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To be formed in a religious tradi-
tion is not to merely give intellec-
tual assent to the theological and 
ethical doctrines; it is to internalise 
these teachings and precepts, to 
hold them in one’s heart, to fasten 
them on the centre of one’s will. It 
is precisely in extraordinary circum-
stances, such as those generated by 
deadly conflict, that formation in an 
ethical and spiritual tradition distin-
guishes the behaviour of genuinely 
religious actors.1

The conversation between Jesus and 
Nicodemus in John 3 opened an impor-
tant dimension in the former’s ministry. 
That conversation had two elements: 
intellectual and spiritual, and the re-
sult was predictable: change, conver-
sion, transformation. For Nicodemus, 
a Judaiser, logical or intellectual dis-
course was necessary for the under-

standing and meaningfulness of spirit-
ual transformation. Thus, his question: 
by what power do you do the wonderful 
miracles, and the answer he got: you 
must be born again, express the theolo-
gy and philosophy of spiritual transfor-
mation upon which this essay focuses.

Nicodemus was a teacher, and 
learned in the tradition of the Jews. 
As a teacher, he obviously expected 
some intellectual/literal explication of 
the concept of being ‘born again’ in his 
conversation with Christ. It was not 
practically or literally possible for a 
grown person or even newly born ba-
bies to re-enter their mothers’ wombs 
to be re-born. Jesus’ answer introduced 
the metaphysical/spiritual dimension 
to a literal probing. Thus, what ap-
pears impossible in the literal/natural 
conceptualisation is apodictically pos-
sible in the metaphysical realm. This 
certainly underscores that transforma-
tion is not a psychological, physical, 
natural or literal transmutation, but 
one which has spiritual anchorage as 
expressed in Christian theology.2

1 R. S. Appleby, The Ambivalence of the Sacred: 
Religion, Violence and Reconciliation (Lanham 
& Oxford: Rowman & Littlefield, 2000), 286.

2 A. Dzurgba, God and Caesar: A Study in the 
Sociology of Religion (Ibadan: John Archers, 
2002), 51.
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3 Dzurgba, God and Caesar, 51.
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is fundamentally a cognitive issue that 
can interfere with the actual process 
of human knowledge thereby under-
mining human progress such that at-
tentiveness, intelligence, logic and 
responsibility are substituted for blind-
ness, dullness, rationalization and in-
action.’ Lack of knowledge of the truth 
is a fundamental reason for religious 
ignorance. As he puts it: bias is ‘the 
infantile beginning of psychic trouble’.5

As a cognitive term, bias hampers 
or distorts intellectual development; 
it is an aberration of understanding or 
knowledge, it is a scotosis. Scotosis in 
relation to bias is an unconscious pro-
cess that arises, not in conscious acts, 
‘but in the censorship that governs the 
emergence of psychic contents’.6 In 
this process, unwanted insights are ex-
cluded, which has been found to lead 
to the emergence of contrary insights. 
Scotosis therefore opposes under-
standing, because it is the refusal to 
ask relevant questions whose answers 
are suspected to be contrary to one’s 
desired expectation.

This leads to an attempt to ignore, 
belittle or reject higher values.

Bias blocks insight that concrete 
situations demand, and makes intel-
ligence seem irrelevant to practical 
living, from which follows unintel-
ligent policies and inept courses of 
action that severely distort social 
and cultural goals (incarnated val-
ues).7

The result is significant. Although 
there is no record that Nicodemus 
was converted, the actions he carried 
out inherently portray that he was a 
disciple at heart, or at least a secret 
disciple. He made a careful legalistic 
defence of Jesus against the Pharisees, 
and played a secondary role with Jo-
seph of Arimathea in the burial of Jesus 
Christ.3

It is important to state that Nicode-
mus showed a ‘bias’, which is typical of 
an unconverted person. In other words, 
Nicodemus was speaking from a back-
ground which was fundamentally dif-
ferent from the answer he got. Thus, 
it becomes necessary for us to discuss 
bias as a basis for conversion. From 
there, the paper will discuss transfor-
mation in Christian thought, the intel-
lectual commitment and consequences 
of transformation. These represent 
the three dimensions of transforma-
tion – theology, philosophy and result 
(change or transformation) – which 
will guide us in our discussion.

)�"IAS�AND�#ONVERSION
Bernard Lonergan (1904-1984)4 has 
articulated human bias as a basis for 
conversion. According to him, bias is 
at the centre of religious reactions: 
indifference, violence, intolerance, 
conflicts, etc. To remain in this state 
is to operate perpetually at the stage 
of religious ‘unreasonableness’ and 
‘irresponsibility’. Generally, bias is 
understood in the sense of prejudice. 
Lonergan thinks that it is cognitive, 
because as Cyril Orji interprets it, ‘bias 



��� Benson Ohihon Igboin

10 Orji, ‘Ethnic and Religious Conflicts in 
Sub-Saharan Africa’, 57.

8 Orji, ‘Ethnic and Religious Conflicts in Sub-
Saharan Africa’, 50.
9 Orji, ‘Ethnic and Religious Conflicts in Sub-
Saharan Africa’, 51.

individual as well as the individual’s 
community, affecting one’s existen-
tial situation, one’s worldview, and 
the way one’s community perceives 
others different from them. It is a 
deliberate and conscious refusal to 
live and act attentively, intelligently, 
rationally and responsibly. Although 
it is a conscious refusal to act atten-
tively, intelligently, rationally, and 
responsibly, it can also be acquired 
unconsciously through the sociali-
zation process.10

The above situation – bias – is one 
state of life which can be cured through 
conversion. Lonergan believes that 
the antidote to bias is conversion, not 
just of change of faith towards a reli-
gion but essentially a ‘turning from’ 
to a ‘turning towards’ a ‘construc-
tive life-creating and fulfilling way of 
life’, thereby rejecting every tendency 
towards the destruction of life in all 
ramifications. Conversion therefore is 
not just an individual event; it is multi-
dimensional because a change towards 
God manifests itself at the personal, 
social, moral and intellectual levels.

