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The structure of narratives of religious experiences: An examination of cases of “turns”

Akira KAWABATA

This paper investigates the process by which new believers deepen their faith in a religion.
In order to understand this process of deepening faith, we may consider religious experiences
to happen in several stages/processes (time-series structure) and religious interpretations in a
believer’s life to exist at each stage/process (semantic structure). A story with a certain amount
of experience is defined as a narrative in this study. Semantic structure analysis of such religious
narratives is not pursued in detail, but the time-series structure is analyzed in terms of ki-sho-ten-
ketsu (the structure of Chinese and Japanese narratives, consisting of four stages: An introduction,
development, turn, and conclusion). The basic form of this four-stage narrative structure is as
follows. First, the condition until the start of religious activities is summarized as the “introduction.”
In the case of religion, this is often a situation of hardship or deprivation. Believers typically begin
with benefit-oriented beliefs. Next, they are invited to a religious group and perform rituals, which
is known as the “development,” after which a major event such as a beneficial experience occurs,
which will be called the “turn.” The part where a new interpretation is added and the new believer
accepts the teaching or the faith is deepened is the “conclusion.” Six experiences are analyzed
within the framework of this four-stage narrative. Our results show that the achievement of the
believer’s desire at first is not necessarily important, but on the other hand there are cases where
latent benefits and religious benefits different from the initial desire are achieved. In addition, some
religious narratives show a shift from self-interest to altruism, though the benefit in religion is
often based on the pursuit of one's own interest.





