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Introducing the Presenters

 I am Margaret Poloma from the University of Akron (Ohio), 
a sociologist and co-principal investigator for  a research 
project officially titled:

The Flame of Love:  Scientific Research on the Experience 
and Expression of Godly Love in the Pentecostal Tradition.

 Two other co-directors are:  Dr. Stephen Post (who 
unfortunately could not be with us this weekend) and Dr. 
Matthew Lee (who will present an overview of the model 
we used in our research projects). 



Presentation (cont.)

 Dr. John Green (University of Akron) worked with us on a 
national survey that clearly demonstrates the relevance of 
the concept of Godly Love for larger American society.  He 
will be presenting some important survey results.

 Dr. Ralph Hood (University of Tennessee, Chattanooga) 
was my collaborator in a project that studied an inner-city 
ministry in Atlanta that we wrote about  in Blood and Fire:  
Godly Love in a Pentecostal Emerging Church.  This 
research pre-dated The Flame of Love Project, and it was 
during our study of Blood and Fire that the concept of 
Godly Love was identified and defined.



The Great Commandment

 Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your 
soul and with all your strength and with all your mind; and 
Love your neighbor as yourself. (NIV; Luke 10:27)

 Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your 
soul and with all your mind:  This is the first and the 
greatest commandment.  And the second is like it:  Love 
your neighbor as yourself.  All the Law and the Prophets 
hang on these two commandments. (NIV; Matt. 37-38)

 Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your 
soul and with all your mind and with all your strength.  The 
second is this:  Love your neighbor as yourself.  There is 
no commandment greater than these.”  (NIV: Mark 29-31),



What is Godly Love?

 Put simply, Godly Love is a technical academic term for the 
Great Commandment.  We have defined Godly Love as 
“the dynamic interaction between divine and human love 
that enlivens and expands benevolence.”

 The concept of Godly Love and its definition have allowed 
us to develop empirical measures to study this dynamic 
relationship between loving God and loving others reflected 
in the Great Commandment.

 The research on Godly Love has been able to build on two 
major bodies of literature in social science:  religious 
experience and altruism.



Theology and Science in Dialogue

 The four presenters in this session represent social 
science – sociology, psychology and political science. but 
the project itself is a result of the vision of a theologian.

 Theology and social science have been in dialogue from 
our earliest discussions about the proposal, to developing 
the research design, and funding the research projects that 
we will hear about during this seminar.

 The theologian/visionary for the project is Dr. Stephen G. 
Post who raised the big question about how the 
interrelationship between God‟s grace and human nature  
can be empirically studied.



Stephen G. Post

 Stephen is the Founder and Director of the 
Center for Medical Humanities, Compassionate 
Care, and Bioethics at Stony Brook University.

 Among his many positions, honors and awards 
is his passion for the Institute for Research on 
Unlimited Love (IRUL), an organization he 
founded and for which he now serves as 
president.

 IRUL emerged from Stephen‟s dialogue with the 
late philanthropist Sir John Templeton, whose 
foundation (the John Templeton Foundation) 
has graciously made this project and this 
seminar possible. 



Pure Unlimited Love

 Sir John noted in his book on the topic that “Unlimited love was called 
agape by the ancient Greeks to distinguish the divine love from earthly 
emotions.  Unlimited love means total constant love for every person 
with no exception.”

 His concept is biblically-based:, as he writes:  “The apostle John 
described unlimited love when he wrote, „God is love and he who 
abides in love abides in God, and God in him” (1 John 4:16 RSV).

 Sir John‟s description of unlimited love suggests an interaction 
between God and humans that is the heart of religion and that can be 
studied under the rubric of “the social science of religious experience.”



Religious Experience and Godly 

Love

 Until recently religious experience has been a largely 
neglected topic in the social science of religion.

 Yet it can be persuasively argued that religious experience 
is the heart of all religion.

 Abraham Maslow, the humanistic psychologist, contended 
that religion is generated by “peak experiences” but that 
much institutionalized religion has lost sight of the religious 
experience that generated it.  He writes:  



Religion, Values and Peak 

Experiences

“Most people lose or forget the subjectively religious 
experience, and redefine Religion as a set of habits, 
behaviors, dogmas, forms, which at the extreme becomes 
entirely legalistic and bureaucratic, conventional, empty, 
and in the truest meaning of the word, anti-religious.  The 
mystic experience, the illumination, the great awakening, 
along with the charismatic seer who started the whole thing 
are forgotten or transformed into their opposites.  
Organized Religion, the churches, finally may become the 
major enemy of the religious experience and the religious 
experiencer.”

Abraham H. Maslow



Sociology, Psychology– or Both?

 Maslow was a psychologist but he recognized that “peak experiences” 
had institutional (social) consequences.

 Although psychologists were somewhat more likely to study religious 
experience than sociologists, it is in the province of both disciplines.

 As a sociologist my inroad for the study of religious experience was the 
early 20th century sociologist  W. I. Thomas and his famous “Thomas 
Theorem.”

– “If men (sic) define situations as real, they are real in their consequences” (W.I. 
Thomas, 1928).

 Some three decades ago I set out to empirically test whether religious 
experiences do have “real consequences.”



The Journey:  “Is Integrating Spirit and Sociology 

Possible?  A Postmodern Research Odyssey” 



Pentecostals and Godly Love

 My personal renaissance occurred in the neo-
pentecostal (charismatic) revival of the 1970s.

 My old faith took on a new dimension as I began 
to see the world through a new set of lenses

 Pentecostalism is an approach to Christianity filled 
with mystery, miracles and some would say magic.  

 I describe it simply as a worldview of unlimited 
possibilities filled with experiences of the divine.

 And the waves of revival keep coming to refresh 
this non-modern worldview.



