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A BSTRACT 

The purpose of this thesis is to explore the s o d  construction of "Christian 

healing" of a group of Christian women, as well as the significance of 

researcher/participant interaction and experientiai research. 

Conducting participant observation research, 1 attended the meetings and social 

functions of a "Christian women's" group, made up of a dozen women, for a period of 20 

weeks. Through the process of gaining access, being asked to leave the group, retuming 

to the group, and fonnally leavhg the group, it became clear that the methodologicd 

experiences were related to the formal and informa1 structure of the group. Thus, method, 

as opposed to theory, became to focal point of this thesis. 

The formai structure represents the religious ideologies of the church as they are 

used within the group. The informa1 nnicnire represents the network of support the 

women developed for themselves. Further, the informai structure ailowed for the 

questionhg of certain religious principles as weli as the development of empowerment for 

the wornen. 

Future research in this area needs to move beyond the formal structures of religion 

to explore how individuals construct religious ideologies to meet their individual needs. 

Beyond the rhetoric of the formai structure lies an opportunity to develop support 

structures of a wide varîety. How these structures are developed and the individual needs 

they meet, could point us in the direction of a broder understanding of the role of religion 

in a pluralist society. 
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Sociologsts and mthropologists, among others in the sucrai sciences, haw 
vol-& rmmersed themselves fur he  d e  of resemch in sitziafiom thut al1 but 
a tiny minoriîy of humanity goes fo great Iengths to avoid (Shaffir, Stebbins and 
ir'urowe fz, 1980: 3). 



CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION 

The purpose of this thesis is to explore the role of religion in healing in the frame 

of the social process of research. In the course of my research, it became ciear my 

rnethodology was defining the substance and the context of rny thesis. At the sarne tirne, 

there was a need to keep the thesis as close to the original research question as possible, 

and to remember at dl tirnes that this is, essentially, the story of a group of wornen and 

their experiences. 

There are two significant parts to ths thesis: the significance of the methodological 

expenences, and how these experiences shaped the structure of the final writing stages. 

Funher, fiorn the methodological experiences came an understanding about the structure 

of the group, and the experiences of the women. On the one hand, this final product is a 

testament to the importance of an "inchsive research process," where both methods and 

theory combine to develop a final produa that is strong in structure as well as content. 

Methodology has typically been located in a chapter of a book or thesis, where the 

whys, where and hows of the research process are detailed in a specific number of pages, 

with the rernainder of the book or thesis devoted to the data. Thus, methodology was 
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something that was done, taken for granted, but not subject to the same rigorous 

sociologicai inquiry devoted to understanding other social processes. Methodology, 

as with other the other elements of research, is a social process, and thus warrants 

inclusion and exploration. 

One of the most confusing aspects of exploting methods is that, in the past, we 

neglected to incorporate the methodological processes into the actuai tea, choosing to 

footnote or endnote these processes. The way we approach methodological processes is 

similar to talking about a cake. We take for granted that the cake is there, without sharing 

how it was made. This is odd when we consider that the cake wodd not exist if it were 

not for the recipe. Much the same is with the manner in which we approach the detaiiing 

of our methodological experiences; we know they eisted, because the sociological study 

is before us, but we have no idea how it got to where it is. Recently, there has been a 

change in the manner in which we incorporate rnethodological processes, incorporating 

them directly into the text, or having them as part of an edited collection (see Sh&, 

Stebbins and Turowetz, 1980; Shaffir and Stebbins, 1991). 

This thesis rnoves a step beyond incorporating rnethods into the text, to exploring 

the signifiauice of the methodological pro- on the manner in which the data was 

gathered, and how the final product is presented. How 1 was able to get into the group, as 

weil as other methodological experiences, is as much a part of the h a 1  product as my 

"reai" sociological findings on the structure of the group and how it facilitates "healing." 

My smiggle with tbis thesis was how to frame the experiences of the group in Light 

of the methodology, as it was clear to me that the methodology was shaping the final 



product. 1 knew 1 was trading into dangerous ground: was what 1 wanted to present 

tmly sociological? Kleinman and Copps, in their monograph Emotions and Fieldwo* 

write, 

There is one place where fieldworken break the taboos of scientific writing: in 
their confessionals about methodological adventures, and in the appendicies of 
their ethnographies. . . by placing these pieces in an appendix we suggest that the 
information to be found there is merely a supplement to the r d  story (1 993: 16- 
17). 

1 argue that these "confessionals" should be interpreted as actual data. The " r d  stoty" is 

a combination of the researchers experiences as wefl as those they are researching. The 

efforts the women made to convert me are as much a part of the data as their spiritual 

joumey, as converting me was part of their spintuaVreligious mandate. To leave out these 

"confessionals" is to lave out a significant part of the overall data, and therefore only 

teiling part of the story. 

It is my hope that this thesis will find itself as one among a growing understanding 

of socioiogicai accounts, where the understanding of the sociological significance of the 

research process is subject to legitirnate inqujr. 

Using the In&& Apprwck 

In approaching the development of my research strategies it was essentiai, for me, 

to be able to stay as close to the "grounded theory" method as possible. My goal was to 

d o w  the sigmficant aspects of üiis group to open thernselves up to me, as opposed to me 

approaching the group with a knowledge of how things shouid be. 1 knew nothing of this 

group pnor to gaining access, and knew fiom the stan that 1 was, indeed, the "student" 



while the women in the group were the "teachers." 

Essentialiy, I usai the inductive approach. Strauss defines the inductive approach 

actions t hat lead to the discovery of a hypothesis --that is having a hunch 
or an idea, then converting it into an hypothesis and assessing wherher it 
will provisionally work as at least a partiai condition for a type of event, 
act, relationship, strategy, etc. Hypotheses are both provisional and 
conditional ( 1 987: 1 2). 

1 think it is important to note that, for rnany reasons that will be outlied later, the 

inductive approach was the better approach to take as it remained true to what 1 feel is the 

nature of research, and further, to how 1 feel about myself as a researcher. As Strauss 

points out, it is essential for the success of the research project to know where the 

researcher's strengths lay; "sorne people are better at generative questions, intuitive 

flashes, hunches, etc. . .Mme are better "theorists"-better at drawing out hypotheses and 

drawing out implications" ( 1987: 13). Therefore, 1 think the debate regarding inductive 

and deductive is not so much about which approach is more "true" to research, but rather, 

which is more ' h e "  to the researcher's naturai abilities. Enhancing and supporting the 

researchen natural abilities cm ody produce a higher quality sociological study. 

Of importance to this research, and in relation to the inductive approach, was my 

understanding of self, and my proclivities in choosing this area of research. ïhat I am 

deeply interestecl the expenences of women was a given, however, the confushg aspect 

had always been the area of religion. 1 was, at the time, an athiest, and made no effort to 

hide this. However, having been recentiy inundateci with "religion" at this period of rny 



life, and having grown up in a Fundamentaiist Christian comrnunity, it was clear to me why 

1 wanted to explore the role of religion in the lives of women. Aligning ourseIves as 

researchers with topics we are h d i a r  with is not unusual. Peshkin writes, 

that personal factors penetrate al1 points of the research process is a matter 
of record. AIthough it would be farfetched to c lah  that we could predict 
what researchen would study if we but knew enough about the- their 
choice of topics for investigation is far from random. . .we are generally 
attracted to a limiteci, if not m o w ,  band of topics (19881268). 

Another aspect of the inductive tradition is to allow the research the flexibility to explore 

areas that may not have been thought of during the initial thinking stages. I started out 

with the following research question: how does religion facilitate healing for women who 

are reccvering fiorn substance abuse? Early on, I realized this question significantly 

narrowed my exploration, and the time came when 1 abandoned the question in favour of a 

more open approach. 1 was going to observe the group, and record ail of what they did, 

both in terms of religion and suppon, as weil as the less formal group activities the women 

participateci in. Only after 1 ailowed myself tu be more open was I able to r e m  to the 

original research question with an "answer." Although 1 have not presented what was 

initially expected, 1 have presented an account of what occurs in the group, and how 

religion facilitates the activities of the women. 

One reason for my becomiag more open had to do with the group itself. These 

women did not get together and discuss solely dieir addictions and abusive circumstances, 

and how religion was helping them "heal." The group was used for a more intensive 

exploration of "self;" in relation to what it was to be a "devout Christian" to what it was 
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to be a "wornan." The group was more about healing damaged ernotions' than it was 

about recovenng from the specific traumas of h g  and alcohol abuse. I beiieve this pcints 

towards the understanding the women had that these behaviours were the indicators that 

there was something wrong with their lives over dl. In other words, their addiction and 

abusive behaviours were part of a much bigger problem. The group served as a forum to 

discuss these larger problems, and learn how to address them in a "Christian" m e r .  

Therefore, it was essential that 1 adopt a more open position in terms of where 1 

was coming from with my research question, and what it was that 1 wanted to accompiish. 

The inherent problem with this was that 1 felt, quite often, that 1 had deviated so far fiom 

my original purpose that 1 had nothing of ~ciological significance to present. Only after 

leaving the field, a d  re-comecting this research to its methodological foundation was 1 

able to see the significance of my observations. Inasmuch as I needed to use the inductive 

approach, its approach to relying on the generaiities proved to be both a positive and a 

negative for me. In the final product, however, the positives definitely outweigh the 

negatives. 

Finaiiy, although not specifically ferninia in orientation, 1 have, in aii aspects of this 

thesis, approached it with the understanding that dong with being an inductive, qualitative 

researcher, 1 am a feminist as weii. Ln terms of presentation of the women's expenences, 

rny own expenences and my approach to the group as a sociologia and a researcher, I 

have tried to stay as close to my feminist foundation as possible. 

:Heuhg Dmnaged Emotiom was the name of the guidebook used by the group. 



ne Women 

On the outside, the women of the Beveridge Street Healing group appear to be 

sirnilar to moa of us. In many ways they are; they worry about finances, their children, 

families, spouses and their future. The day-to-day parts of most of our Lives are very 

much a part of our own. 

The dserences lie in the past, lived experiences of these women. These are 

"multi-problem" women; meaning that there has been a multitude of pain and traumas in 

their lives that have shaped who they are in the present and how they have chosen to 

address these issues. Of a dozen women in the group, eight have partners, four are single 

parents and only one of the eight women with partners is childless, by choice. Seven of the 

women are employed, and five are living on social assistance. Moa of the employed 

women work in clerical, hedth care, administrative, cornputer or child-care related fields. 

One woman is attending university part-time, one woman has a bachelor of arts, and the 

rest have finished high school. These woman range fkom lower class to lower middle 

class. The women have children ranging from adult children to eiementary school aged. 

Three women have one or more children with leaniing and physical disabilities. Ruth is 

the only woman in the group who has grandchildren. 

The past traumas of these women range from h g  and alcohol abuse, to sexual, 

physical and emotional abuse at the bands of parents, siiliags and partnen. Two of the 

women have had partners who have ben,  or currently are, incarcerated, and all the 

women with p m e r s  say their parmers are "unsaved." Ali of the women are "bom-again, 

" and moa admit to coming Erom reiigious backgrounds Merem fiom where they are 



now. Some women were Catholic, others were United or Baptist. 

me Croup 

The group is loosely affiliated with the church, in terms of religious foundations 

and teachings. As opposed to meeting in the church, this group has chosen to meet in the 

home of a woman who is a member of the church, but not a member of this group. She 

has, however, attended groups of this nature in the past. This group does not, to my 

knowledge, report to the church. 

Most of the wcmen are actively involved in their church. They attend Bible study 

classes, missionaq groups, assist in the church nursery, work with the youth groups, and 

dl of the women assist in one way or another with the annuai "passion play" held during 

Easter. This is not uncornmon, as moa church women are reponed to have four or more 

church jobs (Nason-Clark, 1 997). 

This thesis covers many dif5erent areas of sociologicai inquiry. Chapter two wiil 

discuss the significance of the procas of gaining access, both in terms of physically getting 

into the group, and how the process of getting in helped inform and shape the data. 

Locating a "Doc," developing the "researcher role," negotiating with the group leader, 

being put "on probation," attempthg to make connections with the women are ail part of 

my process of gaining entry and had a significant impact on the data I was able to gather. 

Chapter three discusses the positive and negative aspects of developing and 

maintainhg research barriers. in my case, attempting to be aware about the women and 

their experiences in the group, and being concemed about damaging the integrity of the 
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group, 1 developed methodological guidelines that protected the wornen. With this came 

the understanding that 1 was giving the women the power of decision regarding whether 

or not 1 would remain in the group. Believing that as long as 1 followed, to the letter, the 

promises 1 made to the women, there wouid never be any cause for them to ask me to 

leave. Unfoitunately, even the best laid research plans, and attempting to account for as 

many situations as possible is not enough of a buffer against being asked to leave. 

However, as we dial1 see, being asked to leave was another event that bore much 

influence on the relationship I had with the women as a researcher, and the areas of their 

lives 1 was admitted to. Further, the formal process of disengaghg from the group wiil be 

explored. 

Chapter four details the manner in which the women negotiated our roles as 

p~icipant and researcher in the group. Every honest research relationship is premised on 

the understanding that there will be negotiation of roles. in r e m  for being asked to 

return to the group, the women made more effort at my increased participation in the 

group, and in their desire to convert me to their religious philosophies. The implications 

of this process of negotiation will be examined, as well as the impact it had on the data 

gathering. 

Chapter five deals with the structures of the group. Pdcipant observation, as 

well as the methodological process illustrated that within the group there is a fonnal and 

infornial structure. The formai structure is responsible for the development and 

maintenance of the "healing perspective," a perspective that is developed to meet the 

spiritual mandate the group, and the spiritual needs about the women. The f o d  
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structure of the g-roup brings the women together as "devout Christian women", and 

represents what is "expected" fiom a Christian based self-help group. 

Chapter six examines the informal stmcture of the group, the "unexpected" 

element of the healing joumey. Here, the challenge Lies in developing a sense of self; of 

facilitating an understanding of who the women are apart fiom their religious identity. 

Questions and contlicts the women have regarding the "healing perspective" are discussed 

within the "praaical perspective"; that is within the informai network of nippon the 

women have developed within the boundaries of the formai structure. Further, the women 

develop and maintain empowerment, and as we will see, it is the informai structure that 

facilitates the women being able to meet the day to day challenges of their lives. The 

discovery of the informal structure of the group was the "sociological discovery" of this 

thesis. 

Chapter seven brings everythmg together: the methodological process and the 

understanding of the formal and idormal process. As we shd see, the process of gaining 

access, k i n g  asked to leave, then retuniing, and the process of disengagement are a r d t  

of the formal and infonnd structure of the group. 1 conclude by retunllng ro the onguial 

research question, as weii as discussing other areas that are in need of sociologicai inquiry 

in the area of women and healing. 



CHAPTER TWO 

GAIlUNG ACCESS 

Fieldworkers enter the field as more than researchers. Our identities and 
life experiences shape the political and ideological stances we take in our 
research. . . ignoring the interplay of person and research ultimately has 
analytical costs. (Copps and Kleinmn, 1993 : 1 O) .  

"One central problem s h e d  by al1 field investigators is the problem of getting in" 

(Berg, 1995:89). The fouowing chapter is an account of how my politid, ideological and 

methodological stances detemiined the process of gaining access. Gaining access into this 

group was sociologically, as well as persody challenging, but assisteci my understanding 

of how individuals interact with others. There are many means by which the researcher 

can understand how individuals interact with one another, and in my case, gaining access 

seems to be the most ilIuminating. Gaining access is, for the researcher and the 

participants, a process of give-and-take, negotiation, and leanllng; 

Immersion or stepphg h o ,  or bmming a member of, a society or culture 
of living people is always a joint process, involving nurnerous 
accommodations and adjuments by both the fieldworker and the people 
who "acceptm him (Waq 1983:192). 

Through gaining access, we become aware that the role we play as researcher is ultimately 

one of student. The role we play as researcher, and therefore one who has knowledge, and 

therefore power, is an illusion. To gain access, and in  ni gain the trust of those we wish 

to research, is to put aside o u  constructed notions of power and knowledge, and accept 

that we are the less knowledgeable in the relationship between researcher and participants. 

1 believe that ifa researcher approaches a group with this mind set, than she is, fiom the 



beginning, being open and honest about her intentions. 

There is =me material related to other's expenences in gaining access (Wolf, 

199 1 ; Shaffir, 199 1 ; Liebow, 1993; Ammerman, 1987). However, gaining access is a 

subjective experience that is dependant upon a wide variety of factors that difTer 

dependiig upon the research project . 

Although certain general d e s  of thumb may be offered, the uniqueness of 
each setting, as well as the researcher's personal circumstances, shape the 
specific negotiating tactics that corne to be employed (Shaffir, 199 1 : 73). 

1 could read as much as 1 wanted concemhg the experiences of others, however, the 

assistance 1 wouid get from these a m n t s  would be minimal. My persona1 and academic 

experiences dEer greatly Eom others who are, at lem, more established as acadernics. 
Fmher, the circumstances of the group affect the process of gaining access and therefore 

make it diEcult to use the experiences of others as a gauge. 

Nonetheless, we cannot dismiss accounts of gainhg access, or any other 

methodological experience fiom the overail sociological understanding. It is now 

accepted understanding that these experiences impact greatiy on how we coilea and 

analyse our data2 

One of the myths 1 faced f?om colleagues and othen was that I would not have any 

ficulties in gaining access, as 1 wanted to get into a group where the members are 

notonous for soliciting membership. This is echoed by Wax when she d e s ,  

in a complex culture there are groups or societies that solicit mernbenhip, 
and a fieldworker will have no trouble at alI in becoming a participating 

'Sec specifidy E. Burke Rochford's Hme Krishna in America for a more thorough 
discussion on the impact of research experiences on the data. 



member if he is wiiiing to pay the expected pnce of money or t h e  
(1983: 194). 

Generahtions like this indicate a ladr of understanding about the nature of some social 

groups. This group may have consisted of members of the church, however, the group 

itself deah with issues that were not necessarily part of Sunday sermons, Tuesday evening 

Bible study, or the general mandates of the church itself. Yes, these are women who 

soiicit membersbip for their church; for others to come and share in their religious 

experiences and philosophies. niey do not, hawever, solicif rnembership fur this groüp. 

Although the group and the church are premised on the same religious philosophies, there 

is a difference in the mandate and the experiences of the two different organizations. 1 

would have no trouble gainuig access into the generai church cornmunity, however gaining 

access into the group would prove to be very dficult. 

H m  did l gain occess? 

Being bound by ethics and by the existing parameters of the nature of the group, I 

had to formulate a means of getîing into the group that wouid facilitate my research needs, 

as weU as respecthg the women and the group. The question, then, is how did I begin the 

process of gaining access into this group? 