))�4YPES�OF�#ONVERSION
Thus, conversion, which is a long pro-
cess, helps in overcoming one’s biases 
at the intellectual, moral, affective 
and religious levels, such that the un-
converted are those who still live ac-
cording to  their biases, and are most 
probably ignorant of them. Conversion 
can then be viewed as ‘a change from 
unauthenticity to authenticity, a total 
self-surrender to the demands of the 

The consequence as Lonergan puts 
it is that a person begins ‘to hate the 
truly good, and love the really evil’.8 
This does not happen only at the level 
of the individual, but also at group or 
national level. At any rate, it divides 
humanity into disparate groups with 
opposed and irreconcilable views.

There are four main ways by which 
bias is normally manifested. The first 
is the dramatic bias that results from 
psychological conditioning, which is 
absolutely beyond the control of the 
person. This leads to rejection of avail-
able knowledge at one’s disposal. This 
results in the neglect of the develop-
ment of affective attitudes and behav-
iour. Thus, the person is most likely 
to pursue wrong values and ignore or 
deny truth.

The second is individual bias, which 
manifests itself in egoism. This has the 
tendency to distort the development 
of ‘a person’s intelligence and one’s 
affective and experiential orientation, 
leading to selfish pursuit of personal 
desires at the expense of the common 
good’.9

The third is the group bias, which 
has been considered to be the ‘more 
powerful and blinder bias’. This kind of 
bias divides people into social classes: 
ethnocentrism, race, gender, etc.

The final one is the general bias of 
common sense. This is the act of find-
ing short-term immediate panacea to 
perennial or complex problems. Orji 
sums it up in this way:

Bias… is a scotosis that afflicts the 
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and human knowledge’.14 Intellectual 
conversion helps to cast off false ideas 
and philosophies which one had im-
bibed for a very long time.

The second change is the religious, 
which is an instance of self-transcend-
ence. The transcendent person has the 
experience of God in an unrestricted 
manner. It is this level of experience 
that prompted Lonergan to regard reli-
gious conversion as the ‘other-worldly 
falling in love’ that manifests itself in 
‘total and permanent self-surrender 
without conditions, qualifications, 
reservations’.15 Religious conversion 
is intricately linked with human intel-
lectual and emotional state. That is 
why religious conversion changes the 
totality of the person. Orji aptly puts it 
this way:

What this means in essence is that 
religious conversion is not simply a 
process of becoming, say a Christian 
or Muslim, but a total and radical re-
orientation of one’s life to God (not 
religion), that one surrenders, not 
only oneself, but also one’s unad-
mitted deepest pretence to absolute 
personal autonomy. Religious con-
version helps one embrace what is 
good, true, noble, and truly human-
izing. It is a yes to the mystery of 
God that finds practical expression 
in love of one’s neighbour, ensuring 
that one loves unconditionally the 
way God would have us love.16

The third type is the moral conver-

human spirit: Be attentive, intelligent, 
reasonable, reasonable and in love.’11

Lonergan considers conversion to 
be developmental, that is, it is an on-
going process. It is generally a move-
ment from a wrong perspective to a 
correct one which conforms to accept-
able moral, religious and intellectual 
standard. According to Louis Berkhof,

true conversion is born of godly sor-
row, and issues in a life of devotion 
to God…. It is a change that is root-
ed in the work of regeneration, and 
that is effected in the conscious life 
of the sinner by the Spirit of God; 
a change of thoughts and opinions, 
of desires and volitions, which in-
volves the conviction that the for-
mer direction of life was unwise and 
wrong and alters the entire course 
of life.12

Berkhof is convinced that there are 
two sides to conversion: the active 
and the passive. The former is the act 
of God, by which he changes the con-
scious course of human life, and the 
latter, the result of this action as seen 
in the observable life of the converted 
in their course of life and turning to 
God.13 Thus, Lonergan identified three 
kinds of conversion, to which scholars 
have added the fourth.

