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Extended Abstract

The conversion of a large number of people to the emerging spiritual sect (hereafter
mentioned as “the M sect” in the current study) indicates a socio-cultural trend and the
current study attempts to identify its causes and effective factors. Qualitative methodology
in the form of Grounded Theory has been applied. Data were collected through
distributing a semi-structured questionnaire in an in-depth interview from fourteen
participants. Findings constitute a two-step paradigm model where the dimensions and
major elements include: A)preliminary conditions: stresses of religious life in the modern
age, lack of acceptability in the traditional religious culture, emotional detachment; B)
causal conditions: spiritual needs, epistemic crisis, physical or mental illnesses; C1) The
central phenomenon and context: the feeling of distress with regard to intensity,
continuity, and diversity; D1) Strategy: reference to traditional religious texts, medical
treatment, psychotherapy, counseling, exercise; El) intervening conditions: lack of
acceptability in the religious culture; F1) Result: inefficient or partially efficient of strategy
and continuity of the feeling of distress; C2) the feeling of distress with desperation; D2)
choosing the spiritual method proposed by M; E2)value system, religious socialization
and lack of congruence with the religious culture, the congruence of the sect with the
general culture, having fresh viewpoints and the acceptability of explanations provided by
the sect, objective reports on the effectiveness of the practices in the sect, open
membership, and the quality and quantity of the network of relations with members in the
sect; F2) Conversion that has instrumental and ultimate interpretations.

Keywords: Grounded Theory, the emerging spirituality, lack of congruity with the
religious culture, value system, conversion.
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Introduction

In our country, religion is regarded as a major element in the construction of the cultural,
political, and social system. Thus, conducting frequent investigations on changes in the
religion is of great importance. Specifically, the movements towards modernization,
industrial developments, urbanization, and rapid social changes have brought about
discussion regarding religious decline and changes in religious directions (Serajzadeh, 2004;
Mirsendosi, 2004; Marjayi, 2001; Manteghi, 1983).

The sect investigated in the current study under the pseudonym “M Sect” is one the
emerging spiritual movements that has expanded significantly in cities such as Tehran,
Mashhad, Yazd, and Tabriz over the last few years. The conversion of a large number of
people in Tabriz to this new sect, despite being banned by authorities, reveals the existence of
a socio-cultural trend and the current study is intended to investigate its causes and its major
characteristics in addition to the motivation of the participants. Scarcity of empirical studies
with regard to the topic, population, and time and location are major impetuses for
conducting the current study.

Methodology

The current study uses a qualitative methodology in the form of Grounded Theory
technique. Data have been collected through the application of theoretical sampling and the
distribution of a semi-structured questionnaire within the course of an in-depth interview.
Data analysis was conducted by the application of open coding (1700 codes), axial coding (41
codes), and selective coding (paradigm model).

The population in the current study consisted of all those who converted into the “M
Sect” in Tabriz in 2004. Sample of the study consisted of 14 continuous and discrete members
including 4 male and 10 female participants. Sampling was conducted through the
application of snowball sampling.

Findings

Findings of the study include the paradigm model (figure 1) that consist of causal conditions
and conditions prior to them, the central phenomenon and its context, intervening
conditions, strategies of action and reaction and the consequences of actions in two levels.
Causal conditions include spiritual needs and epistemic crisis, moral deprivation, physical
and mental disorders, acute family disagreements, and material and social deprivations.
Causes prior to such conditions include stresses of religious life in the modern age, lack of
accepting traditional religious culture, emotional detachment, family disagreements, and
genetic and natural factors. The central phenomenon was found to be the feeling of distress
that had differing contents with regard to intensity, continuity, and diversity. Increase in each
one of these items makes the conditions of a person more critical. The primary strategy
included common and ordinary strategies such as reference to traditional religious texts,
medical treatment, psychotherapy, counseling, exercise, and mixed spiritual methods that
range from none at all to very high in terms of efficiency. Generally, a kind of dissatisfaction
exists with regard to modern treatments. When primary strategies prove to be inefficient or
partly efficient, feeling of distress persists in the individual and since no common method of
treatment is provided, it is accompanied by the feeling of helplessness. The next strategy of