Berg States that 

. . .a bit of iuck, taking advantage of certain relationsbips, considerable 
background work, and making the ri& contacts fkequently aids in attempt 
to access restricted groups (1  995:89). 

This may sound cornmon sense, but the general premise of Berg's assessrnent is accurate. 



It was through luck, and taking advantage of relationships and contacts, that 1 was able to 

begin the process of gaining access. 1 was fortunate to have located a "Doc3". My "Doc", 

Jender, is in her mid-thirties. Married, she is the mother of five children, two girls and 

three boys. Her husband is deeply involved with the several of the church's outreach 

ministries, and both he and Iennifer are recovering fkom long-term substance abuse. 

Jennifer is currently a member of the church, a former member of this type of Christian 

self-help group, as well as an undergraduate university student. 

Jennifer's role in my gaining access to the group was pivotal. In fact, 1 would go 

so far as to say that 1 believe 1 would not have gained access if it was not for her initiai 

discussions with the group facilitator. Much like Daniel Wolf and his expenences gaining 

access into a society of outlaw biken, 1 needed sumeone to recommend me; to vouch for 

who I was as a person. How 1 presented myself as an academic was my responsibility, but 

1 needed sorneone to go to Esther, the facilitator and say, "Yes, I know her and she is an 

honourable person." Jennifer was able to do this for me. 

lemnifer, dong with being my "Doc" was a "bridge" between the world of the 

Christian woman, and the world of the researcher; between my needs and theirs. Her 

knowledge of both worlds allowed for her to cornmunicate on behalfof the women and 

myself. She possessed an insider knowledge of the church, and of how groups of this 

The term "Doc" cornes nom William Foote Whyte's now legendary study of Italian 
immigrants, Street Cwner Society '?)oc" was Whyte's informant during his snidy. In saying 
that 1 had located my "Iloc", 1 am r e f e g  to the f m  that 1 had located sorneone who was 
willing to share insider knowledge of the group, allowing me to formulate the most 
appropriate means of gaining access. 
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nature fùnctioned. This allowed her to assist me in begir~iiing to understanding the group. 

As a student, she was able to share with the group what i was m g  to do; what it was 

like to be a mident. Knowing how important this was to me, and the implications of not 

getting in, J e d e r  proved to be a valuable d y  on both sides. She was able to prote* the 

women as well as bring me into the group. What occurred between the group and myself 

after 1 was introduced to the group was the responsibility of the group and myself; not 

Jennifer. 

1 knew as an outsider that 1 required the assistance of an insider in order to gain 

access. Mer sharing my concems about gaining access, and a strategy that 1 had 

developed, Iennifer gave me her input. Knowing the group,. she suggested that one 

approach wouid be to  focus my energies on the group facilitator, Esther who was also as 

the the "watchdog" for the group. In tems of Esther, 1 had two things going against me: 

1 was a university student' and 1 was not of the same faith. Given this, I decided that 1 

needed to demonstrate that she and 1 had several t b g s  in common, thus downplaying my 

university status as much as possible. 1 realUe now that what 1 wanted to convey, more 

than anything to Esther, was that 1 did not feel 1 was superior to her; that my being in 

university did not make me any "better" than any of the women in the group. In as much 

as 1 had fears and misconceptions about theû world, 1 was to won find out that my world 

was just as confusing to them. Copps and Meinman sum these feus succinctly when they 

write, 

Accordhg to leanifet, Esther has had negative experiences with miversity in the past, and 
this has left her with a distaste for university and students. 



We do not want participants to see us as better than they are, as more 
competmt, successfùl, or smarter. Ofien their beiiefs about our superiority 
stem from their notions about the world we represent, one that rnight be of 
a higher class or at least deaner, safer, or eeer (1993:29). 

Speaking with Esther was my first attempt at contacting the women themseives. 

The goai of my initiai conversation with Esther was to dernonstrate that she and 1 shared 

the same concems: t h  my enfiance in the grmp w d d  not compromise the safety of the 

women. Although we were corning fiom Werent perspectives, she as facilitator, and me 

as researcher, 1 wanted her to beiieve that my intentions were not dishonourable and 1 

wodd not jeopardize the integnty of the group, or jeopardk its purpose: to help the 

women hed. 

My first conversation with Esther was cold and stilted. It was very apparent to me 

that she had agreed to speak with my only because Jennifer had asked her if' she would. 

Jeder  and Esther are close friends, and in h a h g  Jeder  as my Doc, I was able to take 

advantage of that niendship. M y  sole pwpose in that conversation was to explain to 

Esther what it was 1 wanted to accomplish with the group, and to ask ifit would be 

permissible to corne to meet the group, and e@dn to t h ,  as a whole, w h  I wun~ed IO 

do. I was carefiil to explain to Esther that 1 was not interesteci in the individual aories of 

the women in their own right. Had that been the case, I would have asked to observe the 

group with the intention of intewiewing the women separately later in the research. My 

focus was to explore how religion facilitateci the healing process; that is, what was it that 

the women received from religion that made them fed as if they were heahg? She 
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m e r  question4 my presence in the group, telhg me that it was her responsibility to 

ensure the s a f '  of the women. 1 again reiterated that even though we approached the 

group âom different perspectives, we had the same objectives in mind. During the 

conversation, 1 did my best to malce my intentions clear, and to put her at ease. 

This was the beginning of an ongoing theme i encountered throughout my time 

with the group: they could not cornprehend why 1 wanted to observe them. What was it 

about this group, they asked, that made them worthy of sociological inquiry? This is not 

an uncornmon question, as Ammerman writes, "most people [are] never quite sure what a 

sociologist would be midying, especiaiiy in their church" (1987: 12). 1 was asked this 

question severai times throughout my research and my response was that everythinglone 

was wonhy of sociological inquiry, even Xthey felt they were not. On a broader level, 1 

believe questionhg their worthiness as a group c o m a  from being sociaiized that are not 

worthy as individuais; believing that their experiences, collective and individual, were 

mundane and trivial. Being aware of how the women felt about themselves made 

understanding their questions easier, although it in no way facilitateci finding an answer 

that would satisfy them. During my last session with the group, they still asked why 1 was 

interested in hem, and in the group. 

My goal of making Esther cornfortable with my research was not reaiized during 

our initiai conversation. In spite of my bea efforts to the contrary, she felt that 1 had some 

son of hidden agenda. Why she did not refuse me outright remains a mystery, but at the 

same token she did not welwme me with open arms. Rather she developed a compromise 

that would tmporarily, meet both our needs. 
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Esther did not gant me permission to meet with her group. She did, however, 

invite me,gmdgingly, to a group that was currently meeting. Many of the women in this 

group would attend Esther's group, and Esther herseif was a participant in this group. 1 

codd attend this group, and this would give the women the oppominity to assess whether 

or not 1 could begln the next group with them. 

inasmuch as Esther was offerhg me a compromise, she was also "putting me on 

probation." She wanted to observe me, as much as 1 wanted to observe the group. She 

wanted proof that 1 was going to do as I said, and that 1 was not going to damage the 

integrity of the group. Thankful for any opponunity to meet with the group, 1 agreed to 

her terms and said 1 would attend the next meeting. 

Key to understanding my relationship with Esther is to know that one of the issues 

between Esther and myself was power. In this situation, 1 feit powerless. Esther was in 

the position of knowing 1 wanted access to the group, and knowing that she was the only 

one who could "give me what 1 wanted." 1 struggled with king grateftl that she allowed 

me in the probationary group, and this feeling stayed with me through my fieldwork. It 

was only after 1 left the group that 1 r&ed that there was more to my conversation with 

Esther than 1 had initially thought: there was an imbalance of power, however, 1 may have 

willlligly given over that power. Copps and Kleinman write, 

. . .participants are the teachers and we are their midents. . .we u d y  feel 
so gratefid to participants for letting is hang around that we feel and act 
humble rather than superior ( 1 993 :29). 

Feehg grateiùi was something that would pemeate my fieldwork proces. I was 

very grateful that Esther ailowed me the t h e  with the probationary group. 1 was grateful 
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the women acceptai me. In the next chapter, however, 1 will discuss that being grateful 

was not enough, and may have had an impact on my fieldnotes and my relationship with 

the women, and later, my analysis, and writing. 

ne First Meeiing 

Prior to the beginning of my first meeting with the group, I had my first face to 

face discussion with Esther. She then introduced me to John the facilitator of the 

probationary group. He appeared enthusiastic about my research, and 1 was taken aback 

by his enthusiasn, given the cold reception I received from Esther. 1 explaineci to him that 

1 would need jua ten minutes of the group's time to introduce myself to the women, and 

make a bief presentation to introduce rnyself and explain the purpose of rny research. 

My strategy in talking with the women about rny research was to place them at 

ease. I wanted thern to know that being a graduate student was just one part of whom 1 

was. Sensing ftom Esther and Jennifer that the women would be wary and intimidated, 1 

set out to dernomte that 1 was interesteci in them as people, and more specifically, as 

members of the group. 

My goal was to highlight the similarities we all shared as women. 1 wanted to, as 

much as possible, downplay those elements that made me appear different to the women. 

The links 1 made between my experiences and the& may appear simple on the Surface, but 

1 learned earîy on in rny research that simplicity was oflen the best route. Further, in 

dealing with people who have traumatic Me experiences, 1 had to be aware that fear was 

the base emotion these women felt. Wariness and fear were the only emotions they had to 



deal with new and uncertain situations. They had every right to be concemed about 

someone who wanted to invade perhaps the only d e  place they felt they had. 

While taking w e  not to divulge aspects of my personal life, 1 atternpted to make 

connections with the women on three levels: 

1. 1 was a mother, and as such, knew of the joy and pain associated 
with mising chüdren. Further, 1 w u  a single parent, and knew how 
daunting it was to face such a mponsibility on one's own. 

Of the dozen women in the group, eleven were mothers and only four had partners at the 

time ofmy fieldwork. 1 felt that this wouid be one of the more cornforting aspects of my 

identity to hem, making me more accessible to them. As a mother, 1 knew what it was to 

experience children. Defining myself fùrther as single mother was to share that 1 knew of 

the ernotional, physical and financiai difficulties of raising children alone. 

2. As a divorced single mother, I had, and stiii was, experiencing the 
diflieultia in rehting with an ex-spouse; both in terms of finances, 
emotional difficulties and children. 

This was important to the women, as much of the pain and trauma they had expeiienced 

was at the hands of an ex-spouse. Although 1 shared limiteci details about my relationship 

with my ex-spouse, they knew thai 1 could relate to the dilemmas they f a d ,  both in terms 

of aaying Ui an unhealthy relationship, in finding the courage to leave, and in learning how 

to cope in the afterrnath of an unsuccessful relationship . 

3. Although 1 have never been an dcoholic, or addicted to dmgs, 1 
knew what it was to Iive in an abusive and violent marriage, 

These women have lived with, and now choose to confiont, the darker aspects of hurnan 



relationships. 1 was hesitant about sharing this part of my life with the women, but knew 

that 1 was in contrd of how much I shared. Some of the women in the group were in 

abusive relationships at the time, and almoa aU had expenenced abusive relationships in 

the past. 1 felt it was important for them to know that 1 had these experiences as well, and 

was not in the position to pass judgement; on their past, or on their choices to remain in 

these relationships. 1 could relate to the women who remained in their relationships, and 

with those who had Ieft. 

I felt that comparative roles, such as wife and mother, were not enough, and that 1 

had to demonstrate comparative experiences that would demonarate awareness and 

understanding of some of their life experiences. These women live with the beiief that 

there are few people who undentand their experiences, or their Iüe choices, and 1 needed 

to make hem aware that I was not one of those people. Kirby and McKenna write, 

. . .we mua include Our own experience and understanding as a part of 
doing research. This means that we invest part of ourseIves in the process 
of creating new information. We are an ingredient of our own research 
{1989:7). 

By including my own experiences, I was lethg the women lmow that 1 was willing 

to invest a part of myselfin this research, and that 1 was much more than a researcher: that 

1 had experienced pain and trauma, as well as joy in my üfe that was not unlike their 

experiences. Above dl, 1 did not want to appear as a traditional researcher; "the 

conventional image of researcher is someone who neutralizes bis or her "irrelevantM 

identities and viewpoints wMe conducting research" (Copps and Kleimam, 1993 : 10). I 

did not neutralize any parts of my identity, I merely made connections with those parts of 



myself that were more salient than others. Perhaps unconventional, 1 felt these 

connections had to be made for the women to begh to feel cornfortable with me. 1 

realized that it would take a considerable amount of time to build a relationship of tma 

with the women, and that this would only occur if 1 foiiowed through on the promises 1 

made: to not compromise them, their life expenences, and the group; that 1 wouid remain 

non-judgmental of their tives, and of their religious choices; that 1 would lave the group 

at any tirne, at their request, regardless of their rasons for wanting me to leave. I 

promiseci to not "write down every word they say" during the meetings, and not to 

participate in group discussions. My goal was to be there, and to be visible, but not to be 

inanisive. 

M e r  my presentation, 1 answered their questions. Noteworthy was the question 

"will anyone know who they were by reading my thesis?" Interestingly, before 1 had a 

chance to answer, Esther jurnped in and responded that 1 was to ensure that they would 

not even know themselves. 

1 then was in the position to ask the women, oae-on-one, ifshe was codonable 

with my being in the group. 1 was very clear in telling them that 1 needed to hear fiom 

them individually that this was acceptable for then  and that this was part of the 

university's ethical boundaries as well as my own personal ethics. Even with al1 this said, 

John aepped in and said that ail the wornen were pleased that 1 there, and would do 

anythiag they could to assia me. His attempt to silence the women startled me, as 1 was 

very clear in stating that 1 needed to hear fiom each woman. Thus, 1 had to interrupt him, 

and told h i .  that 1 wouid need a few more minutes to ask the women how they felt. 
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Before he could respond, 1 began, prefacing my question with "it was certainly acceptable 

to say that they did not want me there, and aii it would take was one woman to not be 

cornfortable, and I wdi lave." Each woman said "yes", and 1 did not have the sense they 

were lying to me. Thus, I was, if only temporarily, accepted into the group as an observer. 

On Robotion: Tke First Four Weeks 

1 was very aware that 1 was on probation with the group, and in particuiar with 

Esther. They were observing me, and adjusting to my presence, and 1 was adjusting to the 

group routine. From the beglluillig, however, there were subtle hints, "So, Dawne, did 

you try that prayer 1 suggested 1st week?', or, "Dawne, did you read that passage 1 

suggested." Further, there were not so subtle hints that the women were trying to convert 

me; 'Dawne, aiI you have to do is open your heart to Him', and the weight of your 

problems will be gone" and "He knows Dawne. . .you may believe that He doesn't know, 

but He does. You can't fool Him.". Their attempts to convert me is an ongoing theme 

through my research and, 1 th* rnay be one of the reasons I was accepted h o  the 

group: they saw me as a challenge. 

1 never f o d y  stated my religious beliefq but they did know that 1 did not share 

their religious convictions. Nonetheless, afker the fht meeting one of the women, Judith, 

approached me saying, "Who knows Dawne, you may be healeû just spending time with 

4 

For the purpose of clarity, note the following: He/Him represents how the women refer to 
God. "He/Himn represems my discussions of how the women refer to God. The without 
quote version is meant to respect the wornen's construction of Gad in their lives. 



us (week #1). Mer  a particularly gmeling meeting, Ruth approached me as I was IeaWig, 

. . . I  know and He knows that you are confbsed, and He has lead you here 
to help you accept Him, and to heal. He knows what is in your heart, no 
matter how hard you ûy and deny Him (week #14). 

Common among groups who proselytize is the belief that you are never in the group 

because you choose to be, but rather because you were lead there. Gordon, in his article, 

"Getting Cfose by S W n g  Distant Fielhork with Prose&tizing Grmps " believes the 

most forthright manner in which to approach groups who proselytize is to engage in 

. . .open, honest, disagreement with the groups' beliefs as well as a visible 
role as a researcher [this results] in increased rapport and acceptance by 
the groups and reduced psychological stress on the researcher (1987:267). 

By being open and honest about the role the researcher wishes to have in the group, as 

weii as the understanding that religious beliefs are contradictory will, in the end, result in a 

less stressfiil and more hitfirl relationship with the group. This is important, as groups of 

this nature tend to expect commitment fiom those who are "knowledgeable about thei. 

point of view" (Gordon, 1987:267; Rochford, 1985). The prevalent belief is the no one 

could be aware of"God7s love" and be able to deny a relationship with 'Him." 

Another reason honesty is important is tbat Xaccess is granted to the researcher, 

then it can be expeaed that efforts will be made to convert the researcher. Gordon states 

that he believes this uui cause "emotional responses that can adversely &kt field 

relationships" (1987:267). 1 agree with this, but at the same time the researcher mua be 

aware that prose1ytbhg is going to occur, and that it will be dVected to them. Being open 

and honest is one part of the process of understanding the group, and developing relations 
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with them, but accepting that certain activities, and religious ntuals will take place is also 

important. How would we f& as researchers, if the groups did not engage in 

proselytizing activities? 

This points to the need to understand that researchers, in the spirit of inductive 

research, understand that there are at least two parts to the researcher: the researcher and 

the individual. Botb parts create opposing reactions to situations, and accepting these 

parts exia is essential in the data collecting stage. 

Negoti~arig Emolions: Changing the F e  qf Fwidwork 

As stated earlier, one of the promises 1 made to the group was to not participate in 

the group discussions. My reasons for this are apparent enough: 1 did not share their 

religious beliefs, and because of this felt that 1 could not assis in group discussions. What 

I did not account for were the repercussions of not participating; of not having the group 

as an outlet for emotions that were caused fkom being in the group. 

An overwhelming number of the meetings were emotionally exfiausting, for the 

women as weU as myself. Given the nature of the group, and the issues the women deal 

with, it is not surprishg that emotions are always close to the surface. As an observer in 

the group, I had set parameters that would inhibit my panicipation in the group, but 1 

couid not place parameters around how 1 fdt. 1 had not thought of how I might feel 

attendhg these meetings, and not being able to participate. Indeed, many times during 

this research 1 felt as if 1 was nvo very dBerent people, and under no Ncumstances was 1 

able to reconciie these two seemingiy different people. 
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Part of this cornes from an unspoken understandhg that 1 was to follow a set of 

rules: 1 was to automatically üke the people 1 was researching; the relationship 1 would 

build them wouid happen quickly and we would be as close as my methodology would 

allow; the relationship wouid be temiinated &er I was finished. 

Initially, we keep a low profile, acting emotionaily flat, passive, and non- 
threatening, and l e m  enough to avoid embarrassing oucselves, or getting 
kicked out of the field (Copps and Kleinman, 1993:28). 