The first is the cognitive or intel-
lectual conversion. Intellectual con-
version is a ‘radical clarification and, 
consequently, the elimination of an 
exceedingly stubborn and misleading 
myth concerning reality, objectivity, 
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Therefore, affective conversion is
the concrete possibility of overcom-
ing moral impotence, of not only be-
ing able to make a decision to com-
mit oneself to a course of action or 
direction of life judged worthwhile 
or personally appropriate, but of 
being able to execute that decision 
over the long haul against serious 
obstacles.21

The experience of conversion at 
this level extends love to fellow hu-
man beings, the ecosystem and God. 
Aleaz argues that a saved or redeemed 
person automatically expresses love at 
the vertical, horizontal and base levels. 
He says, ‘Salvation is a reality which 
can be experienced authentically here 
and now. A redeemed person is the one 
who lives in harmony not only with fel-
low beings, but also with the … earth, 
God and spirit.’22 This whole concept 
of conversion has been succinctly 
summed up by Orji in this way:

Conversion has to be intellectual 
(repent of the refusal to seek truth 
and knowledge), religious (repent 
of the refusal to be unrestrained in 
love), moral (repent of the refusal 
to seek the transcendent good of 
the other) and affective (repent of 
the refusal to love as God has loved 
us).23

These four kinds of conversion are 
intricately linked; they are not iso-
lated one from the other. They are the 

sion which is intricately related to reli-
gious conversion. More often than not, 
religious conversion is the basis for 
moral conversion. Moral conversion re-
moves human and social inhibitions as 
demonstrated in individual, group and 
general bias because the basis of one’s 
decisions and actions has changed. ‘It 
consists in opting for the truly good, 
even for value against satisfaction 
when value and satisfaction conflict.’17 
In other words, moral conversion en-
genders a radical drive towards the 
good as against ‘apparent good’ that 
satisfies temporally. It demands a re-
sponsible act on the basis of ‘vertical 
freedom’ and advances towards au-
thenticity to ‘opt for the truly good’.18

The fourth is the affective which is 
the ‘intentional response to feelings 
and dramatic experience of being in 
love.’ This is the idea of transforma-
tion from ‘I’ to ‘We’ consciousness. 
This affective consciousness works for 
others genuinely because self has been 
overcome. In religious thought, affec-
tive conversion speaks of faith and love 
that produce a comprehensive relation-
ship, since ‘faith is the knowledge born 
of religious love’.19 In fact, ‘besides the 
factual knowledge reached by experi-
encing, understanding, and verifying, 
there is another kind of knowledge 
reached through discernment of value 
and the judgments of values of a per-
son in love’.20
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vain and of all people believers are 
most to be pitied (1 Cor. 15:14-19).24

The apostle Paul elucidated the 
order of this idea of second spiritual 
transformation. He taught that Christ 
must first return (1 Thes. 4:16-17). 
Christ will then ‘transform the body 
of our humiliation, that it may be con-
formed to the body of his glory’ (Phil. 
3:21; Rom. 8: 29). This aspect of spirit-
ual transformation does not command 
our interest in this present enterprise.

The concept of being born again 
emphatically means the mark of true 
Christians and way to salvation. Theo-
logian Robert Sproul articulates this 
view when he says that ‘if a person 
is not born again,… then he is not a 
Christian.’ This line of thought is pur-
sued by the Merriam-Webster’s Colle-
giate Dictionary which defines a born 
again as ‘a usually Christian person 
who has made a renewed or confirmed 
commitment of faith especially after an 
intense religious experience’.25

However, such a definition does not 
essentially align with the biblical con-
ception of being born again because it 
makes it a personal choice by human 
effort, excluding the supernatural 
work of God; biblically speaking, sal-
vation is God’s gift rather than human 
effort. This is substantiated by the 
Greek rendering of being born again to 
mean being born ‘from above’ or ‘from 
heaven’. Thus Jesus used the water 
and spirit symbols to explain to Nic-

standard by which a genuine spiritual 
transformation or conversion can be 
weighed. Thus, the Jesus-Nicodemus 
conversation could be said to reflect 
them: intellectual acceptance of Je-
sus’ teaching on conversion that had 
a corresponding intellectual change of 
thought which brought about commit-
ment. Even though it cannot be estab-
lished with certainty that Nicodemus 
accepted Christianity, his bold identi-
fication with the burial of Jesus even 
when his disciples ran away can be in-
terpreted as being religiously convert-
ed. The case of Paul is definitely clear 
in all the four kinds of conversion. As 
from the very moment Nicodemus en-
countered Jesus, even though not much 
is heard thereafter, he could not have 
remained morally hypocritical, and his 
affection was demonstrated during the 
burial of Jesus.

)))�3PIRITUAL�4RANSFORMATION�IN�
#HRISTIAN�4HOUGHT

Two kinds of spiritual transformation 
appear to be discernible in Christian 
thought. The first is the conversion 
which has to do with the change in 
the here and now. The second has an 
eschatological dimension, which is the 
eternal hope of those who experience 
the spiritual transformation in the here 
and now. The second does not separate 
human destiny from the cosmic desti-
ny. This is punctiliously argued by Ted 
Peters in the following submission.

The resurrection of a spiritual body 
can occur only at the advent of 
the eschaton. If there is no cosmic 
transformation, then there is no 
resurrection; and if there is no res-
urrection, then Christian faith is in 
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do with conscious efforts to maintain 
a distance from the Gentiles for the 
preservation and guaranteeing of life 
as prescribed by the Torah’.28

Paul expressed a manifest change 
after his conversion in intellectual, 
religious, moral and affective modes 
though those who heard of it were at 
first sceptical. Nevertheless, his activi-
ties thereafter showed that he indeed 
was converted. He changed from being 
a persecutor to the preacher of the faith 
he notoriously fought to exterminate. 
He fought for the abolition of religious 
racism between the Jews and Gentiles. 
For him, all he gained was counted lost 
in order to gain Christ. However, Paul’s 
Judaism’s zeal and radicalism were 
carried over to his Christian mission-
ary enterprise, but with unwavering 
proclamation of Jesus as the Saviour.

