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Lofland’s earlier work, widely assumed to have been done on the beginnings in this
country of the Unification Church of Reverend Moon, resulted in development of the
most widely cited conversion model in the literature of sociology. Here he updates and
extends this previous work, based on a follow-up study of the same group studied earlier.

“Becoming a World-Saver”
Revisited

JOHN LOFLAND
University of California, Davis

More than a decade ago, Stark and I observed a small number
of then obscure millenarians go about what was to them the
desperate and enormously difficult task of making converts. We
witnessed techniques employed to foster conversion and ob-
served the evolution of several people into converts. We strove
to make some summarizing generalizations about those con-
versions in our report titled “Becoming a World-Saver” (Lofland
and Stark, 1965), a report that has received a gratifying amount
of attention over the years.

I want here to offer some new data on the conversion efforts of
that same millenarian movement as it operates a decade later, to
assess the new data’s implications for the initial world-saver
model, and to share some broader reflections on the model itself.

“DP” CONVERSION ORGANIZATION
REVISITED

The conversion efforts witnessed by Rodney Stark and
myself in the early sixties were in many respects weak, hap-

JC.DHN.LOFLAND’S most recent books are Doing Social Life, State Executions Viewed
-H:s.roncaﬁy and Sociologically (with H. Bleackly), and Social Strategies (editor). He
is currently Professor of Sociology at the University of California, Davis,
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hazard, and bumbling. The gaining of a convert seemed often
even to be an accident, a lucky conjunction of some rather
random flailing (Lofland, 1966: Part II). Starting about 1972,
however, all that was radically changed and transformed. The
«DPs,” as I continue to call them,! initiated what might even-
tually prove to be one of the most ingenious, sophisticated, and
effective conversion organizations ever devised. I will describe
its main phases and elements as it operated at and out of “State
U City” and “Bay City,” the same two West Coast places where
the action centered in Doomsday Cult (Lofland, 1966).

DPs of the early sixties and seventies alike believed that their
ideology was so “mind blowing” to unprepared citizens that they
could not expect simply to announce its principle assertions and
make converts at the same time. As documented throughout
Doomsday Cult, effort was made to “hold back™ the “con-
clusions” and only reveal them in a progressive and logical
manner to prospective converts. They were dogged, thatis,bya
dilemma: they had to tell their beliefs in order to make con-
verts, but the more they told the less likely was conversion.

They dealt with this dilemma by a carefully progressive set of
revelations of their beliefs and aims, starting from complete
muting or denial of the religious and millenarian aspects and
ending with rather more disclosure. This process may be con-
ceived as consisting of five, quasi-temporal phases: picking-up,
hooking, encapsulating, loving, and committing.

PICKING-UP

Reports of people closely involved with the movement suggest
that the multimillion dollar media blitzes and evangelical
campaigns that made DPs famous and virtual household words
in the seventies were not significant ways in which people began
DP conversion involvement. Perhaps most commonly, it began
with a casual contact in a public place, a “pickup.” Indeed,
DPs spent time almost daily giving hitchhikers rides and ap-
proaching young men and women in public places. Display card
tables for front organizations? were regularly staffed in the
public areas of many campuses as a way to pick up people.
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The contact commonly involved an invitation to a dinner, a
lecture, or both. Religious aspects would be muted or denied. As
described in Doomsday Cult (Lofland, 1966: ch, 6), this strategy
of covert presentations was employed in the early sixties with
but small success. It became enormously more successful in the
early seventies due to several larger-scale shifts in American

society. First, the residue of the late sixties’ rebellion of youth’

still provided a point of instant solidarity and trust among
youth, especially in places like State U City, a major locale of
public place pickups. Second, even though the number of drifting
and alienated youth was declining from the late sixties, there
were still plenty of thern. They tended to be drawn to certain West
Coast college towns and urban districts. DPs concentrated their
pickups in such areas, with success.

While. of major importance, pickups were not the sole strategy.
Som_e minor and rudimentary infiltrations of religious gatherings
_contmued (c.f. Lofland, 1966: 90-106), and one center specialized
in sending “voluptuous and attractive” women to visit “professors
at areas colleges and persuade them to come to meetings under
the guise of Unified Science” (Bookin, 1973).

This shift in the strategy of first-contact and shifts in the
larger trends of American society (see Lofland, 1977) resulted
further, in a decisive shift in the recruitment pool of the move:
ment: Converts I studied in the early sixties were decidedly
marginal and rather “crippled” people, drawn from the less than
advantaged and more religiously inclined sectors of the social
‘(‘)rder. Hence, I quoted the Apostle Paul on the choosing of

mere gothings to overthow the existing order” (Lofland, 1966:
29). A§ it became fashionable in the late sixties and early sc;enties
for p}'wileged' and secular youth of the higher social classes to
})e :_ﬂsen.'nated from their society and its political and economic
instrtutions, a portion of such youth encountered the DPs. Some
converted. Some of them were offspring, indeed, of the American
upper class, a fact that has caused the organization considerable
trolul‘)le. What is signal here is that the major pattern of prior
re.hglous seeking I reported seemed to fade in significance. People
with strong prior political perspectives and involvements (e.g.,
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Eugene McCarthy workers) started converting. (Such changes
must, of course, also be considered in conjunction with a growing
political element within the DP itself.)