What are the repercussions of taking this position? What happens when the researcher 

tries to be emotionally flat, and fails? 

There were several incidents in the group where 1 struggled with my pre- 

determined levels of participation in the group. One occurred three weeks into my field 

work, while I was still in the probationaiy group. That evening, a young woman, 

approximaîely nineteen, spent most of the group detailing a traumatic childhood, where 

she experienced rape, prostitution, dmg abuse and alcoholism. While sharing her story, 

she was sobbing and crying, at times unable to speak. The women responded by praying; 

some had tears streaming dom their faces , others were rocking back and fonh in their 

seats. Esther sat with her head Ui her hands, crying and praying at the same tirne. There 

was not one woman in the group who was not visibly upset. The wornan beside the 

distraught young woman was rubbing her back, saying soffly, "it will be alright. J u s  let it 

go." John was encomging her to &are all of her painful expenences; to give them over to 

the Lord. One wornan lefi the room a came back with a box of tissue. 

When the group came to a close, most of the women encircled this young woman, 

hugging her, and t e h g  her how brave she was to have corne and s h e d  her nory. John 



told her that they had missed her coming to the group, and they womed about her. He 

told her to remember that the Lord was there for her, ail she had to do was open her heart 

to Him. Other women hugged her individually, teliing her they loved her and would pray 

for her. 

While ail of this was happening, I hung back, obsenhg but not participating. 

Being a compassionate person, I wanted to offer support to this woman, even on the most 

basic level. But I did not, as 1 knew I would be stepping out of the bounds of my research 

design; 1 would no longer be a "researcher.". Later in the evening, afler I returned home 

and began typing my notes, 1 was upset at what 1 had heard and witnessed, and that I had 

not done something to demonstrate to the young woman, and the group, that 1, too, was 

saddened by her Life experiences. I felt cold and calculateci, very much the kind of 

researcher 1 did not want to be. 1 did not need to share the women's reiigious philosophies 

to be supportive, compassionate, and upser by the situation. 1 felt that 1 had maintainecl 

myself as a researcher, but let myself down as a person. 

Such experiences are not uncommon arnong scholars who are honest about how 

their research can affect them. Rothrnan, in her study of women who inaice the painful 

choice to abort their fetus due to birth defects reveaied through amniocentesis, shares her 

fear at reveaiing how she felt durhg her research, 

. . .but when 1 share the horror at the core, 1 ri& king dismisseci as not 
only unscholarly or sociological, but just plain hystericai, overemotional 
(Rothman, 1 990: 53). 

R&er than be dirmiissed and overemotional and hystericai, 1 chose to not demonstrate any 

emotion, therefore, hiding how I truiy felt about being in such a hem wrenching situation. 



28 

1 was concemed about the damage that 1 may have done to my relationship with the 

group. How would they feel about me afterwards, given that 1 was, seemingly, unable to 

show this young woman that I was sors, for what she had expenenced? Would they thuik 

me cold, heanless? In as much as I wanted to gain access, and was prepared to be as non- 

participatory as possible, I had not accounted for the traumatic and emotional situations in 

the group that would make me uncomfortaôle wiîh who 1 was as a person, and as a 

researcher. It was one of several incidents where 1 questioned my role, but more so 

questioned what 1 had negotiated (and negotiated away) to gaining access. 

This is not uncornmon arnong researchers. Rochford (1 985) gives a detailed 

account of what he did, and did not do, in order to be able to study ISKON (Hare 

Krishnas). Rochford's research resulted with his taking more of an active role in the 

ISKON community thao he had initially intended. He, too, expenenced emotional 

difnculties as a result of his research design. The cornmonality with Rochford's 

experiences and my own, as well as those of countless other researchers, is that no matter 

how much we try to prepare for each situation that WU arise research, we cannot. In 

wanting to gain access, I made what 1 thought would be the best decision for rnyself and 

the group. Rochford beiieved the only way he codd obtain the data he wanted was to 

take on more of an active role than he originally wanted. Wolf(1991) was willing to risk 

incarceration in order to prove his loydty to the Rebels, much the same as Whyte (1965) 

was w i h g  to do for the Cornerboys. Literature is h g h t  with accounts of researchers 

who were not able to account for aii situations, and either compromised themselves, their 

research or k i r  participants in order to obtain data. if nothhg else, these stperiences 
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point to the unpredictability of qualitative research, and why it is a mirror for social life. 

HaWig gained access, 1 was ready to move fonvard to the data coiîecting stage of 

my thesis. What 1 was to encounter in this stage of my thesis served only to re-enforce the 

unpredictability of qualitative methodology. 



CHAPTER THREE 

MAINTAINING ACCESS AND LEAVING 

Most sources on gaining access to the field agree on one thing: Whether it 
is a highly accessible or a very restricted settiag, decisiom made dunng the 
early stages of research me criticai (Berg, 1 995: 89). 

Rarely do we read an account of a fded project 
(Copps and Kleinman, 1993 : 1 7). 

For ail the methodological litmature available in sociology, there is very little that 

discusses the problerns associated with failure: faiiure to gain access, to remain in the 

group, and fdlue to establish a rappon with the participants. Accounts of field research 

suggest that the attempts have been successful, with Little mention of difficulties 

encountered, and how this affects being in the field, the data gathering profess, and the 

wrîting up of the data.. 

This chapter is about being unsuccessfid; or rather, what we perceive as 

unsuccessfui and how it can mm into something beneficid for the researcher and the 

participants. Overall, kv:ever, it is about acknowledging that our research experieuces 

do not always follow the path we have designed for them. It fùrther supports the 

arguments conceming the unpredictability of qualitative research, and why we need to be 

more inclusive regarding methodological experiences. 

After establisbing myself in the fkst group, or passing my "probationary period," 1 

was ready to move on to the next group5, the "real" group thiu I intended to study when 1 

There were several dinérences in this grwp, aside Eoom the new members. Esther was 



began my research. One condition of my transition, both mine and Esther's, was that 1 

give another presentation to the group, as there would be new members who were not 

aware that 1 was in the group as a researcher. We agreed that 1 would have ten minutes at 

the beginning of the first meeting. 

1 went to this group with more ease and cornfort than the first; 1 knew moa of the 

women, and felt that they were cornfortable with me. I did not go Ui with the reservations 

that 1 expenenced previously, although 1 was still very aware of the nature of the group, 

and the importance of being as non-intrusive and non-judgmental as possible. The 

methodological restrictions 1 had developed for the first presentation applied here as weii. 

1 made the same presentation to the new women and as 1 anticipated, the women from the 

previous group were codonable, while the new women asked many of the same 

questions that 1 had dealt with during the fia presentation. When the women finished 

asking questions, Esthep took the initiative to ask them individuaily ifthey were 

cornfortable with rny being in the group, in the role of researcher. The first t h e  she 

fàcilitahng. and 1 was interesteci in relatiag how the women reacted to a fernale fàcilitator as 
opposed to a male. Further? the group was moving nom the church to a private residence of 
somme who was wt attendhg the group. F i y ,  the women were ushg a workbook, lne 
Twelve Step GUI& To Heuhg Dmnaged Emotiom. One of the purposes of this book was 
to allow the women to share what they wanted with group, but to put their private pain and 
spiritual issues to paper. 

Another signifiant di&reice in the groups was Esther's move nom passive in John's group, 
to aggressive in her own. in John's group, she refkained from voicing her opinions on my 
being m the p u p .  1 sensed there may have been some conflia between John and Esther in 
relation to my research No longer in John's group, Esther was very aggressive in providing 
the opportunity to have the women's voices and feelirigs heard. This instance, where she 
asked the women about my king in the group, was one example of her aggressiveness. 
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asked, there were no objections. She then re-iterated that 1 would have to leave if there 

was even one woman who was not cornfortable with me being there. Again, no one 

objected. At this point, one of the new women asked why 1 was interested in this group, 

and I repeated what I said earlier (see chapter 3) . 1 then repeated evexythhg about 

confidentiality, being non-judgmental, and theû safety. Esther then said that 1 could not 

use thei. real names, the location of the group, and that I would not be tape recordhg the 

meetings- al1 points that 1 had taken w e  to repeat to the women. She then asked, for the 

third the, if everyone was cornfortable with my being in the group7. 

It was at this time that the woman who asked the last question hesitantly said 

that, although she did not want to be the only one, she felt she could not attend the group 

if'she thought that I was going to be there "writing d o m  everythmg she said." She then 

apologized for the way she felt, but she had to be honest. 

True to aU 1 had said to the women, 1 leît the group. I thanked the woman for her 

candor, and said 1 would have been upset ifshe had not voiced her reservations, and 

aiiowed me into the group agakt her wished, and because "it was what everyone else was 

doing." 1 thanked Esther and the other women in the group, and then left. 

Mdomaics Responses: R e s e d a  or Indvithul? 

Throughout my research, 1 felt as if1 were oAen two different people. As 

I suspect that one of the reasoas why Esther repeatedy asked the women about rny being in 
the goup was that sbe sensed that there was some hesitation on the part of the new women. 
5 too, seased that sorne of the women were stdi not sure about why 1 was there, despite my 
efforts at being clear. 
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explained above, the first would occur whenever 1 was in a situation where 1 was at odds 

with my research parameters. The second o c n i d  d e r  I left the group. During the 

time after having left the group, I realized that 1 was processing the experience of leaving 

from wo difTerent, yet comphentary perspectives. I was, in essence, caught in a debate 

with two sides of myself the individual who expenenced rejection, and the researcher who 

was fascinated by the experience. This is further supponed by Gardon (1 987) who 

believes the researcher plays two major roles: the researcher and the person. 

Indivduaf respome: My initial response was very emotive: I felt angry, betrayed, 

hurt, af'raid that I would not be able to locate another group, and 1 would have to start al1 

over again. 1 had experienced rejection from a group, despite my best effons at keeping 

the promises 1 made to them. 

Resemcher rç3pome: Although unexpected, 1 was fascùiated by being asked to 

leave. Several questions came to mind: what would be the implications for my research? 

Was there something I could have done to prevent this tiom happening? These questions 

are the parts of research that every researcher expenences, but few incorporate in their 

final write-up. 

Above di, my dichotomous response supports the argument that the researcher 

must incorporate the various aspects of who they are into thei. research, in presentation to 

those we study, and in what cornes out of ow field research. Dawne the person was very 

upset at being asked to lave; Dawne the researcher thought this occurance was 

sociologically fkscinahg. 

What fueled my sociological understanding of being asked to lave were the 



reactions of the women themselves. Shonly after 1 lefi, one woman called me to see how 

1 was feeiing. She told me that the group had corne up with a solution that would aiiow 

me to attend the group: 1 could attend the group as a member. In as much as 1 was 

touched by the offer, but could not, morally and ethically, attend the group as anything 

ot her than a researcher. 

There were also "political" reactions to my leaving: one woman lefi the group8, 

saying she felt they were hypocrites: how could they profess to be Christian women when 

they acted in such an un-Christian manner? Afthough her reasons were also based in some 

intni-group conflict with the other women, she said that my leaving was, for her, "the 

straw that broke the carnel's back9." 

Nonetheless, I was in the position of uying to assess what my nea aep would be. 

Should 1 start to formulate a new thesis topic? On the advice of rny thesis cornmittee, 1 

waited. ïhe prevailing position was that I would be asked to retum to the group. If not, 1 

would develop another thesis project that would focus in the same area. 

To my relief, 1 was asked to r-. Three weeks after 1 lefi the group, 1 met 

Phoebe on the Street, who greeted me with a bug and told me how much 1 was missed in 

1 was very concerned thai 1 had done sornething to rnake this woman leave a healing place 
thai she, at one tune, felt was important for her to attend. Mer speaking with her later, she 
assureci me that she was leaving because of other things, including that there were things she 
needed to be fke to discuss that were not acceptable to the group. 

'? 

Regardles of what she said, 1 felt somewhat responsible, even though I had witnessed some 
of the intra-group conflict she referred to. As a researcher, 1 believe we have to take what 
our participants say as mie, otherwise we spend our time second guessing ourseives. 
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the group. 1 was responded that 1 wanted to be there as well. That aflemoon, 1 received 

a telephone cal1 kom Esther, inviting me to retum to the group. Esther said, "the woman 

who wasn't cornfortable with your research hasn't retumed since that night, so you are 

welcome to corne back if you would like." 1 was elated, and relieved, and retumed to the 

group the for the next meeting. 

Tke Soc1*dogrèaî SignificMce of Lemng 

The fear inherent in ail field researchers is either being denied access, or being 

asked to Ieave the group. On the one hand, cntics of my research can daim that 1 set 

myselfup to be asked to leave. My response was that 1 had no other choice: 1 had to 

demonstrate to the wornen that 1 was commitied to keeping the group as their healing 

place, therefore, being willing to leave when, and if, asked. Leaving open the option to 

lave was to protect the women, as well as myself, and to rernind them they were in 

control of their "healing experience." Keeping in mind these women have spent the 

majority of theû lives feeling powerless, 1 believed it essential to d e  it clear that I was 

not a threat to the group. I considered it a pridege to be included in the group, and 

maintained this position throughout my research. 

Being asked to lave became the most significant methodological moment of my 

research. During my probationary period with the group, I was engaged in the process of 

"provhg myself." Considering trust as the comerstone o f  the researcher-participant 

relationship, I did aii I could to initiate the development of trust. Part of this involveci 

making promises to the women to maintain the integrity of the group, of leaving 3'1 was 
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asked and maintaining confidentiality and anonyrnity. When 1 was asked to leave, 1 was 

being asked to foiiow through on the promises 1 made to the group. In the social process 

of developing trust, and following through on my promises, being asked to lave was the 

telltale event; the "test" of my integrity as a researcher, and my respect for the group. 

Wolf ( 199 I ), in his discussion of outlaw bikers, referred to leaving three years of field 

research behind if the Rebels were not cornfortable with his wanting to study the group as 

an academic, and ride with them as a biker. This points to levels of commitrnent a 

researcher should have invested in the research project, and a wiiiingness to discard 

whatever has been done at the request of the participants. In leaving, 1 did more to 

develop trust with the women than anything else I could have done. 

I mentioned earlier that being asked to leave became the moa significant event of 

my research. Much of the sigrilficance lies in how the women approached rny retum to the 

grou p. First, the women calied me and asked me fo  return, »Idicatzng ihat they were 

cumfortabble wirh me. and chat they ~nrsted me. Second, ihe women were w i i h g  10 accept 

me into the grmp on rny tmns und in my rde as reseurcher. %rd, the women were 

wiifzng to keep Iheir promises to me. 

Returning at the request of the group, and Esther specifically, was an indication 

that the work 1 had done while 1 was in the group demonstmted my cornmitment to the 

group. Ifthe women were not cornfortable with me, they would not have asked me to 

reruni. Accepting me on my tems as a researcher, and not as a participant or convert, 

indicated to me that the women were willing to accept me as a researcher, and believed 

that 1 wodd remain committed in maintaining the same non-participahg research stahis 1 



had previously. In keeping their promise to me, the women were showing me that they 

were wüiing to have me in the group for the purposes of the research. Further, 1 no 

longer had the nagging doubt that I was there because it was "the Christian thing to do."'" 

Gordon, in describing similar circurnstances, characterizes these feelings as being 

mcepted v. feeling mcepted. 1 believeû I was accepted into the group after the first 

meeting, however, I never felt accepted. Feeling accepted came from king asked to 

leave, and then asked to retum. 

The point at which 1 feit acceptd, however, followed shortly after an 
action that 1 felt feared would have the opposite effect. . .not ody did this 
event not reduce rny acceptance by the groups it seemed to have enhanced 
it (Gordon, 1987:276). 

Much the sarne, rny leaving enhanced my relationship with the group, and I both believed I 

was accepted, and felt that 1 was. 

Lerrving the Field 

Because of the uniqueness of every field situation, there are different 
nuances to exiting. Ethnographers, however, mus always be muidfui that 
the time will come to leave-at least physically. Toward the end, 
researchers must prepare both the community members and themselves for 
the exit (Berg, 19951 16). 

From the beginning of my fieldwork, and despite the ditFculties I encountered, I was 
concenied that 1 was there because the women felt it was the Christian thing. Asking me to 
leave, and thai imiiting me to reium, the women demonsbated to me that I was there because 
it was what they wanted. 



Considering the drarnatic events related to rny gaining access and retuming, 1 felt 

that the process of leaving the group was l e s  traumatic, but certainly no less emotional. 

Berg writes, 

Exiting any field setting involves at least two separate operations: first, the 
physicai removal of the researchers fiom the research setting, and second, 
emotional disengagement from the relationships developed during the field 
experience (1995: 1 15). 

The first stage, physical removal, was initiated two weeks before 1 planned on 

leaving. During a ride home one evening, 1 inforrned Esther that, although I had not 

gathered al1 the idormation I thought 1 needed, my cornmittee thought it best for me to 

leave. The emphasis on my academic cornmittee was necessary, because once 1 retumed 

to the group, it was evident the women did not want me to leave. 1 bewne aware of this 

when 1 told Esther 1 would be leaving soon, and she offered two options: one, 1 could 

remain with the group and not tell my cornmittee, or two, 1 could now attend the group as 

a participant. As 1 felt these options were neither ethically nor rnorally acceptable, 1 

politely declined. Esther said she would teil the group the foilowing week that 1 was 

preparing to leave. 

The group reacted in the same manner as Esther, even offering the same 

suggestions. However, unlike Esther, the group decided to take it one step fùrther. 

Naomi said, "iike it or not, we are going to do the laying on of hands to you next week. 

We are not asking you if we can, we are telling you we will. So get used to it" 

(week# 1 9). 

Again, 1 found mysee despite my ethical and moral position, dueling with the 



researcher and the personal part of myself As a researcher, 1 wanted to stay and continue 

to take fieldnotes, seeing the group to its end in the spring (which was two months away), 

and participate in the ritual "laying on of hands," despite my apprehensiveness, in order to 

understand the ritual for my own perspective. At the same tirne, 1 wanted to leave the 

field and being the process of writing up the data. Although 1 did not feel "saturation", I 

did believe that I had witnessed the signifiant parts of the group's interaction, and staying 

would only be delaying the inevitable. 

The personai part of myself wanted to avoid the rituai "laying on of hands." 

Having witnessed the rirual, 1 did not feel that it was appropriate for me to participate, 

knowing how the meaning of the ritual was constructeci. 1 would have felt "dishonest" $1 

had of agreed to participate. At the same time, 1 did I want to hurt the women's feelings, 

knowing that the offer came, in part fiom their need for closure. 1 stniggled with how to 

meet my needs, as a person and a researcher. Either way, 1 was confionted with a mix of 

emotions that 1 was not whofly prepared for, 

. . .but it should be noted that relationships are two-way streets. Subjects 
make personai emotiod commitrnents, and so, too, do many researchers- 
even without actuaiiy going native! Consequently, when it cornes thne to 
leave the field, researchers have developed some deep emotiod feelings 
for their subjects (Berg, 1995 : 1 1 6). 