Paul’s example of radical conver-
sion represents one aspect. There is 
also a gradual, subtle conversion. This 
takes a longer period of time involving 
devotion, Bible study and catechetical 
teaching. Even though it is a longer 
process, it also demonstrates intel-
lectual, religious, moral and affective 
conversion.

Thomas, one of the disciples of Je-
sus appears to be a very good example. 
He did not fully believe in Jesus until he 
had seen the marks of the crucifixion of 
Christ as indisputable empirical/intel-
lectual evidence of the validity of the 
claim of Christ’s resurrection, and then 
his Lordship. No wonder he exclaimed: 
‘My Lord and my God!’ Thereafter, he 
proclaimed Christ with great passion 

odemus that unless a person is born of 
water and the spirit, they cannot enter 
into the kingdom of God. Jesus indeed 
was referring to baptism and the Holy 
Spirit, which was demonstrated during 
his own baptism. It is in this sense that 
born again means a new beginning in 
the relationship between God and the 
baptised, both in water and in spirit.

Akpenpuun Dzurgba provides in-
sight into the dynamics of transforma-
tion that is very broad. The concept 
of being born again is understood as 
referring to someone who has been 
converted or has had a religious expe-
rience, which informs their change in 
belief and morality. Conversion there-
fore is the pre-requisite of being born 
again. Conversion is an ‘act or process 
of changing from one religion or one 
religious belief to a different religion 
or religious belief’.26 As argued by Lon-
ergan, the issue of change of religion 
is secondary; conversion must first 
and necessarily be towards God, and 
then religion. This makes conversion 
an inward change that manifests itself 
in the outward.27 Although, Nicode-
mus’ conversation with Jesus did not 
explicitly state that he was converted 
instantly, we find an unmistakable ex-
ample of radical or sudden conversion 
in Paul’s spiritual experience.

Paul was a Judaiser, a lawyer and 
religious activist who persecuted the 
early Christians until he had an encoun-
ter with Jesus on his way to Damascus. 
The Damascus experience implies that 
Paul broke with his ‘former life in Juda-
ism epoch, insofar as this epoch had to 



 Bias and Conversion: An Evaluation of Spiritual Transformation ���
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as error, has its root from Khata, meaning to 
sin, transgress or miss. It is understood as un-
intentional sin. See W. J. Morford, The Power 
New Testament: Revealing Jewish Roots, 3rd ed, 
(Lexington: Shalom Ministries, Inc, 2003), 
406.
33 K. H. Peschke, Christian Ethics: Moral The-
ology in the Light of Vatican II, vol. 2, (Banga-
lore: Theological Publications in India, 1992), 
70.
34 Peschke, Christian Ethics, 69.

29 P. W. Goetz, (ed.), The New Encyclopedia 
Britannica, 5th ed. vol. 21, (Chicago: Encyclo-
pedia Britannica, Inc, 1990), 1.
30 R. A. Akanmidu, ‘Reflections on the Inter-
action between Religion, Morality and Politi-
cal Leadership in Nigeria’, being a paper pre-
sented at the 11th annual convocation of The 
Nigerian Academy of Letters, (2009): 4.
31 Peters, God, 252-253.
32 The concept of sin in the Hebrew connotes 
different aspects as follows: Avel means wick-
edness, injustice, wrong; Rasha means wick-
ed, cruel, evil; Zadon means wickedness, evil, 
insolence, malice. The following root words 

social behaviour or moral principles; 
trespass – action which is morally 
wrong; iniquity – being unfair and evil 
to other people – demand confession 
and repentance. It is this that trans-
forms a person into a member of the 
kingdom of God. ‘The coming kingdom 
requires the spirit of conversion.’33 As 
Karl Peschke puts it:

This priority does not connote an 
exclusion of those who fall short of 
the law of the kingdom, but it de-
mands from them conversion. The 
kingdom accordingly requires the 
transformation of this world in ac-
cordance with God’s will and with 
the commandment of love.34

Peschke’s argument is born out of 
his understanding of the Pentecostal 
congregation, which brought a large 
population to conversion in the Acts of 
the Apostles. This is still the demand 
today in Christian preaching. Peter and 
other apostles had gathered in the Up-
per Room where they prayed. There 
was a sudden sound believed to come 
from heaven in the form of a powerful 

and conviction. Tradition has it that he 
went on a missionary journey to India, 
established a few churches in the west 
coast; travelled to the east where he 
was martyred at Mylapore in the city 
of Madras.29

Thus, we can distinguish two 
transformatory processes; one is radi-
cal while the second, which is subtle, 
takes place within a faith community, 
especially of those born into a faith 
family.30

Conversion begins with contrition, 
‘a heartfelt sense of sorrow for one’s 
sins, and is followed immediately with 
repentance, a turning away from one’s 
sin and toward a commitment of living 
justly’.31 John the Baptist emphasised 
repentance as a condition for baptism. 
Since repentance is the expression of 
remorse for a wrong action, confes-
sion is necessary so that there will be 
a correlation between what goes on in 
the internal and the external. Repent-
ance is from the heart and confession 
is a declaration of the ‘working’ of the 
heart.