Research on Pentecostalism

 My earliest work on Pentecostalism was descriptive – simply trying to 
describe the pentecostal-charismatic worldview.

 The Assemblies of God at the Crossroads (1989) included quantitative 
data (surveys) that not only allowed me to describe the beliefs, 
practices and experiences but also to suggest that these experiences 
had real “consequences.”

 Together with a colleague (Brian Pendleton) we were able to 
demonstrate statistically that charismatic experiences (tongues, 
prophecy, healing, etc.) may be a significant factor in accounting for the 
growth of Pentecostalism.



Research on Prayer

 Being relatively certain that pentecostals were not the only ones having 
religious experiences, I then sought a research topic appropriate for the 
general population.

 In the mid-1980s, voices in the social scientific community were 
arguing that prayer could not be studied empirically.

 I became involved in a local survey through which I was able to study 
prayer and its relationship to subjective perceptions of well-being.

 Prayer experiences were found to be a leading factor in accounting for 
differences in existential well-being and life satisfaction.



Varieties of Prayer:  

Gallup and Poloma (1991)

 “In vast numbers and through a variety of prayer 

modes, Americans seek to relate to a power 

outside themselves.  The effects are often 

profound – in terms of life satisfaction, finding 

purpose and meaning to life, involvement in social 

and political causes and the ability to forgive 

others who have hurt them.  Prayer not only 

comforts:  it challenges the pray-er to move toward 

a greater spiritual maturity” (p. 128).



Gallup and Poloma (cont.)

 “We discover that a high proportion of the nine in 
ten people who pray experience a deep sense of 
peace and the strong presence of God through 
prayer.  Survey respondents also frequently report 
that they have received an answer to specific 
prayer requests.  Still others say they have gained 
a deeper insight into some biblical truth, and even 
that they have been inspired or led by God to 
perform some specific action.  Prayer serves, as 
the mystics know well, as a means of communing 
with God who responds to our feeble efforts” (p. 
128).



Main Street Mystics (2003)

 Main Street Mystics:  The Toronto Blessing and 
Reviving Pentecostalism.

 The waves of pentecostal revivals are recurrent –
Azusa Street (1906-1909), the Latter-Rain/Healing 
movements (late 1940s); the charismatic 
movement (1970s); Jesus People movement 
(1970s).

 Epicenters of revival in Toronto, Pensacola 
(Florida), Pasadena (California), Smithton 
(Missouri).



The Toronto Star (1995)

 “The mighty winds of Hurricane Opal that swept 
through Toronto last week were mere tropical 
gusts compared with the power of God thousands 
believe struck them senseless at the conference at 
the controversial Airport Vineyard church.  At least 
with Opal, they could stay on their feet.  Not so 
with many of the 5,300 souls meeting at the Regal 
Constellation Hotel.  The ballroom carpets were 
littered with fallen bodies, bodies of seemingly 
straightlaced men and women who felt themselves 
moved by the phenomenon they say is the Holy 
Spirit.



Toronto Star (Leslie Schrivener)

 “So moved, they howled with joy or the release of some 
buried pain.  They collapsed, some rigid as corpses, some 
convulsed in hysterical laughter.  From room to room come 
barnyard cries, calls heard only in the wild, grunts so deep 
women recalled the sounds of childbirth, while some men 
and women adopted the very position of childbirth.  Men 
did chicken walks.  Women jabbed with their fingers as if 
afflicted with nervous disorders.‟

 And around these scenes of bedlam were loving arms to 
catch the falling, smiling faces, whispered prayers of 
encouragement, instructions to release, to let go.  



Toronto Blessing & Godly Love

 The Toronto Blessing was about love – knowing God‟s love 
and giving it away.

 Empirical research suggests that the church‟s motto was 
lived out by many.

 Over 90% of survey respondents said they knew the 
Father‟s love in a new way and that they were more in love 
with Jesus than ever before.

 And it seemed to make a difference:  those who scored 
higher on charismatic experiences were more likely to 
indicate that they were also extending their love to others 
in new and deeper ways.



Blood and Fire

 The information gleaned from research on the 
Assemblies of God, general research on prayer, 
and research on revival suggested that religious 
experiences do have consequences.

 The research that Ralph Hood and I undertook on 
an inner city ministry sought to systematically test 
the effects of the charismata (“gifts of the Holy 
Spirit”) in a drug rehab program in Atlanta.

 Our well-defined and developed study had to be 
redefined almost as soon as we began our 
research.  Blood and Fire was imploding before 
our very eyes.



BnF and Godly Love

 Despite the unanticipated implosion of the community, the 
rich data we collected (a blend of quantitative and 
qualitative) helped us to develop the complex concept that 
we called Godly Love.

 A survey was used to test our basic thesis about the 
relationship between experiences of God and benevolent 
action.

 This dynamic concept provided us with a model for further 
empirical work on the relationship between divine grace 
and human nature.



Summary of Research

 Taken together these diverse projects suggest that 
experiences of God can be empowering with 
beneficial effects for society.

 The surveys supported our thesis that there is a 
relationship between divine empowerment (grace) 
and loving service to others (nature).

 The field research and observation at Blood and 
Fire, however, suggested a need for further study 
to unpack the complex dynamics of Godly Love.



Concluding Caveats

 Godly Love cannot be equated with human perfection. Perfection is not 
an appropriate standard for human conduct and, in any case, there is 
no single, universal standard of perfection.

 There are paradoxes, anomalies, and contradictions that we have 
observed in the qualitative interviews we have conducted with 
exemplars of Godly Love that we seek to better understand. 

 Theoretical models serve a heuristic purpose. Some discontinuity 
inevitably exists between our theoretical concepts that guide research 
and the lived reality that social scientists seek to capture.