action is selecting the spiritual method proposed by “the M Sect” that has two orientations:
instrumental and ultimate. People participate with the aim of improvement and the
alleviation of distress caused by material (physical, mental, economic, and social) or non-
material (moral, spiritual, and epistemic deprivations) crises. The former set is called “one’s
spiritual empowerment” while the latter is called “spiritual self-enhancement”. Spiritual self-
enhancement refers to the application of new spiritual instruments and methods in order to
increase and enhance understanding and awareness of one’s internal identity and meaning
and living according to this orientation that has the following orientations: epistemic,
religious, moral, and metaphysical. Intervening conditions in the selection of the second
strategy involve; 1. Consequences of the first strategy; 2. Partial efficiency of common
religious and treatment strategies; 3. Religious socialization and incongruity with the
religious culture; 4. Peripheral stresses in life including economic crisis, institutional distrust,
intergenerational disagreements; 5. Spiritual awareness and interests; 6. Quality and quantity
of the network that connects sect members (intensity, frequency, radius of trust, multiplicity
of connections); 7. Objective evidence on the efficiency and effectiveness of the emerging
sect; 8. Freshness and acceptability of the viewpoints and explanations in the sect; 9. Appeal
to be empowering; 10. Completely open conditions for membership; 11. Risks. This strategy
results in converting into a new spiritual sect that has its own ideology and follows a different
lifestyle.

Innovativeness

The current study could be considered an innovative one with regard to its sample,
particularly its aims in finding the causes and motivations of the participants. To the best
knowledge of the researcher, no research study has been conducted on “the M Sect” with the
above objectives. In addition, the geographical area in the current study differs significantly
with previous studies. Furthermore, it can be argued that an innovative methodology has
been applied in the current study.

Discussion and conclusion

Findings of the study showed that though stresses and crises force an individual to make
actions against material or non-material distresses, many factors influence individual choice
and the facilitation or delay of conversion.

Such factors can include values system, lack of acceptance and lack of congruence in the
religious culture, inefficiency of common and established methods, and factors internal and
external to the emerging spiritual sect. lack of acceptability and congruity in the religion is
originated from factors internal to the religion (such as lack of appropriateness and
convincing power among the religious answers, quality and quantity of references and
resources, quality of answering and methods of explanation) and factors external to the
religions (such as religious socializations of people). The less acceptability and congruity
exists with regard to the traditional religious culture, the more will be an individual’s
inclination towards modern values. In such a case, the probability of conversion to an
emerging sect will be higher through decline in one’s loyalty to the religion. On the other
hand, the evolution of values from traditional towards modern ones, increases tendencies to
reform and self-enhance (against values such as conservativeness and meta-individualism).
Such tendencies exist in differing amounts in individuals and the conversion to modern
spiritual sects can be considered as a way for the provision of answers for the modern human
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beings’ epistemic questions. Regarding the fact, a person having modern value tendencies
lives in a state of rethinking and is attracted towards affirmative, empirical, and actual
explanations, pseudo-scientific explanations in the emerging spiritual sects are more
successful in satisfying the needs of such people. Furthermore, relative intellectual
independence has resulted in a situation that such people base their decisions regarding the
selection of spiritual schools on their own observations and experiences rather than accepting
the tradition and its authority. Thus, nearly in all the participants of the study, the
observation of evidences regarding the efficiency of “the M Sect” in removing material and
non-material deprivations was considered a major factor that had led them to convert.
Furthermore, individuals’ inclinations towards emerging religious cultures is composed of a
mixture of instrumental and ultimate values (both traditional and modern). In the case of the
current study, factors internal to “the M Sect” were found to be important in providing for
the needs of cultural consumers. According to Moraddesi (2016, p. 528) “the emerging
religious and spiritual trends that are multi-functional, are more successful in attracting
people with differing personalities”. The emerging spiritual sect has such religious potential
congruent with the needs and desires of modern human beings (such as the manner of
answering to the questions and its epistemic explanations) that is considered logical, exact,
and clear by those attracted to it. Furthermore, people do not consider the sect as an
emerging one, but think that it is illuminating and in line with the traditional religions. This
results in the fact that they do not see any contrast between this spiritual sect and their
repository of traditional religious culture. Mohaddesi (2016, p. 524) regards this as the
proximity of belief systems that is more desirable for those who convert (Mohaddesi, 2016, p.
524).
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