The idea of repentance is intricately 
bound with sin. Therefore, the acts of 
sin,32 transgression – acting against 
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the philosophical strand of spiritual 
transformation.

)6�3PIRITUAL�4RANSFORMATION�
AND�)NTELLECTUAL�#OMMITMENT
We have examined spiritual transfor-
mation through the grid of the biblical/
theological concept. It does appear 
that the transformed person is aided by 
the Holy Spirit in response to Christ’s 
atoning sacrifice. This forms the justi-
fication of the ‘born again’ claim. And 
this also represents one aspect of Nic-
odemus’ conversation with Jesus. The 
other aspect, the philosophical, now 
engages our attention. The thrust of 
this section is not to deny the claim of 
spiritual transformation. It is rather 
to demonstrate that it is credible and 
true, and that it does lead to an observ-
able positive manifestation.

Some philosophers argue that all 
facts are ‘theory-laden’ and therefore 
bare facts are meaningless. Actually, 
the same fact can elicit different mean-
ings when viewed by different peo-
ple. This makes the claim of spiritual 
transformation a much more difficult 
task for Christians. This being so, the 
crucial task of Christian philosophy is 
to help the communication process be-
tween those who have different beliefs 
or worldviews.

Beliefs other than Christian are 
viewed by Christians as a veil, which 
‘can only be removed by supernatural 
conversion’.37 This might as well ex-
tend to the change from a theistic to 
an atheistic worldview. Whether this 

wind. This was immediately followed 
by flames of fire that rested on those 
present.

The Holy Spirit gave them the abil-
ity to speak in different languages they 
had previously not understood. This 
was testified to by those who originally 
spoke those languages and thought 
that Peter and his group were drunk. 
But ‘Peter defended the genuineness 
of the religious experience convinc-
ingly’35 which led to the conversion of 
about three thousand people from dif-
ferent religions to Christianity. They all 
thereafter demonstrated the salience 
of conversion.

In the case of Christian faith, the 
dynamic of being convicted of guilt, 
making confession, receiving for-
giveness and absolution, experienc-
ing cleansing, and then living a life 
of freedom, peace and joy is the very 
substance of what it means to be a 
Christian. It is as this experience is 
translated and expressed in a na-
tional context that something new 
is introduced to the apparently ir-
reconcilable conflict.36

The underlying principle of spir-
itual transformation in Christian theo-
logical thought is that such Christian 
experience produces a change in the 
mental, moral and spiritual nature of 
the person, engineered by the power 
of the Holy Spirit, in response to the 
establishment of a personal relation-
ship with Christ. This presupposes 
that conversion entails the totality of 
the person. This leads us to examine 
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consist of such ‘bare facts.’ They in-
clude the meaning the facts held for 
those who encountered them and 
their reality is known through the 
observable consequences. In this in-
stance, we may be clearer about the 
meaning and the consequences than 
about the ‘facts’ in themselves, but 
this would be true of other momen-
tous events in history.40

The observable consequences, 
which Dodd emphasises, are the mani-
festations of a transformed life. This 
will constitute the thrust of the subse-
quent section.

The task of providing evidence is se-
rious. For many philosophers, human 
persons are natural living beings with 
a material body. They are animals ex-
cept that they possess essentially a ra-
tional property.41 The importance of the 
rational dimension in relation to spir-
itual transformation is that the mind is 
the citadel of human personality, and it 
effectively rules the person. The mind 
is often thought to be the last aspect 
of the person to capitulate to spiritual 
transformation.

Paul understood perfectly that radi-
cal commitment must encompass the 
intellectual dimension of the person 
who has been converted. Conversion 
then must first be from the mind. Thus, 
he urged: ‘but you must from the inside 
continually be changed/transformed 
into a new form, by the renovation/
renewal of your mind, to prove what 
is the good, pleasing and perfect will 
of God for you’ (Rom. 12:2). The truth 

transformation will be considered ‘a 
supernatural act of God’ remains a 
matter of argumentation, but it is out-
side the thought of Christian conver-
sion. The same applies to the natural-
ists who see everything in the natural 
realm, thus denying supernaturalism. 
For the Christian, conversion is re-
quired (a change of heart and lifestyle) 
in order to understand the message of 
spiritual transformation. As Geisler 
and Feinberg admonish,

One task of Christian philosophy, 
then, is to work on a pre-evange-
listic level to get the outsider to 
look around the edges or through 
the cracks of his glasses, or to take 
them off and try a set of ‘theistic 
glasses’ on for size…. Unless the 
intellectual ground is cleared and a 
straight course is cut for the word 
of truth, it is unlikely that the Chris-
tian is truly communicating the 
gospel of Christ to men of different 
worldviews.38

The truth of spiritual transformation 
does appeal to evidence and argumen-
tation. Clearly, when we see change in 
a person who has been changed, we 
do recognise it. However, what un-
derlies the change is open to radically 
different speculations. The claim that 
encountering Christ changes people’s 
lives requires evidence to authenticate 
it. However, to propose an alternative 
explanation on the basis of ‘pre-con-
ceived theory, is of dubious profit’.39 As 
Dodd strongly argues,

