2010: Faith is Lived out in Community: Questions of New Community for 

Arab Muslims Who Have Embraced a Christian Faith. St. Francis Magazine 6(6). 

Kvale, Steinar & Brinkmann, Svend 2009. InterViews: Learning the Craft of Qualitative 

Research Interviewing. 2nd ed. Los Angeles: Sage. 

Lofland, John & Stark, Rodney 1965. Becoming a World-Saver: A Theory of Conversion to 

Deviant Perspective. American Sociological Review, 30(6), 862–875. 

Lofland, John & Skonovd, Norman 1981. Conversion Motifs. Journal for the Scientific Study 

of Religion, 20(4), 373–385. 

Pyszniak, Beata 2016. An ethnographic investigation of the role of religious faith among 

asylum seekers in an Evangelical Church in Berlin Steglitz (Germany): The power of Christ 



81 

will change their life (master’s thesis, Tilburg University). Available at: 

http://arno.uvt.nl/show.cgi?fid=141772. (Accessed 14.4.2018) 

Rambo, Lewis Ray 1993. Understanding Religious Conversion. New Haven: Yale 

University Press.  

Rambo, Lewis Ray & Farhadian, Charles 2014. The Oxford Handbook of Religious 

Conversion. New York: Oxford University Press. 

Radford, David 2015. Religious Identity and Social Change: Explaining Christian 

Conversion in a Muslim World. London: Routledge. 

Roald, Anne Sofie 2004. New Muslims in the European Context: The Experience of 

Scandinavian Converts. Boston: Brill. 

Said, Edward Wadie 1978. Orientalism. New York: Pantheon Books. 

Sandelowski, Margarete 2000. Whatever Happened to Qualitative Description? Research in 

Nursing & Health. 23(4), 334–340. 

Schreier, Margrit 2014. Qualitative Content Analysis. In Uwe Flick (Ed.), The Sage 

handbook of qualitative data analysis, 170–183. London: Sage. 

Sherkat, Darren 1991. Leaving the Faith: Testing Theories of Religious Switching Using 

Survival Models. Social Science Research, 20(2), 171–187. 

Snow, David & al. 1980. Social Networks and Social Movements: A Microstructural 

Approach to Differential Recruitment. American Sociological Review, 45(5), 787–801. 

Snow, David & Machalek, Richard 1984. The Sociology of Conversion. Annual Review of 

Sociology, 10, 167–190. 

Staples, Clifford & Mauss, Armand 1987. Conversion or Commitment? A Reassessment of 

the Snow and Machalek Approach to the Study of Conversion. Journal for the Scientific 

Study of Religion, 26(2), 133–147. 



82 

Stark, Rodney & Finke, Roger 2000. Acts of Faith: Explaining the Human Side of Religion. 

California: University of California Press.  

Stark, Rodney & Bainbridge, William Sims 1980. Networks of Faith: Interpersonal Bonds 

and Recruitment to Cults and Sects. American Journal of Sociology, 85(6). 1376–1395. 

Taylor, Brian 1978. Recollection and Membership: Converts' Talk and the Ratiocination of 

Commonality. Sociology, 12(2). 316–324. 

C.  Supporting sources 
The Bible.  

CIA Factbook 2018. Middle East: Iraq. Available at: 

https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/iz.html. (Accessed 

22.7.2018) 

European Commission 2017. The EU and the Migration Crisis. Available at: 

http://publications.europa.eu/webpub/com/factsheets/migration-crisis/en/. (Accessed 

17.7.2018) 

European Migration Network (EMN) 2018. Annual Report on Migration and Asylum: 

Finland 2017. Available at: 

http://emn.fi/files/1812/Maahanmuutto_ja_turvapaikka_FI_EN_SCREEN.pdf. (Accessed 

6.7.2018) 

European Migration Network (EMN) 2012. European Migration Network Asylum and 

Migration Glossary 2.0. Available at: 

http://www.emn.fi/files/536/EMN_Glossary_2.0_(January_2012).pdf. (Accessed 

10.7.2018)  

Finlex. The Finnish Aliens Act. Available at: 

https://www.finlex.fi/fi/laki/ajantasa/2004/20040301#L6. (Accessed 28.7.2018) 

The Quran. 



83 

Statistics Finland. Foreign citizens. Available at:  

https://www.tilastokeskus.fi/tup/maahanmuutto/maahanmuuttajat-vaestossa/ulkomaan-

kansalaiset_en.html. (Accessed 22.7.2018) 

Turunen, Mari 2017. Kääntyneet: Ex-muslimien painostus Suomessa. Ryttylä: Kustannus Oy 

Uusi Tie.  