HOOKING

By whatever device, a prospect was brought into DP territory.
Treatment varied at this point. In mid-1974 Chang himself was
still experimenting in the New York City Center with Elmer’s
ancient notion of playing tape recorded lectures to people
(Lofland, 1966: 125-129). Fortunately for recruitment to the
movement, other centers went in different directions. The most
successful hooked into their dinner and lecture guests with
more intensive and elaborate versions of the “promotion tactics”
I originally described in Doomsday Cult (Lofland, 1966: ch.
9). As practiced at the West Coast State U City Center—the most
convert-productive center in the country—these went as follows.

1. The prospect arrived for dinner to find fifty or more
smiling, talkative young people going about various chores. The
place exuded friendliness and solicitude. He or she was assigned
a “buddy” who was always by one’s side. During the meal, as
phrased in one report,

various people stopped by my table, introduced themselves and
chatted. They seemed to be circulating like sorority members
during rush.

Members were instructed, indeed, to learn all they could about
the prospect’s background and opinions and to show personal
interest. In one training document, members were told to ask:
« “What do you feel most excited about. . .~ Write down their
hooks so that the whole center knows in follow up.” The pros-
péct’s “buddy” and others continually complimented him: you
have a happy or intelligent face; I knew I would meet someone
great like you today; your shoes are nice; your sweater is beauti-
ful: and so forth (c.f. Lofland, 1966: 175-177). The feeling,
as one ex-member put it, was likely to be: “It certainly feit
wonderful to be served, given such attention and made to feel

important.”
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DPs, then, had learned to start conversion at the emotional
rather than the cognitive level, an aspect they did not thoroughly
appreciate in the early sixties (Lofland, 1966: 189).

2. It is on this foundation of positive affect that they slowly
began to lay out their cognitive structure. That same first evening
this took the form of a general, uncontroversial, and entertaining
lecture on the “principles” that bound their Family group. Key
concepts include sharing, loving one another, working for the
good of humankind, and community activity (Taylor, 1975).
Chang and his movement were never mentioned, At State U City
(and several other places with the facilities), prospects were
invited to a weekend workshop. This was conducted at The Farm
in the State U City case [ am following here, a several-hundred-
acre country rétreat some fifty miles north of Bay City. A slide
show presented the attractions of The Farm. During the three
years of most aggressive growth (1972-1974), probably several
thousand people did a weekend at The Farm. Hundreds of others
had kindred experiences elsewhere,

ENCAPSULATING

The weekend workshop (and longer subsequent periods)
provided a solution to two former and major problems. First, by
effectively encapsulating? prospects, the ideology could be
progressively unfolded in a controlied setting, a setting where
doubts and hesitations could be surfaced and rebutted. Second,
affective bonds could be elaborated without interference from
outsiders.

Focusing specifically on The Farm, the encapsulation of
prospects moved along five fundamentally facilitating lines.

I. Absorprion of Attention. All waking moments were pre-
planned to absorb the participant’s attention. The schedule was
filled from 7:30 a.m. to 11:00 p.m. Even trips to the bathroom
were escorted by one's assigned DP “buddy,” the shadow who
watched over his or her “spiritual child.”

2. Collective Focus. A maximum of collective activities
crowded the waking hours: group eating, exercises, garden work,
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Jectures, games, chantings, cheers, dancing, prayer, sm%mg,.j:;g
50 forth, In such ways attention was focused outward and tow.

the group as an entity.

3. Exclusive Input. Prospects were not physically restrained,
but'leaving was strongly discouraged, .arlld tk}lert;1 wcreTIL(; 1;?2\:';
i Vs, or an easily accessible telephone. .
D e ies Tre lement. Half of the fifty or so
itself was miles from any settlement. fifty o so
ici lways DPs, and they do
orkshop participants were a ‘ .
;Zlection of topics for talk and what was said about them

4. Fatigue. There were lectures a few hour_st E?Cth dszy’(}t::-t
' i i as otherwise quite intense, -
the physical and social pace w. : eense, Sat
i i by staging contests, and g
dening might be speeded up agin ) imes such
tic pitch. Saturday ev g
dodgeball were run at a fran ' ‘ . !
?ii(ely i end with exhaustion, as in this report of interminable

square-dancing.

ime— ber the beat of the
t on for a very long time I remem of t
:rtm‘:ri‘::nand the night air and thinking I Wm}lccll cplla]g;: tar\:::éll ilr::;ﬁﬁ
he feeling of doing !
out I could go on and on. The fe A
inking I hed my limit and then pushing p \
i o orl son “Cli E Mountain” in a beauti-
the leader] sang “Climb Every
it“z;: izg;tbreaking voice. Then we all had hot chocolate and went

to bed.