But the events that make history do 
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peace, as evident in the testimonies of 
respected scientists or outright athe-
ists who have had Christian experi-
ence, he concludes that submission 
rather than rebellion is a demonstra-
tion of genuine intellectual integrity.46

Ted Peters acknowledges the ar-
gumentation surrounding intellectual 
integrity with regard to spiritual trans-
formation. He suggests that illumina-
tion precedes conversion. This is done 
by the ‘Spirit’, which symbolised by 
‘the fire of revelation and the lamp of 
wisdom begins the transforming work 
by illuminating the human mind with 
the knowledge of salvation’.47 Illumi-
nation is possible by presenting exter-
nal and objective knowledge of the his-
toricity of Jesus and the Christ-events. 
He adds:

But the facts are not enough. Illumi-
nation adds to external knowledge 
an internal knowledge, a convic-
tion of the heart, a realization that 
regeneration makes such turning 
toward the light possible. Regenera-
tion, which literally means ‘rebirth’ 
is the act of grace by which the Holy 
Spirit makes the living Christ pre-
sent to the sinner in faith. It is the 
act whereby the universal saving 
event of Christ takes effect in a par-
ticular person’s life, one’s particular 
sins are forgiven, and the power of 
the new creation is appropriated.48

Wesley Wildman and Leslie Broth-
ers, neuropsychologists, observe that 
the credibility of spiritual transforma-
tion can be hampered by the reality of 

is that we are more prone to think our 
own thoughts and ventilate our opin-
ions when they seem to be preposter-
ous to religious thought.42 This means 
in Christian thought that such a mind 
is yet to be regenerated.

John Stott argues that intellectual 
integrity as regards spiritual trans-
formation requires submission rather 
than intellectual arrogance. According 
to him, the twenty-first century person 
queries the authenticity, trustworthi-
ness and tenability of the Christian 
experience. Those who believe in the 
experience are believed to lack intel-
lectual integrity. Religion is regarded 
as obscurantism, mental schizophre-
nia, intellectual suicide, etc. by the 
modern secular mind. Thus it is irra-
tional to seek to attain spiritual trans-
formation because it is out of the reach 
of reason, and the sole arbiter of reality 
in modern times is to ignore the nature 
of spiritual transformation because it 
involves a person and a relationship, 
not an argument, and the transformed, 
who is also a person, not a computer.43

The quest of the secular mind for 
evidence backed with reason, it must 
be said, is not wholly objective. This 
is because evidence is susceptible to 
different interpretations.44 However, 
Stott would answer that ‘integrity is 
the quality of an integrated person’.45 
Since the integrated person is not at 
war with himself or herself, but at 
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traditions worldwide, as congenial 
to the natural and social sciences as 
it is to religion, and well matched to 
amazing facet of human life that we 
call ultimacy experiences.50

One of the ways of ascertaining this 
reality is by observation of manifest 
changes to which we now turn.

6�/BSERVABLE�#ONSEQUENCES�
OF�3PIRITUAL�4RANSFORMATION

According to Dodd, ‘the style is the 
man’.51 This he pursues by arguing 
that in relation to spiritual (Christian) 
transformation, an encounter with the 
historical Jesus certainly produces ob-
servable consequences. Describing the 
experience of the apostles, he writes:

Now they were new men in a new 
world, confident, courageous, enter-
prising, the leaders of a movement 
which made an immediate impact 
and went forward with an aston-
ishing impetus…. It made them 
new men, but it was also the birth 
of a new community…. They them-
selves had passed through death to 
new life.52

Arthur Pink corroborates this view 
when he states that genuine salvation 
brings about true, positive observable 
transformation. He writes:

Salvation is a supernatural thing 
that changes the heart, renews the 
will, transforms the life, so that it 
is evident to all around that a mira-
cle of grace has been wrought…. A 

social and linguistic contexts. In other 
words, a complication arises from the 
way people describe their Christian 
experiences, which largely depends 
on social and linguistic factors. Apart 
from that, they hold the view that we 
cannot know for certain the contents of 
the minds of other people. This makes 
it difficult to ascertain whether we are 
describing the same experiences even 
when identical descriptions are in-
volved within a single social-linguistic 
context.

The above might lead to relativ-
ism of descriptions but it is not an 
insurmountable problem. Thus, what 
is needed are ‘sometimes mundane-
seeming, sometimes spectacular ex-
periences of conversion and character 
transformation’.49 This implies that in 
spite of the barrier of social-linguistics 
to the credibility of spiritual transfor-
mation, the ‘observable consequences’, 
to use Dodd’s term, can help in over-
coming it. This is based on the fact 
that there are certain moral and social 
behavioural changes that are visible as 
a result of the experience of genuine 
spiritual transformation. They con-
clude:

It is real, and it is doubtless more 
wondrous and strange than our best 
and worst guesses. This is the hy-
pothesis that best makes sense of 
the basic data, including the data of 
religious experience… it is a pow-
erful idea well attested by mythical 
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enviable qualities in social, economic 
and political interaction. Akanmidu 
agrees that the transformatory pro-
cess, defined as ‘a form of change that 
runs counter to the force of insistence 
on choices that have the potential of 
being vices, and not virtues’, results in 
the deepening awareness which makes 
inroads ‘into the character of the indi-
vidual and performance’.57