The ûony lay in theû not wanting me to leave, when initidy they stmggled with 

letting me stay. I was not prepared for how my leaving the group would be handled, 

hoping that it would be treated as any other group meeting. 

Rather than have a "normal" meeting, the Esther decided to play a praise tape for 

the group. She said, "it wodd be a nice, relaxing way to spend the group, and 1 don? 



know about anyone else, but 1 need to relax" (week#20). Mer the tape, (it lasted for 

about an hour) Esther presented me with a card and giA, on behalfof the group, and told 

me how much 1 would be rnissed. And, of course, that the group did not want me to 

Ieave. 1 was then approached about the laying on of hands. 

1 knew that this was the one way the wornen could express how they felt about 

me, much the same as when one of the men in Gordon's research group washed his feet; 

. . .it culrninated with the group's leader washing my feet dunng a meeting. 
This was lhe group's most solemn and powerfu f expression of love and 
deference to an individual. men the leader finished he said, 'Y know 
whai you q, D m ,  bul I b ve  y m  " (Gordon, l987:277; emphasis added). 

1 knew, that as well as a heding ritual, the women perceived the laying on of hands as an 

oppominity to express the feelings towards me; to demonstrate to me that they accepted 

me, and wanted to perform, what they believed to be, an important, spiritual ritual. It 

would be a method of closure for them, and provide them with the sense that they had 

done ail they could do to bring me to salvation. 

However, &e Gordon, 1 wuld not d o w  the women to perform this ritual. 

There is, I believe, a distinct difference between participating in the group honestly, and 

participaihg in something without a clear conscience. As with the entire time 1 spent with 

the group, 1 was engagea here, in the process of negotiation. I was honest and said that 1 

could no& in good conscience, participate in this ritual. I referred back to the words of 

Ruth, when she said several weeks eariier, pnor to Mary's laying on of hands, 

Ethere is anyooe here who does not M y  believe in the Lord, and His 
power, then they have to go. Nothing can intempt the spiritual flow. . 
.nothhg can get in the way of the healing (weeldf 1 1 ). 
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Knowing the group could not argue with this, 1 suggested two alternatives. They could 

either perform the ntual the foiiowing week, when 1 was not there, to an empty chair, or 

they could pray for me while 1 was there. Esther asked if they could pray for me while 1 

sat in a chair in the middle of the room. 1 said that 1 was cornfortable with their praying 

for me as long as everyone remallied sining where they were. They acquiesced, and began 

to pray for me. 

Esther began the prayer, and as with otha prayers the women have done for 

themselves and others, they moved in a circle. When Esther finished, the prayer was 

continued by the women beside her. This continued until each of the women had said 

something. Esther then ciosed the prayer, and ilt~~~ech'atelj afker she said "Amen" there 

was a burst of thunder, on what had been an absolutely cloudless ni&. (When 1 went 

into the group, the sky was blue.) 

One would have had to have been present in the group to understand the reaction 

the women had to that one burst of thunder. They W y  believed, without question, that 

they, or rather 1, had been given a sign that "He" was waiting for me to accept Kuo into 

rny hem, and further, that "Hey7 knew 1 was going to. The women M e r  interpreted this 

burst of thunder as "His" letting them know they had done with me aii they couid, and any 

funher actions would have to be at my initiative. Needless to say, the reminder of the 

group was spent discussing that one bum of thunder". It is safe to say 1 have never 

experienced anythuig like it before. 

- 7 -. 
To this day, whenever 1 see any of the group members, they ask me X I  have acted on the 
burst of thunder. They saw this as a t d y  si@cant event. 
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Before 1 was able to leave the group as researcher, they made me promise that 1 

would attend whatever hct ion they put together to signify the mess of the group for the 

surnrner. Seeing this was important to the4 and it was a means for them to expenence 

closure, I a.gmd2. In addition, I see my attending their final gathenng as a means to put 

closure on their relationship with me as a person, thus complaing, for hem at least, our 

researchedparticipant relationship. 

In the foUowing chapter, 1 wili discuss another signifiant element in 

methodological understanding: negotiating roies and building trust with the research 

participants. As I will discuss, no amount of preparation can account for every possible 

situation that can arise while in the field. At tirnes, many decisions corne f k m  on-the- 

spot, with the researcher having to assess in the situation whether or not this is a path that 

should be taken. With these decisions, data is formed, and then collected as part of the 

o v e d  data g a t h e ~ g  process. 

With negotiation, cornes the building of trust. In some cases, decisions are made 

that may enhance the process of building trust, but may be contrary to the research design. 

The question of which is more important d l  be explored. 

Severai weeks fater, 1 attended a Chinese potluck at the churcb I was able to catch up with 
the women, and I was able to sense a distance with them that had not exiaed previously. It 
as  also dunng this time that the women and 1 discussed the roles of women in the Bible, and 
Dorcas niggested that 1 use women in the Bible as pseudonyms for the women. 



CBAPTER FOUR 

BUILDtNG TRUST: NEGOTIATING MY ROLE AS RESEARCHER 

members of the group were] disturbed by the presence of a researcher 
who appeared to understand, yet was not compelled by that understanding 
to believe (McGuire, 1 982: 22). 

Throughout rny time with the group, in gaining access and being asked to leave, 

the women were engaged in the continual process of trying to change my role in the 

group; l?om researcher to fuH-tledged participant. As they were a group whose religious 

foundations were rooted in proselytization, it is not surprising that they could not accept 

me into the group as a mere researcher. 

The reasons for wanting me to change my role are varied. One the most basic 

level, they believed I was "there [researching the goup] for a reason, no matter what 1 

said I was there for." This is not unusud with groups whose members proselytize 

(Gordon, 1987). Regardless of the researcher's own, stated purposes for behg in the 

goup, rnembers of the group thewlves will always assert that you are with the group 

because a Higher Power leads you there. I experienced this on several occasions: "you 

may weii be healed while you are here" (Deborah: week#l); "you are here because He lead 

you here. He has a reason for you being here" (Ruth: week# 12). Gordon shares his 

. . . I  know a lot of people who started out studying Christianity to disprove 
it and ended up getting saved . . .you mua have corne aii the way out here 
for a reason. Nobody cornes through that door by accident. . .I was there 
for more than research. ( 1987:274). 

1 see the group as having three purposes in relation to my role as researcher fim, 
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to have me as a full-fledged participant in the group, and subsequently the Church; second, 

to convert me to theu religious philosophies; third, if the above two did not prove fiuitful, 

to manipulate my role to fit situations that arose in the group. Ln this chapter, 1 will 

explore the negotiation of roles, as well as how this affected data gathenng and trust 

building. 

Mat wcrs my rde with Lis grwp  t 

There is a plethora of methodologicai literature discussing the role of the 

researcher (Kirby and McKema, 1 987; Adler and Adler, 1 987; Wax, 1 983; Berg, 1995; 

Gordon, 1987; Shatnr and Stebbins, 199 1 ). Most characterize field researchers as f i g  

one ofthree roles: peripheraî, active or complete, each assuming its own set of 

responsibiiities and limits according to the level of involvement the researcher wishes to 

have. 

From the beginning, 1 took the position of peripheral researcher", meanhg exactly 

what it says: I rernained on the edges of the group, not participatiog, merely observing. 

Although this was clear to me, and 1 did my bea to mate certain it was clear to the 

women, there remained a continua stmggle in the goup to maintain my identity as 

researcher. ïherefore, 1 was engaged in the process of negotiation throughout the t h e  1 

was with the group. The next section discusses what 1 perceived to be the roles the group 

-- -- - -- 

13 

Efforts made by the group to convert me were an issue long before I ever went into the field. 
There was con- on the part of professurs, and other graduate students, that 1 would not 
be able to maintain a non-participatory status, and would end up converted. 



wanted me to take, versus the roles 1 was willing to take. 

Full-edged particijxmf 

One of the most puPlhg aspects of my research to the women was how 1 was 

going to attend the meetings every week, and not participate in the group; how could 1 

shield myseiffiom His word? According to the women, as long as 1 was attending group 

meetings, I was going to be affectexl by what was going on". 

There were several means by which the women atternpted to make me a full 

participant, and some were more obvious than others. On the most basic level, 1 would be 

encouraged at the beginning of every group to share in the group "round": this was the 

time taken at the beginning of every group where the women would take a few minutes to 

share what happened d u ~ g  their week. 

Another means was to ask me questions about my family. The women knew 1 had 

children, and would often ask me how they were dohg. Further, one of the women had a 

child who was in the same grade and class as my oldest daughter. Doras would 

fiequently ask how my daughter was faring in school. 

On occasion, they would ask about rny research, or about my experiences at the 

university. I saw this as having two purposes: they were vying to make me a participant, 

and, they saw me as a source of idormation about experiences they knew M e  about. 

To be fair, asking me about my children and research couid have more to do with 

them wantllig to h o w  about me, and the kind of person 1 am Gordon (1987) wrires that 

I4Of course, 1 was affécted, but just not in the ways the women believed 1 would be. 



ifwe are to see research as a two-way process of negotiation, then we have to accept that 

those we are researching have the right to get to know who we are as well. 

Even though the women were more interested in my role as person, as opposed to 

rny role as researcher, they were, nonetheless, curious about rny role as academic. As 

mentioned previously, I fielded several questions during the initiai stages of gaining access 

where 1 answered such questions as "what is a sociologist?" and "why are you interested 

in us?" Further, having liîile to no experience with academic researchers, they were 

confuseû about what 1 was trying to accomplish. Gordon sums this up when he writes, 

A participant observer may not appear to be doing research, so the clairn 
that he continues with the group for research purposes rnay not be 
completely convincing to group memben ( 1987:28 1). 

There were some in the group who were, at the lem, confuseci about what 1 did in the 

group, given that appeared irnpervious to their conversion efforts, and to the healing 

exercises and worship the group experienced every week. 1 would sometimes receive 

"joking cornments" such as "what are you vvriting about us craies this week, Dawne?" ; "1 

can't wait to see what you do with us?" ; or, "ho w much longer are you going to be?" " 

McCaU and Simmons account for this when they write, 

The primary reason that the researcher finds his field relations so 
problematical is that his subjects accustomed to Ne in a more or less 
ordinary social world, do not know how to be studied. That is, first of ail, 
they do not b w  what kind of mature a participant observer is. . 

Gordon nates that he was often asked similar questions fiom his participants, "1 was 
cominually asked by members of both groups when my paper would be finished, or whether 
my paper was finished yet " ( 1 987:28 1 ). (1 would posit that questions of this manner extend 
to any person, colleague or othenvise, who encounters the researcher.) 
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(1969:28). 

Given that the women were comforted by my role as mother, ex-de, andor someone 

who had some understanding of their life experiences, they were, at the sarne tirne, 

confused by my role as researcher. By tsring to rnake me a completely participatory 

member of the group, they could continue to work on converthg me, and, give me a role 

in the group they could feel cornfortable with: member. 

Conversion 

Along with attempting to make me a full-fledged participant in the group, the 

women were also trying to convert or "save" me. For groups of this nature, there are only 

two States of being: saved or unsaved (Ammerman, 1987; Gordon, 1987). Even my 

"Doc," J e d e r ,  expressed the opinion that 1 was going to corne out of this converted, or, 

in the very least, with a renewed faith in God. The fbst evening 1 met with the women, 

~eborah"hppproached me at the end of the meeting, saying, "you rnay weU be healed fiom 

being in the group, Dawne"(week# 1). 

Efforts towards conversion involved several social processes. First, above di, 

proselytization was part of the teachings of the Church. According to church members, 

those who were not of their faith were condemned to "eternal damnation" (Ammerman, 

1 987). Therefore, even though this group was closed, the teachings of the Church 

dictated that rnembers work towards opening the karts of othen to "Him." As these 

women were members of the church, their religious ideologies took precedence over the 

. . 
-=Deborah never made it to Esther's group. 



group mandate, and they made every effort to convert me. 

Conversion was fim, overt and second, covert. As I was the oniy person in the 

group who was not a participant, "witnessing," in the traditional sense, was not usefùl. 

Witnessing is a process where beiieven in Him spread the word to their peers, or in more 

extreme cases, to people they do not know. It is considered a very important Christian 

activity (Ammerman, 1987). However, I do feel that 1 experienced witnessing "en masse," 

jus  by Wtue of attending the group meetings. Further, the women were continually 

questioning me regarding my being saved. For example, they would ask "if I was ready to 

accept Him" or "do you know He is working in you, now, and al1 you have to do is 

acknowledge Him?" 

Perhaps the most overt expression of conversion came one evening after my fust 

expenence of the ritual "laying on of hands." An emotionally charged, and draining rituai, 

it leaves even the moa solid of non-beiievers in a date of questioning and confusion. 

When I was leaving (finaüy), Ruth stopped me outside the door, and asked me if 1 was 

okay; "these things can be rough when you experience h e m  for the fira time." I replied 

that 1 was confiised and drained, and she said, 

You know and He knows [pointhg upwards] what is going on. He 
brought you here for a reason, and everyone knows it: even you. Pretty 
soon you are going to have to stop fighting it and accept Hiai. There is no 
getting away fiom it (Rut4 week# 1 7). 

My confusion and exhaustion came f?om tryhg to comprehead an important 

heahg rituai, amidst the emotional chaos that was present. Ruth, however, as well as the 

other members of the group, assessed tbat my reaction came f?om stmggling to accept 



Kim as my saviour. Gordon experienced a similar expenence when one of his participants 

. . .you know it says in the Bible that Jesus is Ote a stone and either you 
will step over it one day, or it will crush you. Jesus is going to be dealing 
with you real heavy. He already has in fa* because you have been coming 
here an hearing al1 about Him, and one of these days you are going to have 
to face up to Him. It's the truth (1987:272). 

Although not as extreme, the message I received fiom the wornen in my group was the 

same: as long as you continue to come to the group, for whatever purpose, you are going 

to be saved, no matter how you feel. 

in other instances, attempts at conversion were more covert. Not only was 1 

o b s e ~ n g  the group, but sorne of the weekly church services as well. Understanding the 

group, and their religious philosophies, couid only come from o b s e ~ n g  where and how 

they received their religious instruction. My first visit to the church was the cause of sorne 

stir among the women, and I received information on what to expect, how long the xMce 

would be and how many people would be there, to mention jua a few. Esther also added 

that "after I go once, I won? be able to stay away" (week#lî ). In the middle of the 

service, Esther came over to greet me, and exclairneci, "THIS is Church! ! ! ! " Durhg the 

service, every women who was there fiom the group made a point to come over and greet 

me. Jennifer was there, and there were several people, who 1 did not know, who 

introduced themselves to me. Mer  the service, the women asked me extensive questions 

about what I thought, and if it had changed my religious outlook; "Are you ready to 

accept Hùn, Dawne?" (Ruth, week#17 ). 

On occasion, 1 was offered a drive home afker the meetings, and quite ofien, 
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although the drive was short, the driver asked me questions about my accepting "Hirn." 

According to the women, al1 plans were laid d o m  and it was merely a matter of tirne. I 

was "avoiding the inevitable." Despite their insistence that I was existing in a state of 

denial, the women, as we will see later on, make accepting Hirn into your life sound much 

easier than it actuaily is. It is a social process, and one that is fiaught with confusion and 

inconsistency . 

Being the "outsider" 

There were advantages to taking the role of "outsider" or " peripheral member. l' 

For some in the group, 1 was seen as a confidant for their dissatisfactions with the group, 

or other group members. Tbere were several instances when group members would corne 

to me with issues they felt needed resolving, or with the sole purpose of "getting things off 

their chest. " 

The fint such incident, and perhaps the moa significant, occurred after I had been 

in the group for several weeks. Deborah, while dnvir~g me home one evening, said she 

needed to tel me something, because, 

You're in the group, but you're not, and 1 know you can't repeat anything 1 
tell you. . .and you know the group and why 1 can't say anything there 
(week#S). 

Deborah confideci in me that she was caught in an intimate triangle, one that included 

herself and two women frîends. Her concern for several reasons: given her religious 

beiiefs, she was taught that what she was feeling was wrong, even though she did not 

think so herself; she wanted to share this with the group, but knew how such an issue 
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would be received; she did not want to damage her fnendship with the couple. She then 

added that she was stniggling with her religious beliefs, as she felt that God would want to 

include everyone, regardless of their sexud orientation. She said there were times when 

she disagreed with the philosophies and principles of the group. In some instances she felt 

they were exclusive in aead of inclusive, and she asked ifthat was what He would have 

wanted. 

Adapting my peripheral role in the group allowed Deborah to share an expenence 

that was troubling her deeply. Given my role in the group, she knew she could come to 

me knowing there would be no repercussions fiom church, or the group, as 1 was not in a 

position to share anything that I was told by the women. How Deborah resolved the 

solution remains a mystery, as she lefi the group shortly d e r  this conversation. 

One of Deborah's reasons for leavhg the group was one that was expressed by 

other women in the group" poup cliques. As with other groups, there were subgroups 

within the main group, and there were some who grumbled that the "main" group received 

more attention. This group, comprised of Esther, Ruth, Naomi, and Mary was considered 

the force behind the group. mers, such as Phoebe, felt that the concems of this group 

overrode those of the other women. Such sentiments were not echoed in the confines of 

the group, but 1 was privy to them d u ~ g  chance encounters on the Street, or on the few 

minutes before everyone arrived at the group. 

There were instances when the women would gnimble to me about the 

2 7 

Ahough Deborah was the only woman to lave the group, aating the cliquish nature of the 
group as her reason. 



inconsistencies they believed existed in the group. Many of the women are single mothers, 

and an outing in the evening can pose problems when you are living on a small income. 

Deborah and Naomi both talked with me about how the group talks about being Christian 

and helping others, but could not do something as simple as provide childcare for the 

women who needed it; or at least assist with some of the cos  of getting a sitter; 

. . .Debonth told me the reason she had her children with her was because 
she could not afford a sitter every week. She said she believed that if the 
church, or the group, could arrange childwe, more wornen would attend. 
She said she knew of several women who wanted to corne, but are unable 
because they could not afford a babysitter. . .she said she almost hoped the 
kids would "act up" so she could use it as evidence for Esther that child 
case was needed (week#3). 

ûther instances included Naomi calling me regarding university entrancr, or 

Phoebe asking me about how to resolve situations with her teenage daughters. These 

attempts are not an uncornmon manipulation of the researcher role. Copps relates a 

similar expenence while researching a shelter for people with physical and mental 

disabilities; "employees [of the shelter] occasionally used me to resolve their conflicts and 

demanded my opinion on disputed matters" (Copps and Kleinman, I993:3O). 

Although 1 was not receptive to the attempts of the women to make me into a Ml- 

fledged participant of the group, they did manage to make my role as researcher 

advantageous to th& own needs by making me a receptude for those experiences and 

dilemmas they felt would not be received by the graup. My role as penpheral member of 

the group placed me in a position where 1 knew the imer workings of the group, but my 

role as  researcher made me a confidant in that the women could share things with me they 
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could not share with others in the group. Due to the parameters of my research, they 

knew that 1 was not in a position to repeat anything they said to me, or anythmg 1 heard 

indiredy. My role as receptacle was, perhaps, the only part of my researcher role the 

women found to be to theu advantage. 

Negob*crtrcrtron: Ke@ng Close, but Rem41urUg LXs&nt 

Given the above experiences, how was 1 able to rernain in the group, and yet 

maintain my researcher role? Simply, it was through a continual process of negotiation 

and re-negotiation. This elaborate process of negotiation began as soon as I entered the 

group, and continueci on well after I lefi. 

There are nurnerous discussions in the sociological literature on "role plqvng and 

role taking" (Wax, 1983; Gordon, 1987; Copps and Kleinrnan, 1993). Gordon writes that 

to manoeuver in the field, ail the researcher has to do is engage in the process of playing 

or taking a role, given the situation. I disagree and 1 posit that role playing and role taking 

are a part of the negotiatory process that exists in the field setting. in part, this is 

because, as Wax States, 

some experienced fieldworken speak of role playing in fieldwork as if the 
fieldworkers roles were ready and waiting for him in the soaety he wishes 
to study. AU he has to do is h d  the roles and "assumett them (1983:200). 

The roles are not ready and waiting to be assumed at the whirn of the researcher. Rather, 

they are created and re-created; negotiated and re-negotiated as  part of the give and take 

that exias in the relationship among the researcher and the participants. Funher, I take 
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objection to the concept of "role playing" believing this infers dishonesty in the field and in 

the relationship we attempt to develop with those we are studyhg. We role play on stage; 

in the field we negotiate the process according to the situation. 

The danger lies, 1 thllik, in developing an insincere relationship with the 

participants. Clearly, as researcher, we state the role we wish to take in the group. For 

example, 1 took on the role of peripheral member, i f 1  had feigned conversion in order to 

get closer with the group, I would have been role piaying at being a "saved" Christian. 

Taking on other roles; king a confidant, and participating in various functions with the 

group, were part of the negotiatoiy process that 1 was continually engaged in. Therefore, 

although 1 was engaged in negotiation with the women, and the group, 1 was not willing 

to compromise the role 1 took with the group. 1 remained a peripheral member. 

Negotiation was central to my relationship with the group, especially after 1 "felt" 

(as opposed to believing 1 was accepted. See previous chapter) accepted. At that point, 

although 1 was pleased to feel accepted, there was i n c r d  pressure f?om the women to 

convert; to be saved. Further, 1 was grateful that they allowed me to retum to the group. 

Feeling grateful is not uncornmon among field researchers (Gordon, 1987; Adler and 

Adler, 1987; Copps and Kleinman, 1993), and if not examinecl carefidly can lead 

researcher to making the transition fiom role taking to role playing. 1 remained clear with 

the women in my refusal to be converteci, even though 1 was gratefid they asked me to 

return. 

Gratitude exists primarily because we know, that as researchers, the "success of 

our work depends on participants" (Copps and Kleinmao, 1993:3). Without this group 



55 

dowing me in initiaily, and then asking me to retum, 1 would have been lefi without a 

group to research, and in the position where 1 wodd have had to locate another group, or 

begin again. 

Therefore, the circurnstances of negotiation to remain in my role was bounded by 

my feelings of gratitude, acceptance, guilt (in that there were times when 1 felt 1 was 

taking advantage of the women), and knowing that 1 wodd not compromise myself, my 

research, or the relationship I had developed with the group. 

My strategy was to negotiate through these feelings, as opposed to around them. 

In respect to the efforts of the women to convert me, I rnaintained my position M y ,  but 

let them know that I was aiways keen to hear what they had to say. I was not going to 

brush them aside, but they also needed to realize that they were not going to "save me." 1 

understood this was confusing to the women, as they operate on a "with-us-or-againn-us' 

perspective (Gordon, 1987). Essentially, such a perspective harkens back to the argument 

that 1 could not possibly attend the group, hear the Word, iisten to their experiences, 

attend church, and aot want to be saved. To not offend the women, 1 had to assume the 

blame for their not king able to convert me; "what is important here is that these 

accounts ail blame the sinner (researcher) rather than the beiiefs of the proselytizer" 

(Gordon, 1987:279). Therefore, their fidure to convert me had nothing to do with their 

abiiity to proselytize, and bring 'Wie Word" to the 'luisaved." Rather, there was 

something wrong with me that was preventiog me fiom king "saved." What is important 

here is that the M u r e  to convert was mine, not the women7s. . 

I was sdiunant on the point that I was not going to convert. However, refirsing to 



become a full-fledged participant was a more complex issue. The dominant philosophy in 

the group was that 1 would not have been able to attend the group unless I was "saved", 

and was in need of healing. As 1 was neither, the group had to take altemate approached 

with me. In this instance, they were willing to have me as a participant in the group, 

waiving the requirement of being "saved8.." 

Full-Bedged participant is exactly what it says: 1 wouid aîtend the groups, take part 

in al1 the discussions, prayer, rituais, and social events. 1 was not willing to take, or play, 

this role, even though 1 realized it would make data gathering ~hnpler'~. Therefore, 1 

negotiated with the women in t e m  of how rnuch participation 1 was willing to assume. 

Initidly, 1 stated 1 would attend the meetings, but not saying anythng. After 1 was asked 

to rehirn, 1 consented to taking part in the "round." When it was my tuni to speak, I 

wouid touch on the rnundane aspects of the previous week, but did not share any 

difncdties 1 may have experienced. Most often, thh would d c e ,  but there were times 

when 1 was asked ifthere was anythmg else I wanted to say. 

1 also consented to participate, or anenci, some church activities. Che was a 

Valenthe's Day party that was for single mothers only. Not only did 1 attend, but I 

included my children, because Phoebe's daughten were providing child care, and rny 

daughter was fiîends with Dorcas' daughter. Taking my children, 1 suspect, demoastrated 

ûfcorrne, the der~bnding  was that 1 wouid eventuaüy convert, therefore whatever status 
1 assumai pnor to that wouid have been characterized as an intemi status. 

1 suspect tbaî i f 1  consenteci to bang a full participant, the group would have allowed me to 
tape record the group meetings. 
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to the wornen that 1 was more than a researcher, that there were other sides to who I was. 

Evem as recently as a couple of weeks ago, 1 was invited to partake in a Mother's Day 

celebration for single mothen. 

The other significant event I attended was the Easter s e ~ c e  at the church. h o s t  

all the women were invoived in this service, and outside of the Christmas service, is the 

largest and most public Christian senice in the church. The church members perform a 

"passion play," with three evenhg perfonnancesZO. 1 consented to attend the final evening 

performance, and as with the church service, was greeted by every group member present. 

Again, 1 was questioned extensively during the group meeting following the play, with the 

women wanting to know if1 was ready to be "saved." 

I did not have a significant amount of difEiculty in increasing the level of 

participation in the group, so long as the women knew that 1 was there for research 

purposes. One of their altemative approaches when I was asked to leave the group was 

to return as a panicipant. They were, even at the end of my fieldwork, very persuasive, 

wanting me to lie to my thesis cornmittee about finishing my field work so I could 

continue with the group as a participant. I came to rezrlize that it was not my presence in 

the group that was the issue, but rather rny role as researcher. Given this, they were 

persistent in their efforts to remove my role as researcher. 

Negotiation was, for me, about give and take. 1 was willhg to give, as long as 

they understood that 1 was going to remain peripheral. Once I reaiized they would not 

cease their conversion activities, 1 participateci more, but remained true to my original 

2o These plays have becorne so popuiar additional performances have been added. 



position. Being honest with the group, and with myself proved, I think, to be more 

bendicial to my relationslip with group as a penon, and as a researcher. 



CHAPTER FIVIE: 

FORMAL IDEOLOGY AND STRUCTURE 

The previous chapters went to great lengths to outhe the methodological issues 

that shaped the data gaîhering process of this thesis. Although I have included much 

detd, 1 befieve it necessary to understand how 1 gathered the data, including the 

stumbluig blocks, before we can analyse the data. The hows, in this instance at least, very 

much iduenced the ways I was able to gather data, and had a profound effect on the kind 

of data 1 found. 

This chapter introduces the women of the Beveridge Street Healing Group. 

Looking average and ordinary on the outside, they are women who are standing in the 

face of adversity, who are coping with many problems and issues. Wuthnow expresses a 

similar perspective, 

As 1 sat with [the group] week after week, 1 had no doubt that I was in the 
presence of a group of people who knew what it meant to am a spiritual 
journey, who knew how to be honest, how io be vunerable, how to amd in 
need of love, how to give love (Wuthnow, 1994: 180). 

There are a dozen women who attend the group, and bMg with them a multitude of 

problems: semai abuse; physical and emotional abuse; husbands in prison; dysfiinctional 

M e s ;  health problems; alcoholism and substance abuse. At the same the, the women 

bring with their problems the desire to effect change in their lives, and the lives of others; 

the desire for solutions, collective stnitegies; a desire to share, and to be heard. Using 

religion, "God's Word" and the "Imowiedge of His love for them," the women believe 
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they are ready to ernbark on a "healing journey" with the knowledge that it will require 

work and personal sacrifice. 

Esther is a recovering alcoholic and drug addict, and reports that she has been 

"saved" six years ago. Ruth is marriai to an unsaved husband, and uses the group as a 

place to strengthen her relationship with God. Naomi is a divorced single rnother, with 

two teenagers. She is in the process of recovering fiom her ex-husband's abuse. Mary is 

in the process of recovering Born intense childhood abuse; physicd, emotional and mal, 

as well as a problem with alcohol. Phoebe is divorced and attempting to recover fiorn 

her dnig addiction through her fiaith. Elizabeth is in the process of coping with her 

husband's recent retum from prison, and her own drug and aicohol addictions. Doreas is 

a divorced single mother, strugghg to understand her maniage to an abusive ''Christian 

man." Priscilla is tryhg to recover nom two bad marriages, an abusive relationship, and 

a daughter with a leanllng disability. Sara, recently widowed, is struggling with her son's 

addiction to drugs and aicohol. Martha has recently separateci fiom her abusive husband 

of twenty years. Eve is recove~g fkom a oervous breakdown, and the faa that she is 

denied access to her only chüd. There are several elements that b ~ g  these women 

together, but none is stronger than their desire to live peacefidiy. Hence, they are drawn 

to this group for "he;iling," support and an enhanced understanding of God and His role in 

their lives. 

To begui, the notion of healing and support in this group are, at bec cornplex. 

One of the moa difncult aspects of w r i ~ g  this thesis was how to incorporate the chta on 

healing into a comprehensive and concise discussion of healing. How could I take what 1 
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leamed for the group and relate it to others in a m e r  that would make sense, and that 

would honour the group's experiences? This was my dilemma. Stated simply, the gmup 

has two means of "healing" and nippon: formai and informai structures. The formai 

structure represents the officiai, stated purpose of the group, narnely to achieve "spiritual 

healing," emphasizing praying, rituals and a discourse about "getting closer to God." The 

informai culture represents the emotional and physical support the women provide for one 

another, the ernpowerment the women develop as a resuit of doing for others, and having 

others do for them. The forma1 and infornial cultures occur simdtaneously, and both are 

necessas, for the totality of heahg to develop. At the same tirne, the two structures are 

not a perfect rnirror image of each other. The group's process is an outcome of the 

dynamic tension between the WO cultures. 

To understand the dynamic that exists between the nvo cultures, this chapter and 

the foliowing chapter wiil explore the formai and informal structure in detail. The fornial 

ideology encompasses their stated purpose, the relationship with the church, the laoguage 

and the context of the group. The wbsequent chapter explores the informal beiiefs and 

interactions of the women. The social support the group provides and is, Uideed, the 

integral part of the women's "healing." The goal is to dustrate how the formai and the 

informal support stnictures of the group contnbute collectively to what the women cal1 

the "heaiing joumey ." 

FoPmol Stnrcture 

The f o d  structure encompasses both the explicit discourse and structure of 



activities and actions that direct the women towards the development of "spiritual 

healing;" the element of the "healing journef' that is expticitly religious in nature. The 

women are initially drawn together ffom their desire to know God and to learn how to 

make Him the foundation of their lives. It is in this way that the group carries on the 

teachings of the church, tailoring the group to match the needs of the women. 

The formai structure of the group is founded on the ambiguous notion of "spiritual 

healing." The women come together in a collective as a means of understanding God in 

relation to their lives. There are various means used in the development of this collective 

understanding; language, action and ritual. As with other formai structures, there is a 

previously developed set of "niles and regdations" or a perspective used for the 

maintenance of the collective. For example, in Becker's -the: T h  

e of C o u ,  he outhes the s~dentperspective of acadernic We; 

As students interact with one another, with teachers and with other colege 
officiais, they deveiop ideas that, because they are held in common mate a 
universe of discourse, a common M e  of reference in wfiich 
communication may take place ( 1 995 i 28). 

As the womeo interact with one another in the group, as they attend fonnal Church 

services, as they interact with other members of the church community, they are, in fact, 

developing a healing perspective. Because, as Becker writes, they have ideologies that are 

common, they are able to corne together, in a formai collective with the purpose of 

understanding "Christian healing. " 

Before we can understand the "healing perspectiven we must fint explore the 

elernents that define any perspective. A definion of the situation, Rirads of actMties. and 
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criteria ofjudgement is one means of developing a perspective. 1 shall look at each 

separately in relation to its importance in the development of the "heaiing perspective." 

Dejhition of the situution 

Definition of the situation is the "set of ideas describing the character of the 

situation in which action m u a  be taken (Becker, 199529). The women in the group share 

a worldview directly related to their definition of the situation; an understanding of, first, 

what their world is like, and second, what they would prefer it to be like. Their worldview 

defines what their world is ke ,  what is acceptable to do, what is not acceptable to do, as 

weU as an understanding as to why they are in theu cument situation. 

Becker descnies the following as the moa fature of the definition of the 

situation, 

. . .a statement of goals one can reasonably mive for in the situation; a 
description of the organization within which action occurs and the demands 
they rnake on participants; the mies, both forma1 and informai., by which 
one's action is constrained, and the rewards and punishments one may look 
forward to as a consequence of his (sic) performance (1 995:29). 

For the women in the group, their prVnary goal is developing a stronger, one-on- 

one relationship with God, to develop a "heahg relationship." One organizatioa, the 

church, plays a significant role in the development of the def'rnition of the situation. 

nte role of the church 

In this group, the achial role ofthe church is minimnl. However, its intluence 

exins in relation to the religious philosophies of the group. Not oniy do formaiireci beliefs 
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play a crucial role in defining the formal structure of the group, but so does the physical 

sening and social environment &ordeci by the Church. 

The church, as an institution, meets many of the physicai needs of the group. 

Esther is an employee of the chwch, therefore, giving the women access to her that they 

rnay not have had otherwise. At any the, the women can walk into Esther's office to see 

her, or cal1 her if necessary. The church provideci physical space for John's group, as wel 

as other ema-cumcular group activities, nich as the Chinese potluck and the single 

mother's Valentine's Day party. 

More important, however, is that the church provides the religious foundations of 

the group. With several evening programs avaiiable in the church, and two f o d  services 

on the weekends, the women have as much access to church ideology as they choose. 

Many of the women participate in Tuesday Evening Bible Study, the nursery program, the 

single mother's group, as weii as other self-help support groups sponsored by the church. 

Therefore, the wornen can have as much exposure to church teachings as they 

choose. The religious ideologies, philosophies, and rhetoric the women have corne from 

the forma1 teachings of the church. There were incidences in the group where themes and 

teachings f?om the church would incorporate themselves into the weekly meetings. Ofta, 

these discussions would start out as , 'Md you hear what Pastor Matthew said about 

forgiveness Sunday evening?" 

How the church teachings fiame the religious ideologies of the women and the 

group is important to the definition of the situation. As with other charismatidevangelical 

type religions, religion is the h e  of reference for these women. Evangelical type 
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religions are a contrast to a more mainStream approach to religion, where it serves as one 

of a collective hune of reference for individuals. For these women, their religious fiame 

of reference fies in the face of the plurality of frames of reference that aias in the secular 

society. Religion is the way of We for these women. Everythmg they do, say, feel and 

beiieve is grounded in Jesus as their Saviour. This includes traumatic life events such as 

husbands in prison, or children using drugs to everyday occurrences at work, such as 

losing an important work-related document and then hding it. AU events are related to 

God and "His" influence in the lives of these women. The church reinforces their 

teachings as the frame of reference for the women, and in tum the women take the 

ieachings and rhetoric to the group. Therefore, the church may have little innuence in the 

administration and informai advities of the group, but the religious foundations of the 

group are sole@ based on the teachings of the church. The church, as a consequence, 

feels the need to define the situation of the women. 

Rewards and punishments, accordhg to this group, would be miniaial. Uniike 

Becker's students, these women do not nsk expulsion, as the group itself tends to be 

Uifonnal. For example, some of the women attend regularly, others sporaclicaliy. Further, 

rewards and punisbxnent f d  into the "heahg perspective," as the only one who can 

detemine what the rewards and punishments are is "Gd." How the rewards and 

punishments are interpreted is within the puMew of the group. 

Activities, another element in relation to developing a perspective, refen to those 

activities that are proper and sensible to engage in (Becker, 1995). There are expectations 

of the church that must be met: ie: here and elsewhere attendiog services, or organkational 
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meetings; of the group, that if there is an attendance problem, that the women who are 

having diffidty attending contact Esther. It could be a matter of transportation, or 

something more serious. There are certain activities the women must be prepared to 

engage in, if they are to be pari of the group; praying, "healuig" rituas, engaging in 

discourse, providing "Christian" support, to name a few. These activities help to develop, 

and mallnain, the "heaiing" perspective. 

Criteria ofjudgement is the final element in developing a perspective. Here, 

"standards of value agalnst which people are judged" (Becker, 1995:30) becomes the 

focus. The means by which the women judge themselves a g h a  others, and how they 

perceive themselves judged by others, is key in understanding why they have developed a 

"healing perspective." However, keeping in rnind the religious foundations of the group, 

we have to accept that the concept of judgement is contextually different for these women 

than it is for those who do not share the same religious foundations. For hem, judgement 

is tied in with the concept of reward and punishment. The only one who can truiy judge is 

God. 