Peters gives a scintillating exam-
ple of demonstrable spiritual transfor-
mation. In the West, alcoholism was 
regarded as a matter of will, which 
made alcoholics morally responsible. 
Later society despised the alcoholics 
for wasting their families’ income. The 
most effective cure was considered to 
be repentance. The Christian revival-
ists, John and Charles Wesley, prayed 
for the indwelling of the Holy Spirit, 
for conversion of heart and for strength 
of will to stop drinking. ‘Those who 
repented and received the Spirit re-
ceived the power to cease and desist 
from drinking alcohol and immediately 
became loving spouses and responsi-
ble parents.’58 This remedial method 
impacted positively on society such 
that The Woman’s Christian Temper-
ance Union and Alcoholics Anonymous 
changed their views and acknowledged 
that alcoholism is a matter of personal 
will, and sought divine power to over-
come it.59

The foregoing analysis shows that 
a true spiritual transformation must 
have a direct tangency with life and ex-

faith that does not issue in godly liv-
ing, in an obedient walk, in spiritual 
fruit, is not the faith of God’s elect.53

Again, the challenge of a true Chris-
tian is thrown forth here. And quickly, 
true Christians in the real sense of the 
word, and who authentically qualify to 
be so called (as in the Antioch experi-
ence where the observers were able to 
discern that the life of the followers of 
Christ was in tandem with their mas-
ter and then called them Christians 
– little Christ), must demonstrate the 
characteristics and contents of spir-
itual transformation. The spiritual fruit 
which arises from repentance and con-
version must be practically put into ac-
tion. This is the distinguishing factor 
between true and false spiritual trans-
formation.54

Dzurgba pointedly states that ‘a 
transparent moral character is to be 
noticed by the public in respect of the 
born-again’s social life’.55 Thus, a true 
spiritual transformation involves a dis-
play of a high moral standard different 
from the pre-conversion experience. 
The fruit of the spirit – love, joy, peace, 
patience, kindness, goodness, faithful-
ness, gentleness, self-control – must 
be manifestly portrayed. This must be-
gin from their ‘perception of realities, 
ideas, speech, taste, emotion or feel-
ing, and action’.56

So, apart from genuine religious pie-
ty, it is expected that spiritual transfor-
mation should bring about positive and 
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tobiographies are true testimonies of 
spiritual transformation. Among them 
we can mention Sir William Ramsay 
who was as staunch sceptic, Frank 
Morrison, C. S. Lewis, Lew Wallace, 
and Giovanni Papini, amongst others.

6)�!�#ONTEXTUAL�#RITIQUE
Christians are people who have been 
converted or thoroughly evangelised63 
which is not necessarily a literal or 
sensory experience in which they must 
have ‘received God’s revelation and 
seen glorious things in heaven’64 as 
prerequisite. Dairo’s apparent literal 
and archetypical perception of being 
born again makes the case that every 
Christian is supposedly or likely to 
have the same salvation experience. 
The authentic baseline of this experi-
ence, it seems to us, is to ‘identify with 
the central act of conversion in which 
the individual consecrates his or her 
life to Christ, atones for past sins and 
becomes “born again” or saved.’65

This point is supported by Hans Urs 
von Balthasar, who underscores that 
the Christian experiences of Christ by 
Mary, the apostles who lived physically 
with Christ, and the apostle Paul for in-

perience. This dispels the notion that 
Christian experience is psychologically 
induced, or brought about through 
persuasive and emotional words. This 
also dispels the conditioned reflex 
theory that after exposure to Christian 
thought a person can be caught in the 
type of spiritual hypnosis which ena-
bles the person to react mechanically 
to certain issues/ways in certain condi-
tions.60

This does not however obliterate a 
psychological benefit of spiritual trans-
formation. McKnight has amply shown 
that such psychologists as Eric Erick-
son, J. Piaget and L. Kohlberg agree 
that our cognitive and moral develop-
ments go through stages. This implies 
that conversion happens in gradual 
or progressive dimension just as faith 
grows in stages. Faith, they also agree, 
develops in cognitive, spiritual, moral 
and psychological aspects61 which is in 
tandem with Lonergan’s concept of the 
intellectual, religious, moral and affec-
tive.

Josh McDowell has compiled a com-
pendium62 of testimonies of people who 
experienced spiritual transformation. 
He thus presents it as an empirical and 
historical fact of true spiritual trans-
formation. He gave his testimony as 
an atheist who was converted. The list 
contains different people from different 
walks of life whose biographies and au-
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Holy Spirit is subjective or cannot pass 
through the ‘eye’ of empirical verifica-
tion processes.