ùi descniing the elements of the "healing perspective" it is important to 

understand that this perspective is not an explanation of the women' s activities. Rather, as 

Becker writes, it is a 

description of what [the womenl do and think and can be conceiveci as an 
explanation only in the sense that is constitutes the larger whole in relation 
to which any given [woman's] action or ide- &es sense (1 995:3O). 

Therefore, the "healing perspective" can only be understood in the context of the fonnal 

structure of the group, and not outside of it. The "healing perspective" is the overarching 
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perspective of the wornen; it detines their situation, their actions, and how they perceive 

themselves and others. Further, it assists in the development and maintenance of the 

formal structure of the group. 

How does the "heahg perspective" translate into action? Ln other words, how 

does it become active in the forrnd smicture of the group? The "healing perspective" is 

comprised of actions, rhetoric and language that bind the women to their religious 

principles, and as we shali see later, help in the formation of their identity as "devout 

Christian wornen." 

Part of the rhetoric of the "heaüng perspective" is the notion of "control." The 

wornen believe they are ultimately "controiied" by God, and their actions serve to fül 

'His" goal's for thei. lives. Control is consmicted via the foliowing elements. 

1. To begin, the women in this group believe they, and anyone else who h d s  

themselves in the group, were "lead to the group" (Ruth, week#9). This implies that no 

one in the group is there of their own volition; they have been lead by God, and there is a 

distinct reason why. The reason may not be readily apparent, but there is a reasoq 

because ''He" does nothing without a reasoa. The women used this cclogic" with me when 

trying to understand why 1 was in the group. Cleariy, in my case, research alone was w t  

enough of a reason to be int he group, and I was lead there by "Him." 

2. Nexî, is the belief that "no one is alone (Esther, week#3)." No inatter what has 

occurred in the past, what will happen in the friture, or how anyone feels about "Hîrn,'" no 

one is alone, as 'We" knows ail. Whether you chose to believe in 'Him" or no& We" 

knows what is going on in your Me, and is waiting for you to acknowledge "Him" so that 
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"'He" can "go to work" in your Me. For example, Esther shares with the women that 

"'He" knew what was happening in ber iife before she was G"bom-again," and "He" knew 

what was going to happen in her future, but "He" could not participate M y  in her life 

until she was ready to acknowledge "'Him." This rhetoric and dialogue and understanding 

of "Him" is essentiai for the wornen, and they need to believe there is someone there, 

constantly, who they can tum to (Rinck, 1990). 

3. "Let go and let God" is one of the moa frequently used rhetorical phrases in 

the group. The premise of the group is that as long as you can "let go," you d be 

healed. "Letting go" refen to no longer taking responsibility for anything that happened 

to you at the hands of another. Until you are able to "let gon you will never be M y  

healed. For example, Mary grew up in an extrernely abusive home, and has carried these 

expenences with her for most of her Me. Her goal in anencihg the group is to be "healedn 

fkom this trauma, and move on with her Me. She is an angry, hurt woman, who stomps 

out of the group when she feels that there is notbiag there that can help her; when she is 

unable to accept the rhetoric of the group. Esther believes the reason for Mary's 

behaviours, and her anger, is that she is unable to "let go" of these p a s  expenences, and 

the present hurt and angers. In turn, "He" is not able to "heal" her. Lfshe could only "let 

go" she would be able to feel '75s hedhg'' and be able to move past these experiences, 

and devote her energies toward becoming a "good Christian woman." 

Much of the codïct relatai to bcletting go" or "giving it ove? stems f?om the 

desire to do things "our way" instead of 'Wïs way." As Dorcas said, 

. . .the problem is when we try to do God's wiU "our way' instead of 'ms" 



She then referred to her experiences with Mî and addiction, and how she 
would try to make the pain go away through addiction rather than 
surrender it to God. She said, "we have to give it al1 up to God: our hopes, 
fms and dream. . ." (week#9). 

Al1 of the above cornes under the umbreiia of connol. In order to accept the 

"healing perspective," the women must give up control of their Lives. As long as the 

women believe they are in control of their lives, they wüi never be able to expenence 

"healing." Eve said one evening, 

. . .the point is to learn to give control over to Goâ, and that it is important 
to understand that it is an ongoing process. One of my problems is that I 
don't want to subrnit, to give it al1 to Kun. I want to, but can't, and I 
probably won't until 1 meet Him at Heaven's gate (weeMt8). 

Learning to give control over to Kim may be the point, but for moa of the women it is 

easier said than done. Although I will explore this in further d d  in the next chapter, 

there is much conflict for the women over givhg it over and comroi, and what they are 

struggling with as women who want to be in control of their Lives. Naomi said one 

evening that , 

she has becorne so accustomed to deaüng with things on her own that she 
feels she m o t  give it over to God. She wants to admit powerle~sness~ 
but she can't (week#8). 

The theme of control takes many fonns: submission and forgiveness are two other 

means the rhetoric of the group uses as a means of adhering to the formal structure. Ruth 

says, ". . .the only way to make the program work is to submit to W." The women feel 

abmission has negative connotations, and is misunderstood by the world, 

. . .submission is niisunderstood, because of the way the "world" has used 
it; most people think that to subrnit in religion is to let men have aIi the 



control. . . . . submissioa is g i h g  it over to God: stopping and asking Hùri 
what we should do. We need to follow through with our promise to honor 
God and His work. Part of this is to subrnit ad Our hurt and feus to God 
(Naomi, week#9). 

Forgiveness seems to be more difficult for the women to grasp. Their definition of 

forgiveness entails literdy forgetting about the painful events and traumas in their iives: 

forgive and forget. Using Mary again as an example, the group re-enforces this approach 

to forgiveness by teiiing Mary that as long as she continues to not forgive her father, as 

long as she continues to harbour resentment toward him for what happened, she will nwer 

heal. This is because she cannot forgive and forget. Elizabeth is supposed to help her 

husband with his return to the corn muni^ (after being released fiom prison), by forgiving 

him for why he was sent to prison, and forgetting the abuse in their relationship. If she is 

able to accomplish this she will be better able to "heal." 

"Giving it over," "let go and let God," "surrender," "forgive and forget" are al1 

part of the larger concept of control. Each of these rhetoricd phrases points to fia, 

iiteraiiy forgetettinp past life cvents, and second, surrende~g controi of one's life to God. 

As much as this rhetoric is passed around the group, there is tittle concrete advise 

provided, detailing how the women are to accomplish these large tasks. Accornplishing 

the impossibie is necewuy ifthese wornen are to experience what it is to "heal." And 

"heahg" is the stnictured goal of the group; it is the stated reason for the group's 

existence. 

Ail of this combines to move the "heahg perspective" fiom a mciological concept 

to a tangible means of maintaining the group's formai structure. The rhetoric, language 
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and action used by the group enforce their desire to "heaI" through God, and to become 

better women in the process. 

Although the heahg perspective is the most essential element of the forma1 

structure of the group, there are other pieces that mua be in place in order for the totdity 

of the formai structure to be realized. What are the other elements of the formal structure, 

and how do they corne together with the heahg perspective to develop the formai 

structure of the group? 

The primary "need" drawing women to the group centres on using religion as a 

means ofovercoming h g  addiction, alwholism, and various foms of abuse. This need 

is founded in the knowledge that there is little available, founded on Christian principles, 

that is able to facilitate healing. Dorcas said one evening that she has attended AA, and 

found it lacking in the spintual element. Other group members have cornmenteci on 

reading material that centres addiction problems in the individual, therefore placing the 

onus on the individual to heai. The needs of the women are formally defined in using 

religion as a means to "heal," where other non-Christian programs have failed in the past. . 

The needs of the wornen, are in part, formed around the group mandate; that the 

group can "heal" these women fiom the trauma of certain life events. As long as the 

wornen beiieve in the powers of God aad Jesus, they will experience "healing." Along with 

"healing," the group claims it cm b ~ g  the women closer to God; help them understand 

"W role in their tives; assia in living with those who are not saved, and generally IiMng 

with the knowledge that their woridview is in the minority. 

The combination of all that nuintains the f o n d  structure of the group is reatized 
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in the social cunstmction of the &out Christh, heule4 w w ~ n .  Along with being 

"healed" the sidaby-side goal of the group is to have each woman "heai" and to move " 

to a one-on-one relationship with God." With this cornes the devout Christian wornan; a 

woman who has been "heaiexi" from past Me experiences; that is has successfiilly been 

able to forget anythuig that has happened to her; who has a one-on-one relationship with 

Go4 to the point where there is no doubt "Hey' is hearùig her, listening to her, is aware of 

her pain and suffering; a woman who is able to give over aU coatrol of her life to God: her 

f d y ,  children, anxiety, stress, pain, everythmg in her Me she will be able to give over to 

God without difnculty. Ifthe women can achieve this, then they will have successfully 

hded, and will be "al1 God wmts them to be." 

This woman, however, by the group's own admission, cannot exist. The devout 

Christian woman can only exist through m e  "heaiingy' and "The only way we WU uuly 

be heaied is through de&" (Ruth, week#lO). Knowing this, the women are able to 

continue within the confines of the f o d  structure of the group with a goal, even though 

they are aware that the goal is unattainable und death. As long as their formal, stated 

purpose is clear, the women f d  they have a reason to desire "heaüag.?' 

in sum, the formal structure is responsible for the construction and the 

maintenance of the "healiog perspective." This perspective encompasses the maimenance 

of the women's identity as "devout Christian women." Further, the explidy religious 

rkor ic  and actions of the group are constructed within the bouodaries of the formal 

perspective. The formal structure provides the forum for ail  group interactions to e x h 7  

both, as w e  shaü see, formal and infonnal activities. 
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Key to understanding the foiiowing chapter is knowing the formal structure of the 

group. Forrnal meaning the reasons for the group's maintenance and development. This 

forma1 structure "tows the party line" so to speak, in all that the group is expected to 

accomptish exists in this structure. As the foiiowing chapter f ustrates, however, it is 

ofien what is not expected to occur that piques the sociological imagination. 



CHAPTER SIX 

LNFORMAL BELIEFS AND INTEMCTION 

The purpose of this chapter is to explore how the group "deviates" fkom the 

officiai perspective and goals. If there is a "h&g perspective," can we apply the sarne 

cnteria and develop a "practical perspective?' How does the "practid perspective" mer  

îrom the "heahg perspective?" How do the two perspectives work together to create a 

group atmosphere conducive to the developrnent of "self"' Are both perspectives equally 

important? Most important, however, is the following question: is it the informal beliefs 

and interactions, and not the formal structure, that (1) empowers women and (2) provides 

the much needed practical support in how people carry out their daily lives? 

DmelopUIg a U p r ~ r r c a ~ d  perspective" 

The previous chapter discussed the development of the "heahg perspective." 

Without going through the step-by-step process again, 1 think we can understand the 

development of the "pradcal perspective' in the same t e m .  

Keeping in mind that perspectives are comprised of (1) d e t i o n  of the situation, 

(2) activities and (3) criteria ofjudgement, how can we develop a "practical perspective?" 

In te= of the definition of the situation, adopting a "practical perspective" dows the 

women to kct ion  outside of the confines of the "healiag perspective." The thoughts, 

feelings, and emotions that do not fit in the "healing perspective" can exia here. 
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Questionhg their religious philosophies, their roles as women/mother/partner, discoverhg 

their "self" can occur within this fnunework. Therefore, participation in the group is a 

matter of acquiring both perspectives, and operathg withing the h e w o r k  of both. 

If we examine activities in terms of "a more or less realistic way of deaihg with the 

problems they see the environment posing for hem" (Becker, Geer and Hughes, 1995:29), 

then we see the "practical perspective" as a means of deaüng with problerns deveioped 

from the "healing perspective." In needing another framework, there is an 

acknowledgement that a religious perspective alone is not enough to help the women 

through their past experiences and in the development of who they are now. The women 

need this outlet a s  a means of working through the constraints placed upon them by the 

formal institution of their religion. 

Criteria of judgement, in the development of a perspective, allows for the 

"standards of value against which people may be judged" (Becker, Geer and Hughes, 

1995:30). With this in min& we can assess that a "practic.1 perspective" ailows for the 

women to judge theû development of self in relation to others. The rewards, here, are the 

knowledge of support and understanding in the undertaking of endeavours that are almost 

more challenging for these women than anythmg that cornes under the umbrelia of 

"heaüng perspective." 

With an understanding of the "practicd perspective" in place, we can now explore 

the evolution of this perspective in the group. How do these infond beliefk, and hence 

this new perspective, evohe during the life of the goup? 1 think the primary reason for the 

evoIution of this new perspective was that iî was necessary. in exploring and trying to 
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understand the "healing perspective," the women were confronted with questions, issues 

and emotions that did not f d  into the confines of the "healing perspective." The role of 

the "practical perspective," then, is to manage sorne of the unexpected issues and 

questions that have corne to light, eom exploring the role of religion in the iives of the 

women. 

We can see the importance of this perspective in the growth and development of 

these women, both in terms of who they are as Christian women, and women in general, if 

we can approach their religion as the "given." What 1 mean by this is that religion has 

been and wilI continue to be for these women the foundation of their tives. When these 

women approached the "tuming points2'" in their lives, they used their religious beliefs as 

a means to ground themselves. 

Much of their the, after becoming "boni-again," has been devoted to exploring 

their relationship with God, and the role "He" plays in their iives. AU of the women have 

been 'bbom-again" for at least the last five years, and some for as many as twenty-five 

years. In this Ume, they bave built a strong foundation in terms of who they are "in 

Chria." They know God is the guiding force in their lives, and they know that no matter 

what, "He will be there." (Naomi, week#9 ). 

Where the insecurity lies, for these wornen, is in who they are as people, separate 

and apart from th& identities as religious women. 1 suspect that these women would say 

they have no identity outside that of Christian women However, in obseMng their 

codlicts listening to their questions about religious ideals, we cau see that there is a 

T h e  importance of the ''turning point" wiU be further disaissed in the development of self 
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conflict there. In other words, the religious foundations have been laid, and it is now t h e  

for exploration into who these women are beyond their roles as religious women. 

Hence the "practical perspective." Here, the women are able to engage in 

exploration that includes the process of discovering the "self', and providing the forum to 

express concems and dissent in terms of their religious ideals. Therefore, although the 

group expresses and presents itself in terms of the formai, nnictured perspective devoted 

to religious "healhg, " undemeath we can see a more infornial, exploration of self t a h g  

place. An exploration that permits the women to nurture each other as well as thernselves, 

and stiil remain with in the formai structure. And in the end, both the formal and the 

Uiformal suive to achieve the same goal: to facilitate the "healing" of the women. 

In the following sections, we will explore some of what can occur within the 

boundaries of the "praaical perspective." We will begin with the complex process of the 

development of "self" Here, with the aid of Kathy Charxnaz' work with the chronically 

ill, we wiii see how Me events and traumas can benefit individuals and help them achieve a 

stronger sense of who they are. Following this, a discussion of one of the ''informai 

activities" of the group, sharing stories, wilI take place. Why does sharing aories fall into 

the informai stnicture, and how does this benefit the women and the "practicd 

perspective?' Finally, we will examine how the merences in perspectives are resolved, 

and how this benefits the women. 

Deveiopment 4 "Self' 

Ln rnuch of üiis thesis, 1 have dicbotomized two relationships: between my personal 
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self' and my researcher self, and between the women's religious self, and their personal 

self Through the "healing perspective" the women strive to attain a sense of a reiigious 

self; or a "devout Christian woman." Much the same occurs through the "pradcal 

perspective". The women are struggling to attain a sense of who they are, and it is clear 

that the "healing perspective' can only take them so far in understanding who they are as 

people. 

"Crises and losses disrupt Me, but rnay result in a changed, more valued self' 

( C h w a z ,  1994:227). The above statement marks the beginning of a fascinating and 

relevant exploration , by Chmaz, into how chronic iliness allows those who are iil to 

engage in a social process of discovenng their "seif" The premise is that through 

adversity, we cm discover new aspects of self(Charmaz, 1994). How has adversity 

facilitated the "discoveries of self' for these women? 

Charmaz contends that chronic illness places individuals in a position where they 

are lefi to reflect upon their lives; both in terms of where they have been and where they 

are going. I contend that any cnsis, be ir chronic illness, or traumatic Me experiences, wi 

place individuals in a position where they begin to question their ''self? This process of 

discovery does not just occur. Rather, the process begins gradually. For those d e r i n g  

from chronic üiness, it can, perhaps begin with the onset of constant pain. For the wornen 

in the group, the process of discovery7 I contend, can only occur after the women have 

situateci thernselves within the hmework of the "heahg perspective." The women need 

to feel a security that only their religious philosophies can provide. Oniy then can they 

d o w  for a discovery of self. In other words, their faith and belief in God is a "given"; 
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Charmaz writes, 'Ue person7s discovenes of self may occur when he or she 

defines striking contrafis between past and present" (1 994:228). This sentence captures 

why it is necessary for the women to locate themselves within the framework of the 

"healing perspective," as they need a point of reference to examine their life from a "that 

was the way 1 was then, and this is the way 1 am now" perspective. Only when the 

women begin exarnining their past in reference to their present, can they begin the process 

of discovering their "self" 

Before we can begh to understand this process, 1 think we need to cla@ exactly 

what is meant by the "self." 

The self is a proceu in the sense of emergence and change; it is continuaiiy 
unfolding. This process of unfolding occurs as the person interacts with 
others, feels cultural constraints and imperatives, and evaluates himseif or 
herself reiative to experience, situation, others and society more generally. . 
.The seifis both subjective and objective. It is objective in the sense that 
the person intenialires the ianguage, culture and meanings oof his or her 
groups. . . .Sentiments shape estimations of self-worth and are subject to 
revision and even reversal when people do not have strong anchors to fbced 
and stable social organizations, communities, and other individuals. 
Without firm anchors, the seifis more vulnerable to ongoing definition and 
redefinition. If'so, these conditions warrant viewing the self as process 
(Charmat, 1 994:228). 

Having located a fixeci and stable anchor in the fhmework of religion, the women are in 

the position to engage in this process of discovery. In fact, I think it is d e  to posit that 

prior to their behg "boni-again," these women were without tirm anchors, anempting to 

fix themselves in communities where ties were based upon the consumption of dmgs and 
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Having the firm anchors allows the women the oppomuiity to engage in the 

discovery of self. However, this is not enough. As with agreeing to take on the "healing 

perspective" there must be a turningpoint in the lives of the women that put them in the 

fiame of mind where they feei they mua develop a stronger sense of self 

Turning points often reflect more than just a shift in the direction of one's 
life, or discovering new information about self Rather, they also reflect 
emotiom about self . .emotions transform raw expenence into meaningful 
events (Charmaz, 1994:234). 

For most of the women in the group, tuming points in their lives came slowly, and only 

after there had been more trauma, or stress than the women felt they could cope with. 

Esther, &er years of abuse and addiction, said she was tired of the way she was living, 

and was concemeci about the effects her lifestyle would have on her children. She may not 

have been able to change for herse& but she had to change for her children. S he recalls an 

incident where she and her husband were having a physical argument, and he had pimed 

her to the floor and was yelling at her and hitting her She turned her head to see her then 

two-year old son standing in the doonvay. At that moment, she knew that she and her 

husband were going to have to rnake changes. For her, this was a sigiilficant turning 

point. 

Mary knew she was in need of change, when, at the age of eighteen, she was 

diagnosed with bleeding ulcers. "The doctor told me it was 100°! stress related, and I 

knew that meant it was because of my father. 1 knew then that 1 had to do something 

about how I feh, i f 1  was ever going to be able to get on with my Me" (week#rl). 
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For others, even though they want to engage in the process of discovering self, 

they find the process difocult. Setbacks in relationships can make any effort seem 

miitless. Elizabeth, after the return of her husband fiom prison, said she wanted to "go 

back to her own little world" (week# 14 ). When asked where this place was, Elizabeth 

said it was the place where she was when she was hi*; she felt safe there. Therefore, 

Elizabeth's initial reaction to the return of her husband was to retreat into past behaviours. 

Even though she wants to engage in the process, she camot commit fully, as she has not 

expenenced a "turning point." 

Turning points represent gains when individuais leam and grow tiom their 

experiences. Inasmuch as the group caters to the "heaiing perspective?" it provides a 

place to nurture the development of self, and a place to celebrate the changes the women 

make. The fact that the women do not experience these changes simultaneously, nor with 

the sarne levels of emotion, it is the knowledge that there are a group of women 

undergoing the same process that facilit ates the growth of informal beliefs. 

The importance lies in the undentandhg that what occurs at the informai level; the 

development of seic the numiring, are separate and distinct fiom what occun in the 

"healing perspective." The women are given a new sense of control and awareness of 

themselves that they are unable to gain with the "heahg perspective" alone. The long 

term implication of the process of self are stiU unknown, as the women are engaged in this 

ongoing process. However, one implication is that being involved in this process allows 

the women to work through the tension that is created in tqhg to be both "devout 

Christian women" and women who are wilhg to challenge their reiigious assumptions. 
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One important activity that develops from engaging in the "practicai perspective" 

is the sharing of stories. Sharuig stories, or life experiences, in the cornentone of many 

self-help groups (Wuthnow, 1995). This group is no different, and as we shall see, this 

infoimal activity ailows for the voices of the women to be heard in a manner they have 

never experienced before. 

. . .it points to something seemingly ordinary that requires the kind of social 
space that may not ordinarily be present in Our lives. . .(Wuthnow, 
19%: 181). 

In the development of a perspective, we have to acknowledge the acUMtia that facilitate 

and maintain the perspective. In the case of the "practical perspective" there is one 

activity that encompasses aii that is important about corning together to tackle traumatic 

issues: sharing aories. We mua acknowledge the importance of sharing stories and the 

suppon the women give and receive fiom participating in this frank and open reciprocal 

dialogue, 

. . .[in] t e h g  d of their aory as they are ready and able to at a given time, 
healing is facilitated (MacKUuion, 1 990%). 

On the most basic level sharing aories allows the women the opportunity tu 

articulate their own life experiences, in their own rnanner. They begin where they chose, 

teil as much or as Iittle as they want. For moa of the women in the group, the opportunity 

to speak out for themselves to express their thoughts, feelings and emotions, has been 

sippressed by past, and present, relationships. For example, jus a few shon weeks into 



my tirne with the group, a young woman shared her horrific experiences with sexual 

assault, prostitution, and drug abuse. It took the young woman, Rachel, an hour to 

articulate al1 she felt she had to say. Amid tears and heartwrenching sobs, she released 

yean of pent-up anger and mistration. It was, without a doubt, as difficult for her to 

share as it was for the others in the group to listen. However, when she finished she said 

she felt relieved, and for the first tirne she felt she was going to be able to overcome her 

anger (weeW3). Rachel ended by saying she had never shared these expenences with 

anyone, except her mothep. Inasmuch as sharing is about getting one's life experiences 

into the open, it is also about knowing that a non-judgmental environment exists, and 

there is no fear conceming reprisal. 

There are certain elements that must exist in order to develop an environment 

conducive to sharing stories. Opportunity and acceptance must exin in order for s h a ~ g  

stories to benefit the individual sharing and those who are tistening. Opportunity involves, 

bracketing out intrusions so that one is able to make full disclosures of 
something imponant. The acceptance is a nom diat legitimaies &g 
certain kinds of personal disclosures (Wuthnow, 1994: 18 1 ). 

Providing the oppominity to disclose is as important and being able to disclose. The 

opportunity to disclose has been absent fiom the iives of many of these women, as they 

have been socialized to not say anything about their Me experiences. Further, other 

commitments nich as home, family, work, may prove to be barriers to locating 

Part of Rachel's sharing was revealing that when she did tell her mother, she reacted by 
slapping Rachel across the face and calhg her a "whore." Having had this reaction when 
tqhg to r& out, she was afhid to say anything, fearing a M a r  reprisal. 



oppominity, especially if they are part of the problem. 

Acceptance involves the women believing and feeling accepted for who they are, 

regardless of what they may share in the group. They know they are accepted by God, as 

this is part of the "healing perspective." However, they do not feel the same confidence in 

other relationships, and the practical part of the group, including sharing stories, allows 

the women to develop a sense of acceptance and seairity on a personal level with others. 

As Elizabeth was ending her sharing one evening, Esther said to her, "every woman in this 

group is here for yoy and they will pray for you. You do not have to go through this 

alone" (weeMt I 1). Elizabeth knows the women will pray for her, however, she needs the 

reassurance that she can cal1 them at any the ,  if need be, and she will be listeneci to. Even 

the moa sceptical of the women know they have Gad, what they need to know is that 

they can rely on others. Sharing stories is one active means of developing this 

reassurance, and in tum facilitates the growth and importance of the "practical 

perspective." 

This leaves us with the question, why place the sharing of nones in the Uiformai 

structure of the group? If the sharing of stories is inherent to the formal structure of most 

seif-help groups, than why place it in the informai? I thhk the answer Lies in knowing that 

the s h g  of stories is an activity that re-enforces the process of self. The women are 

acknowledging who they are and who they want to be, both as Christian women and as 

women in their own right. Further, sharing stories is less structureci than other formai 

activkies, such as praying, or the ritual laying on of hands. The women can choose to 

participate or not participate, an option they do not have in the formal structure of the 



How ore diîîerences in theperspectrves &ed? 

The need for opposing perspectives in the group exists as a means of resolving 

conflicts posed by the questionhg of some of the reiigious ide& held by the group. From 

the onset, 1 think it only fair to say that these conflicts are not resoived, but the dualing 

perspectives allows, in the very least, for these issues to be brought to the forefiont and 

opedy discussed. 

In spite of the strong beiiefs the women hold in their religious principles, there are, 

for them, many unanswered questions. Most of these questions focus on the relationship 

the women have with God, a relationship they find difficult in a world where they feel they 

are the Mnority. The women rnay chose to live within a strict religious fiamework. 

However, they cannot deny living in a world where secularism is prevalent, and secular 

ideas, such as ferninism, are significant in the definition of the roles of women. I posit that 

many of the issues and contlicts the women have with their religious ideals corne &O% in 

part, the conflict between their religion and the secular worldview. 

Many of the confiicts developed £kom the "healing perspective" take the fonn of 

"knowing God." Questions surrounding whether "He" is liaening, issues hvolvhg 

submission, and persoaaligng God are areas where acceptable explanations are absent. 

Funher, the ditemina over "giving it over to God" versus "getthg on with your Me" is at 

the core of the women's struggle with the religious rhetoric of the "healing perspective." 

As part of the "pmctical perspective" the wornen have a forum where they can bring these 
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issues, questions and concerns. The goal is not to locate a definite resolution, as there is 

not any resolution for these issues, but to bring them into the open. 

''1 w m t  a G d  with skin ": The Need to P ersonaiize God 

The need to persondire God cornes fiom the desire the women have to secure a 

tangible, supportive, physical relationship. Eve sums it up when she said, 

[what] she wanted most was a "God with skh," someone she could equate 
with God that she could touch, who was not in the abstract. Ruth said she 
wanted someone she could share with, an eanhly being. Esther told both 
of them that those they tumed to, those people they received support fiom, 
were their "Gods with skin" in that the Lord was sending love and support 
t hrough them (week#7). 

Essentiaily wanting a "God with skin" is the desire to connect with another individual who 

wi offer support and who shares the same worldview the women have. in this group, 

with the "practical perspective7' this is achieved. Within the boundaries of the "heaIing 

perspective7' a "God with skin" could not be achieved as it would be improper to ascribe 

"God-lilie" attributes to another human being. In an Uifot-mal amcme, the xomen are 

free to do this, as they are aware that the kind of support they want from a "God witb 

skin" already exists. 

Part of attempting to personahhg God is the knowledge that developing this 

relationship is much k e  developing other relationships. Along with support, corne the 

insecurities that are present in any relationship. The tension in wanting to penonalize God 

arises in wanting to ascnbe "personal" datus to something the women have already 

defined as "supernatural." The women realize it is not possible to ascribe a "personal" 
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and "supematural" status to the same being. 

As with other relationships, including the relationships that exist in the group, it is 

work to develop a relationship with God. "lt is work to do this, and who needs more 

work?"(Dorcas, week# 12). Esther reminds the women that they are the one who mua 

shoulder the onus for the work because, 

. . .one way that people hide fiom rdity is to ignore the problem; hope 
that whatever it is, it will go away. tt is easy to bury ourselves in our lives. 
Every woman in this group is busy and this can act as a shield fiorn Our 
problems. For me, it is easier to bury myself in work and the church. . . 

This fiies in the face of the myth that those who are "Christian" are better able to deal with 

problems and concems because they have a strong faith in God. The opposite is more the 

case, in that these women have to struggle with the teachings of their fath and how it 

applies to their existence in the everyday world. Such is the reason for wanting to 

personalire God, and recognizing that the relationship they have with "Him" is as complex 

as any other relationship they are engaged with. 

One of the compiexities of the relationship the women have with "God" surrounds 

the motions the women experience. Esther says quite openly that she gets angry with 

Go4 "1 spent three hours last night arguing with Him about why He wanted me to stay in 

tliis relationship [with her husband]" (week #15 ). My initial response to this was that 

Esther was engaged more in an intemal dialogue with herself over why she remained in 

this relationship. However, she knows she was taiking with uKim." Not all the women 

beiieve they have the kind of relationship that facilitates tallring or arguing with God. In 

fact, there are some women in the group who cornplain that God has favourites, and that 
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"He" listens to some over others. This results in conhsion and concem for the women 

over their cornmitment to "Him." What are they "doing wrong?' 

Ambivalence over ''He is not listening to me " 

One conflict the women face surrounds whether or not God listens to everyone. 

This is in direct contradiction to the rhetoric of the "healing perspective" where the 

wornen are told that "He" listens and cares about everyone, even those who are 

"unsaved." If this is the case, then why are there women who feel that "He" is not 

liaening to them? 

Perhaps one of the reasons the women feel this way stems from the undefineci 

nature of their relationship with God, and from this the women experience confusion: 

1 do al1 the things that 1 am supposed to do, and 1 di feel that 1 am not 
building a relationship with Hirn. This is hstrating, but 1 nill hold out 
hope that He is listening to me (Martha, week#9). 

For Mary, one of her biggea issues is whether or not He is linening to her. 
She wants to tum her wiU and her life over to Him, but k i s  this is 
impossibie, given that He does not seem to be liaening to her (weeM19). 

Priscilla questions whether or not He is actually listening to her, or if He 
has favowites. . .(week#8). 

In responding to these fears, some of the participants say: God is Listening, the problem 

lies with the wornen. Clearly, there is something wrong with them that prevents their 

"haring" God. The foundatîon for placing the onus on the women is found in their faith 

itself; if you have faith then you will be able to hear Him. This is a logic that is used to 

resolve similar group conflicts. For example, in stniggiîng with her abusive past, Mary has 
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questioned why she is lefi to live with the repercussions of ker father's abuse, while her 

father appean to be guilt-ûee. Ruth's response to this was that Mary was unable to let go 

of these expenences, and this was preventing God from being able to facilitate her 

"healing" tiom these traumas. Elizabeth wants to know why "He" cannot help her to be a 

better wife to her husband, and she is told it is because she c m o t  let go of the bittemess 

and anger she harboun against her husband for being in prison most of their W a g e  and 

being abusive when he is around. If there is a problem between the women and God, 

particularly as it pertains to their relationship-building with ''I-Ih," the problem solely 

belongs to the women. The onus lies on the women to recopize the problem and resolve 

it . 

Now, the religious beiiefs of the women may be able to pinpoint the problem; 

however, these women are not willing to believe that the problem rem solely with them. 

Hence, they have to rnove from the "healing perspective" to the "practicai perspective" as 

a means of locating a solution. Thus far, there has been no tangible solution to the 

dilemmas created by the tension between the two perspectives. However, under the 

"healing perspective" there is a solution at the disposal of the women: "let go and let 

Gd," or, "jus give it over to God." As we will see in the foiiowing section, the 

tangibility of this solution is in question. 

Just gnte it over to G d  or, *le1 go and let G d  " 

The comerstone of the "healing perspective" is that if the women can give their 

iives over to Go4 then they wiU be "healed" and become "devout Christian women" 



Giving over means letting go of past traumas, present codicts, familial relationships, 

work, everything in your Me, but especially those things that are painful and destructive. 

if you can do this, than you will achieve the ultimate level of "spintual healing": 

. . ."Iet go and let God". . .when we feel bad things happening, anger or 
control or whatever, we need to stop and ask God to show us the way, to 
show us what it is He wants us to do. . .(Ruth, week#8). 

As a group, the women concur that "giving it over" is easier said than done; that it 

is a difncult, confushg and ambiguous process. ûthers have indicated their concern over 

a process that encourages women to "let go and let God" or "give it over." 

. . . I  worry about the kind of faith that says, "let go." 1 do have to let go of 
certain things, but I aiso have to take charge of others. . .and 1 think Jesus 
did that. But when 1 hear faith defincd as "let go and let God" 1 get really 
worried. It depends on what the person means by "letting go" 
(MacKimon, 1990: 1 66). 

The tension Lies, for these women in wanthg to let go of some things, and to keep others; 

in wanting to take charge of their lives, but remah Christian women. Hence, the need for 

the two perspeaives. 

Funher, there is no clear understanding of how to "give it over." Ruth, albeit 

vaguely, suggests that it is an ongoing process where we "give it to Him" and continue to 

"give it to Him, because we stmggle with "lethg go." 

. . .Eve said she was more than willing to give it over, give it away to Hîm. 
He cm hande it, she said, and it is apparent that she can't. Othenvise, she 
wouldn't be where she is now. Part of her problem is that she doubts 
whether or not He is r d y  there (week #8). 

Ruth said she wanted to give over her relationship with her husband and 
her chiidren, but she didn't know how. She said she thought it had to do 
with wanting control and not wanting to let Him have control (week#7). 



Esther said she wanted nothing more than to give Him her relationship with 
her husband, but she did not want to give over her relationship with her 
children. . .and you can't pick and choose. . .(week#7). 

The process of "giving it over" is part of the "heahg perspective" and the rhetoric 

associated with it. Oflen, when the women engage in the "healing perspective" discourse, 

they are doing so as a means of remaining within the boundaries of the "heaiing 

perspective" while exploring other aspects of their selves. This is not to imply that the 

women are not continually engaged in a spintual joumey. On the contrary, the women 

believe they will be on a spinhial joumey until death. At the sarne time, the discourse of 

the "healing perspective"is cornforthg to the women, and they rely on the way in which it 

h e s  their world. At the point when they becarne "bom-again, " they were consciously 

choosing to be "Christian women" believing they accept all that cornes with this role. The 

key is now the women are cornfortable enough in this role to challenge some of the 

inherent assumptions of theu religious ideologies. With past attempts at "healing" the 

women have been disappointed with the absence of spitual guidance in moa secular 

programs. Having secured spiritual guidance, they are now in a position to explore other 

aspects of their "healing joumey." They believe they have laid the foundation necessary for 

their spiritual joumey and accept that it wiU remain the constant in their lives. 

When 1 began exploring the merences in perspective, it was under the 

understanding that there was some resolution to be made between the two. 1 believe that 

there are numerous benefits for the women in o p e r a ~ g  within the fiameworks of two 

perspectives. To be sure, the "healing perspective" or the f o d  structure is the dominant 

fiamework in the lives of these women, and it wiii remain W. However, within this 
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structure there exists an informal support network, and within this framework, the women 

are engageci in a search for thek selves beyond, but not excluding, who they are as 

Christian women. It is within the "practical perspective" that the women are exploring 

new and uncharteci temtory, even though it is clearly lower on their iist of priorities in 

relation to "healing." 

That said, the two perspective are not in a competition. On the contrary, these 

two perspective are complementary to one another. The women temain "devout Christian 

women" but are able to pursue some of the ideoiogical contradictions they see existing 

within their reiigious framework. Rather than seeing themselves as "not of the faith" they 

can see themselves as women who are exploring who they are, while remaining within 

their religious fiamework. Not a perfect match, the two perspectives ailow the women a 

&dom they could not have under diEerent circumstances. Many issues remain 

unresolved, and perhaps never will reach resoiution. However, for these women, at this 

tirne in their heahg jouniey, perhaps having a fonim to discuss these issues is resolution 

itself. 

Empowentrent 

Throughout rny tirne with the group, 1 was struck by the process of empowerment 

the women were engaging in. Christian ideology aside, participation in the group 

represents the desire the women have to change their lives, to move beyond the pain and 

traumas they have lived with, and becorne both "whole" and "holy." However, the 

remaining question is, is it the fornial structure or the informai beliefs and interaction (1) 
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empowers the women and (2) provided the much needed practicd Nppon in how people 

carry out their day to day iives? Credit must be given to the formai structure of the group, 

as without its influence, the women may not have been where they needed to be to 

develop their informal beiiefs and interactions. However, 1 posit that it is within the 

informai structure that the women locate empowement. 