Subsumed under the above is the in-
strumental theory which explains con-
version to Christianity, not on the basis 
of intrinsic value of the faith, but on 
some advantages accruable from it.69 
According to Elechi, ‘It was the desire 
for education, coupled with the com-
petition between the denominations, 
rather than ambition to embrace the 
new faith, that led to the rapid spread 
of the Christian churches in Iboland.’70

Umejesi corroborated this view 
when he recently examined the activi-
ties of the Holy Ghost Mission in Igbo-
land, and the responses of the people. 
Through the instrumentality of educa-
tion, the missionaries had unhindered 
access to the people’s homes and they 
(the people) competed in releasing 
their children just as the missionaries 
were thriving in giving incentives.71

The instrumental theory may be 
supported by the many instances of 
the prosperity gospel, which do not fo-
cus on the core of salvation message, 
but summon the respondents to the 
altar on the basis of what they stand 
to gain physically or materially. It is 
not difficult to find such messages that 
do not relate to Christ and his saving 
message. This partly accounts for the 
problems associated with the quality 
and integrity of Christians in Nigeria, 

stance, are distinctively different. But 
the integrity of the experiences remain 
first of all ‘an integrating totality and 
the power of the object of faith’ and 
also ‘a readiness for openness to oth-
ers’.66 The essence, therefore, is: ‘It is 
the whole person that God desires. God 
does not want only man’s soul but also, 
with tantamount importance, man’s 
body.’67

6))�4HE�.IGERIAN�%XPERIENCE
What does the foregoing hold for the 
Nigerian experience of conversion? 
Much has been said about Christianity 
in Nigeria as a widespread faith whose 
spirituality evokes a paradox of faith 
and action. The high religiosity but low 
morality displayed by some Nigerian 
Christians attests to this. The expla-
nations of this paradox are modelled 
along naturalistic and numinous theo-
ries of conversion. The former can fur-
ther be subdivided into the instrumen-
tal, deprivation-fulfilment, ‘who-whom’ 
and the intellectual theories.68

The naturalists, in their evolution-
ary thinking, conceive of conversion as 
a natural phenomenon, which does not 
take account of the power and work 
of the Holy Spirit. This arises from 
their belief that the intervention of the 
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argue that pastors/theologians must 
not shy away from a strictly intellec-
tual/philosophical presentation of the 
gospel message because it will help in 
engaging the unbelievers in the truth 
and power of the scripture.74

On the other hand, the numinous 
theory of conversion as demonstrated 
in Nigeria relates to the power/work of 
the Holy Spirit in salvation. Here the 
Holy Spirit also requires the active 
faith of the individual in response to 
the gospel. This is understood in the 
act of self-giving that evokes faith, 
love and hope or a holistic surrender 
to Christ who transforms one’s life, be-
cause ‘only this power… can explain 
the transformation that takes place in 
the believing person and his total con-
dition which results from it’.75

It is within the above scenario that 
Christians in Nigeria are often classi-
fied by such widely varying qualities 
as ‘genuine’, ‘fake’, ‘social’, ‘political’, 
‘economic’, ‘nominal, ‘seating-warm-
ing’, or ‘church-going’- which in fact 
parallel the western concept of utili-
tarian, situationist or Kantian Chris-
tianity.)76 In spite of that, in Nigerian 
society, we can easily look around and 
point to great spiritually transformed 
personalities including W. F. Kumuyi, 
E. A. Adeboye, S. K. Abiara, D. O. 
Oyedepo, B. A. Idahosa, Tunde Bakare, 
to mention a few. They are notable, not 
just because they preach the gospel, 
but because they reflect the essence 

and the paradox of faith and action.72

The deprivation-fulfilment theory 
emphasises that people accept Christi-
anity because of their frustration that 
has been caused by ancestral/histori-
cal curses or evil covenants. This they 
believe reveals itself in economic, so-
cial, political failure. Therefore, they 
believe they have been limited by those 
factors and need deliverance or exor-
cism. This also explains the number of 
deliverance ministries and activities.73

The ‘who-whom’ theory states 
that conversion is dependent on the 
presenters of the message and the 
thought and feeling of the respondents 
about them. This is seen in the aping of 
the presenters by their converts. It is 
not infrequent to come across ‘Chris-
tians’ whose only evidence of spiritual 
birth is to talk, dress, gesticulate or do 
things generally like their pastors.

The intellectual theory speaks of a 
conversion from one form of thinking 
to another, especially from traditional 
African religion to Christianity. Some-
time the message is not presented in 
an intellectual/logical way and when 
people leave a particular church for an-
other, it will perhaps be to satisfy a cu-
riosity. However, Moreland and Craig 
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set in motion which have been made 
in society for what mankind believes 
to be its best – in the inward trans-
formation of human lives in political 
order, in the production and distri-
bution of goods to meet the physical 
needs of men, in healing physical 
ills, in the relations between races 
and between nations, in art, in re-
ligion and in the achievements of 
the human intellect. Gauged by the 
consequences… [and] measured by 
His influence, Jesus is central in the 
human story [and change in human 
society].77

McDowell adds, ‘This is why I be-
lieve that Jesus Christ is the greatest 
revolutionary who has ever lived.’78 
And we do not believe or agree less.

77 Cited in McDowell, Evidence that Demands, 
338; emphasis my addition.
78 McDowell, Evidence that Demands, 375.

of spiritual transformation. There are 
many others also who are not well 
known leaders but when we observe 
and interact with them personally we 
can see that their experience is also 
a valid testimony to their transforma-
tion.

In review, we can remember that 
the only constant phenomenon in life 
and in history has been the constancy 
of change. Everything changes; and hu-
man beings too change from one belief 
to another. On this basis, we have ex-
amined spiritual transformation with 
the hindsight that a true change brings 
also about observable changes, espe-
cially morally, which serves as empiri-
cal and historical evidence to justify it. 
This change arises from an encounter 
with Christ. We conclude by agreeing 
with Kenneth Scott Latourette who 
says:

Through Him, movements have been 
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