Within the informai stmcture, the women are able to focus solely on theu needs: 

not their needs as Christian women, but as women who need to develop a sense of what it 

is to meet their own needs, and how those needs can be met through helping others. It is 

through helping others that the women experience empowement. Empowerment, for 

these women, is not a goal they fomdy stnve for; in fact if asked, the women would deny 

that they develop and maintain empowerment in the group. Empowerment is associated 

with a secular, '%iorld" perspective, a harkening to issues that f d  beyond the boundaries 

of their religion. Regardless, the women develop and maintain empowerment in the 

group. Through the varieties of emotional support they provide one another; Listening, 

sharing stories, driving each other to the group, fincikg others a place to nay are al1 

methods of developing empowerment. 

To undentand empowerment, it is necessary to develop an understanding of what 

empowerment is; what does empowerment look iike in this situation? How does 

empowerment manifi itseif'in a group of Christian women? The foilowing discussion 

d chronicle one of the most surprising elements of the group. . .and the one aspect of 

the group the women wodd vehemently deny. 

Powerlessness the real or perceived loss of control over one's Me, and the 



devastating sense of alienation which usually accompanies it, are problems 
that have faced members of al oppressed groups at one tirne or another. 
However, through a critical examination of their situations, and the 
development of an awareness of their oppression, some people have 
become empowered and changed their life cucumstances (Lundy, 19 : 198- 
99). 

Lundy defines empowerment as, "the need to understand and acquire a degree of control 

over one's situation" (19 :204). The group setting provides a f o m  for the women to 

accomplish this for themselves through their interactions with others. Lundy, in her article 

entitled, "Empowerment of Alcoholic Women: The Importance of SelGHelp" details the 

transition fkom dnnking to sobriety for a group of 50 women. She writes that Born her 

observations, it was the women's participation in a self-help group that marked the most 

salient feature of their recovery ( 19 :204). She writes, 

. . .[the support group] offered the women an oppomuiity to be connected 
with others and combat the loneiiness and alienation that had been a large 
part of their existence. . . one of her inte~ewees said, "Someone told their 
aory and more than anythùig I felt comected to people again that 1 hadn't 
done in so long. I felt aiI this w m t h  and love that I hadn't been able to 
feel for so long." 

For this reason, the idormal structure of the group facilitates empowement. The aspects 

of the group that inspire empowerment are located in the idormal structure of the group. 

It is the empowerment the women develop among themselves that places them in the 

position to deal with the everyday realities of their iives. To be sure their religious 

ideologies contribute to their heallig and in deaihg with the ovenvhelming issues of their 

past. However, their religious ideologies do not provide money for groceries when it is 

needed, or a place to sleep when there isn't one avaiiable, or a drive to the group. The 

religious ideologies of the group teU the women to "Ieave it in God's hands," but these 



women know that they have to take an active part in their own lives if they are to 

accomplish their goal of chmghg their life circumstances. Many of them believe they are 

in their current situations because they felt powerless to contribute to their own lives. Part 

of empowerment is taking part in your own life and the life of others around you. And 

within the informai structure, this is possible for the women. 

Empowerment for the women in this group is king able to get through each day, 

to accomplish the rnundane, day-to-day tasks in their lives. On a broader level, it is 

co~ecting with others who can immediately and realistically help when nippon is needed. 

When Naorni shares with the group that she is struggling with her son's ADHD, and 

Priscilla offers her support, havhg lived with the sarne problem with her son; when Eve 

breaks down in the group because she has no where to Iive and is wonying about how to 

maintain her already limited Visitation with her son; when Dorcas is being harassed by her 

"Christian" ex-husband; when Esther and her children needed a place to live f ier  another 

abusive encounter with her husband, and Ruth took them in; tbis is how the women 

expenence empowerment; and in doing for others they are doing for thernselves as well. 

The goal of the "healing perspective" is "hohess." The goal of the "practical 

perspective" is "wholeness." Although the "spiritual healing7' is the initiai attraction to the 

group for the women, it is the emotiod and physicd support they receive nom one 

another that keeps bringing them back. Within the Uifonnal structure of the group, the 

women experience empowerment, the development of a 'family," the building of a social 

nippon network that is tangible. The women have expressed doubts that God is there, or 

that He is Listering. They may doubt God, but they do aot doubt each other. Therdore, it 
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is the informal support network that creates and maintains empowerment in the group. 

The women are able to face the daily trials they are presented with, because they have the 

other women to tum to when they are in need of irnmediate, tangible emotiond support. 

Oniy when coupled with the emotional and physical support, does "spiritual healing" take 

place. 

The group denies the notion of empowerment because what 1 define as 

empowerment, they define as "what any good Christian woman would do." This 

oppositional perspective is in üne with the other dichotomies that exist between what the 

women daim to accomplish, and what they actuaily accomplish; between the "healing 

perspective" and the "practical perspective." As women coming together, bonding, and 

creating and maintaking strength for one another, this group is a paragon of ferninia 

empowerment in its rawest fom. 



CHAPTER SEVEN 

TYING TEE PIECES TOGETaER 

The goal of this thesis was to answer the research question w hile ( 1 ) fiaming it 

within the methodological framework and (2) to present a "snapshot" of the group that 

was able to detail the cornplexities of the formal and informai group structures. With the 

inductive approach as a fiamework for the research and the presentation of the data, 1 feel 

both of the above were realized. 

The purpose of this chapter is to make the connections between the seemingly 

disparate elements of methods and theory. As I will demonstrate. the fomal and informal 

structures that develop the "healing" qualities of the group du, played a significant part in 

my methodological expenences with the group. FoUowing this, I wilI draw conclusions 

from the data in terms of the role of religion in healing, ansviering the initial research 

question: how does religion facilitate healing for these women? 

G d n g  in and G m h g  ûut: Denumsthûing the Fomc<J md In/& 

The fira section of my thesis details my experiences, eom a personal and 

sociological perspective, gaining access and leaving the group. Kwe are to move beyond 

the discussion of these methodological expenences, and move to a deeper level of 

andysis, we can see that in gaining access, 1 was bound by the formai structure of the 

group. in being asked to leave, rettm, and in the process of officidy leaving the group, I 
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was operating within the boundaries of the informal structure. The data gathering process 

of this thesis was, then, bound by the structurai boundaries that created and maintained the 

"healing experieoces" of the women. 

As detailed in the chapter on gaining access into the group, 1 was very concerned 

about damaging the integrity of the group. In that, what 1 was referring to was damaging 

the formal stnicture of the group; the criteria for entrance in the group, the religious 

ideologies upon which the group is founded, the women's persond religious expenences, 

the teachings of the church; the women and the group themselves. My fear was that in 

being asked to research this group, 1 was going to somehow make it difficult for the group 

to fiindon according to its officiai mandate: as a place for women to "heal as Chrinians." 

Given this, 1 worked at being clear and concise with the women regarding my 

research intentions. My method of doing this was to rnake connections with the women 

between their expenences and mine, lessening the gap between the researcher and the 

participants. I wanted them to see that 1 was more than "just a researcher." My 

presentation of rnyseff and my research was very formal, with me taking into account as 

many eventualities as possible: going to the group with an agenda of what 1 wanted to 

address, trying to anticipate what they would ask as questions, givhg the women the 

power to terminate my time with the group whenever they chose. AIthough not on paper, 

our relationship at this stage was very contractual; very formai, with the women in 

complete control of the situation. One physical manifestation of this fornial contract was 

my "probationary period" in John's group. Further, jus because 1 was asked to move on 

to Esther's group did aot mean my period of probation was over. 
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The marner in which the women responded to me at this time was another 

indication that 1 was operating within the confines of the formai structure of the group. 1 

was treated as any new member of the group. The contractual arrangement with the 

group signified that I was aware that there were certain niles and regulations that 1 would 

have to accept, and that the women needed a period of time to adjust to my being in the 

group. Further, this fomal relationship was a reminder that 1, and other researchers, are 

not in the position to study any group 1 wanted whenever it suited me (Wolf, 1991). 

Restricting membership to wornen who were rnembers of the church was one way the 

group could ensure the constniction of a place where everyone shared the sarne religious 

philosophies. offerhg participation to women who were not rnembers would potentially 

cause a situation where a contlict of opinion could occur, damaging the initial intention of 

the group. AUowing me into the group was taking the chance that 1 rnight inject "worid" 

ideas into the group. 

When 1 was asked to leave, the women were exercising their rights as officiai 

rnembers of the grwp to have me, the researcher and non-member of the group, leave. 

Much of my methodological and theoretical approach in this thesis was premised on the 

understanding that 1 was asking membership, as a non-rnember, into a closed group. 

Further, into a group where the religious ideal and philosophies are considered extremist, 

radical and marginal. Similar to Wolf, I was entering a "culture" ditferent from my own. 

Culture, in this sense is definecf as 

the d e s  and categories of meaning and action that are used by individuals 
to both interpret and generate appropriate behaviow (199 1 :2 1). 
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Therefore, 1 viewed this Christian subculture as a human expenence (Lofland, 1969). In 

order to be accepted into this human experience, I would have to function within the 

f o d  stmcture of the group, untii such time that 1 was able to experience acceptance hto 

the group or be asked to leave. 

In leaving the group, and subsequently returning, at the request of the women, 1 

experienced acceptance. With this, 1 was able to move From the confines of the formal 

structure to the idormal structure of the group. In asking me to retuni, and accepting that 

I would retum to the group on my terms as a researcher, the women were indicating that 

they were wiliing to accept me as a member, who did not share the religious ideais of the 

women and the group. Thus, I moved fiom participating in the formal structure of the 

group, to the informal. 

This transition was marked in various ways. The women were more open to my 

being in the group. There was in increased in their efforts to both have me participate in 

the group and in terms of converhg me. 1 was invited to participate in various church 

functions and social functions of the group. In generai, the tension that existed between 

the women and myself was no longer present upon my r e m  to the group. With the 

easing of this tension, and my acceptance into the group, 1 was better able to observe the 

women, enhancing the quality of the data 1 was able to coilect. It would appear that there 

is credence to Shaffir's theory that gaùiing access, and thus gaining trust, is more 

coincidental and at that mercy of chance, despite the efforts of researchers to make it a 

distinct process, foliowing a prescribed number of steps. 

Thus, by foiIowing the coniractual agreement of the f o d  structure, 1 was able to 
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move from the formal to the informal structure of the group in my role as researcher. In 

all aspects of this thesis it appears that the formal structure of the group provides the 

place, the actual physical and emotional space, but it is the informai structure that 

develops and maintains the context of the group. Through the formal structure I was able 

to gain access into the group. Through the informal structure, 1 was able to remain and 

lave the group on rny own terms. 

Therefore, not only did the informal structure of the group allow for the 

development of empowerment, and the "practical perspective," it funher enabled the 

developing of the researcher/participant relationship. 1 think acknowledging the influence 

of the informal structure over the group opens the door for more sociological inquiry into 

the symbiotic relationship that exists between formai and informai stnictures. Only 

together are the stnicture able to construct a place for the women to experience "healing." 

The rnethodological experiences 1 encountered are Uiherent to the inductiv 

approach. In my effort to be honea with the group regarding my intentions, religious 

preferences and my research, 1 was openhg rnyself to a set of experiences. Othen have 

approached the inductive approach fi0111 other avenues: methodologicai Kirby and 

McKema, (1 989); Shafnr and Stebbins ( 1  99 1): contexnial (Wolf, 199 1); Leibow (1 993); 

C a  (1994); Whyte (1955); theoretical (Berg 1995); Wax (1 983 ); Shatnr and 

Stebbins, (199 l), Ammerman, (1987); KraybiU, (1988). These texts and many othen 

point to the necessity of inductive research as a means of facilitahg the understanding of 

human behaviour. in my case, the inductive approach developed a thesis whereby the 

women' s voices, their group experiences, and the complexities associatecl with who they 



were as Christian women were dl brought to light. 

Conclrcsion: Answenng I r  ûrigànal Resemch @estrom 

After al1 of the above, we find oursetves back where we aaned, asking the sarne 

question: how does religion facilitate healllig for this group of women? The simple answer 

to this is that through religion the women were able to corne together and create a place 

where they were able to develop a network of support that met their physical, emotional 

and spiritual "healing" needs. Although the women believe, when they initially enter the 

group, that religion will bnng them al1 they require in order to "hed," they realize that 

religion is not enough. It provides the aepping none to understanding al1 the elements 

needed to "heal," but on its own it is not enough. The answer to this question is 

cornplex. Another group, different religious philosophies wodd certainly create new and 

Merent meaning to the "healing journey." I think we need to be aware that groups of 

this sort are a produa of the chaos and tumoi1 that exists in our society. in its own way, 

this group, and the religion it adheres to is an attempt to understand, and work through 

the chaos. The group and the "heahg journey" are socially constnicted. The group is 

Uiherently a "healing place" where the women corne together to hd,  as a group, solutions 

to problems and issues that are religious in nature; their relationship with God; the role of 

God in the broader society; how religion can be used to "heal"; and throughout what it is 

to be a "devout Christian woman." Ln addition, the group tackles issues that, 

unfominately co&ont many women: abuse; incest; children with leeming and physical 

disabilities; partners who are not present in their tives. FuRher, the group provided a 
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forum for the women to celebrate what it is to be women; both the trials and tribulations 

associated with being rnother, caregiver, partner, breadwinner, cook, laundress, chauffer, 

confidant, ail at the wune time. inasmuch as the women corne together to face problems, 

they also celebrate accomplishments big and small. 

I said earlier that the group brought together women with multi-problems. In a 

aep towards solution, the group becornes multi-purpose, meeting spiritual, emotional, 

social and physifal needs of its members. This group represents a compilation of women's 

groups; the women's Bible study, the neighbourhood coffee Match, secular women-only 

support groups missionary groups, women's sheiter's- in the group are elements of 

various support seMces available to women. In its own marner, the group has secured an 

existence based upon a variety of needs these women had but were unable to meet pnor 

to their involvement witi the group. 

The Beveridge Street Healing Group came about because of the needs of a group 

of Christian women who wanted to "heai" Eom the trauma of past and present life 

circumstances. The women have accomplished providing this space, and with this, 

creating so much more that is able to fili the other, "non-reiigious" needs they have. Ewe 

take into accouot words fiom Ruth, ' k e  wili never t d y  heal untii death; uti l  we meet 

Him." if'this is the case, the group then provides a place for the wornen to experience 

"intemi healing"; healing that ernpowers the women spinnialiy, emotionaiiy and 

persody. They are able to make positive connections with other women, other people. 

From the group, they gain a courage and confidence to tackle the problems that confkont 

them., knowing that they have both "God" and the women in the group" to tum to when 
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personal and emotional development. 

We now understand a little about what groups of this nature can bring to individuai 

needs, from the perspective of the group. Further research in this a r a  could examine how 

the women feel, on an individual ievel about what the group gives them. How would the 

fomal and informai structure CO-exist in a group consisting of men and women? How 

would the dynamic m e r  $the group consisted only of men? Critics of the self-help 

movement state that there is an emphasis on one element only; recovery, spirituality; could 

the knowledge gleaned fiom this thesis be used to develop a sociai support network that 

could combine mind, body and spirit without being explicitly religious? Or without 

alienating other elements that are necessary for one to feel whole? We need to recognize 

that any type of "healing" is the attempt to better ourselves, to make our surrounding 

more tolerable for day to day existence. As we move into a more pluralistic Society, were 

the "rules" appear to be changing daily, we need to do whatever we cm for the benefit of 

ourselves, and those around us, to help make the socieîy we live in less chaotic. 
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ETHICAL PROTOCOLS 

1 Participant observation by graduate student researcher (hererafter called 
researcher) in the healing group is dependent upon the irûormed consent of every group 
mernber, including the leader/facilitator. 

2. The researcher wiU present an o v e ~ e w  of her research project where the purpose 
of the study will be explained nd the foliowing issues will be covered: the voluntary nature 
of the participation in the study; that the researcher will not conduct the research d e s s  
each participant and the leader/facilitator is agreeable; that all observations will be kept 
completely confidentid; that the church and group wili not be directly named in the thesis, 
or any dissemination of information of the project's resultq that the group and its leader 
wili receive a sumrnary of the researcher's project; that the researcher's observations of 
the group will not be discussed with group members in other settings (i.e., between 
meetings); and that if participants become unhappy with the researcher's continueci 
presence in the group, that she be asked to ieave. 

-3. WMe participant observation always involves some degree of participation in the 
group, the researcher wiil be mindful at al1 tirnes of the potential power of her presence in 
the group and therefore ensure that she does not seek to influence the group or group 
members in any deliberate way. As a remit, she wiil offer very little personal information 
about herself or her own spiritual joumey: she wiil introduce herseif as a single parent 
mother with three small chiidren, who is cornpleting a graduate degree in Department of 
Sociology at WB. 

4 If the researcher sees women fiorn the goup in other settings, it wiii be important 
for them to make the f%st contact with the researcher, so as not to violate the confidentid 
nature of the group and its mernbership. 

5 The researcher wiil make contact with the group leader to ascertain when it would 
be appropriate to d e  a formai presentation to the group. M e r  the presentation, ali 

members (including the group leader) will decide upon whether to allow the researcher to 
conduct participant observation with the group. 

6.  If permission is granted, the researcher wiil a m  the project. 

7. Each participant in the group (including the leader/facilittator) wiU be asked to Ugn 
an "inforrned consent" form indicating their wihgness fpr tje researcher to conduct her 
project. If somme in the group is williag to have the researcher conduct the research, 
but feels uncornfortable "signing" a form, other avenues of indicating inforneci consent 
wili be sought (eg., verbal consent to the group leader, and the leader's indication in 



writing to the to the researcher of group members wiilingness to participate in the project 
but unwilling to sign consent f o m .  

8. Group meetings will not be tape recorded, nor wiii extensive notes be taken during 
the meeting. From time-to-time, key words or concepts may be recorded in a smail 
notebook, if the researcher is satisfied that it can be done discretely. Extensive notes of 
the group meetings will be recorded AFTER the meeting, once the researcher has left the 
group. Individual's names will not be used Ui these notes, rather initials or some other 
form of identification will be used. In the thesis, fictitious narnes will be used when 
ref&ng to the group, the church, or specific group members. 



APPENDIX B 

WFUTXXN CONSENT FORM 

1 have Listened to Dawne's description of her research project on HEALING AND 
WOMEN'S SP WTUAL IOURNEY S. 1 undersand the purpose of the project, that my 
participation is voluntary, that her presence in the group reflects my willingness to 
participate and anything that I say to Dawne in the group serting will be held as 
confidentid. 

I am willing to participate in the research and have Dawne Clarke-Van Every attend our 
weekiy group meetings. 

Date Signature of Researcher 