A mild level of sexual excitement was maintained by frzcgil::t
patting and hugging across the sexes. Food was spartanan p

periods were controlled.

5. Logical, Comprehensive Cognitions. In thlsidccéntf(:};:;l :ll:g
DP ideology was systematically.anfl carefully u‘{lf.o ea;]d o ihe
basic and relatively bland principles _(e.g., gwel gt thé
Lofland, 1966: 15-16) to the nume;olog;c;aﬁ? ‘;(I)Ir;pt he:,pattem I
Garden of Eden to the present day, , attern |

ed in chapter 2 of Doomsday Cult. Indeed, if one p
:lil\zo;emises fr!:)m which it began, and were not I_)totl;ht;;eciic:ly
several ad hoc devices, the system cou!d seem exquisi eg; ag ar;
The comprehensiveness combined with snmphcm; w:o 1ep\liho
ently quite impressive to reasonable numbers of peop
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viewed it in The Farm context. Indeed, the “inescapable” and
“utterly logical” conclusion that the Messiah was at hand could
hit hard: “It’s so amazing, its so scientific and explains every-
thing.”

The encapsulating and engrossing quality of these weekends
was summed up well by one almost-convert:

The whole weekend had the quality of a cheer—like one long
rousing camp song. What guests were expected (and subtly per-
suaded) to do was participate . . . completely. That was stressed
over and over: “give your whole self and you'll get a lot back,”
“the only way. for this to be the most wonderful experience of your
life is if you really put everything you have into it,” etc,

LOVING

But the core element of this process was deeper and more

profound than any of the foregoing. Everything mentioned so far .

only in part moved a person toward a position in which they were
open to what was the crux: the feeling of being loved and the
desire to “melt together” (a movement concept) into the loving,
enveloping embrace of the collective, (Indeed, we learn again
from looking at the DPs that love can be the most coercive and
cruel power of all.)

The psychodynamic of it is so familiar as to be hackneyed:
“people need to belong, to feel loved,” as it is often put. People
who want to “belong” and do not, or who harbor guilt over their
reservations about giving themselves over to collectivities, are
perhaps the most vulnerable to loving overtures toward be-
longing. The pattern has been stated with freshness and insight
by a young, recently-Christian woman who did a Farm weekend,
not then knowing she was involved with the DPs:

When I did hold back in some small way, and received a look of
sorrowful, benevolent concern, I feit guilt and the desire to please
as though it were God Himself whom I had offended. What may
really have been wisdom on my part (trying to preserve my own
boundaries in a dangerous and potentially overwhelming situa-
tion) was treated as symptomatic of alienation and fear; and a
withholding of God’s light. Those things are sometimes true of
me, and I am unsure enough of my own openness in groups that
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1 tended to believe they were right. Once, when [the ;‘,v[?r’lijh:ilzl
leader] spoke to us after a lecture, 1 began to cry. ] e’d s i
something about giving, and it had touched on a deep ong11r11g -
me to do that, and the pain of that wall around my heart I:v enh
feel closed off in a group of people'. I wanted to Preak t rm;ﬁl !
that badly enough that right then it almost didn’t n'!atte;'1 w !
they believed—if only I couid really sh‘arc mysc?lf with t em.le
think that moment may be exactly the point at which many peop

decide to join [the DPs].

The conscious strategy of these encapsulating weekend

camps was to drench prospects in approva.l _and loYe—_to lovg
bomb” them, as DPs termed it. The cognitive hesitations an
emotional reservations of prospects could then be drowned in

calls to loving solidarity:

Whenever I would raise a theological question, the leaders ;):
my group would look very impressed and pleased, scem 1’:0 ag;a

with me, and then give me a large dose of l_ove—and. per atps ; )Ir
something about unity and God’s love b_emg most impor a.l; f’d
would have an odd, disjointed sort of feeling—not k_nm;mﬁ cll b
really been heard or not, yet aware pf t!le attentive ]ooda e

smiling approval. My intellectual objection had been undercut by

means of emotional seduction.

Or sometimes the group would burst into song: “We love yc’)’ul,
Julie; oh, yes we do; we don’t love anyone as mt’lch as you}.1
read it this way: we could love you if you weren’t so naughty.

And, of course, they would love her. _ . ‘

This incredibly intense encapsulating anq loving did n?t
simply “happen.” DPs trained specifically fo1: it and held mora e-
and strategy sessions among themselves during the workshops:

ay morning, when I woke really early, I walked by the
boxﬁlgrn"gdwﬂm someg of the Fami.ly mermbers had SI?EE They ;zz
up and apparently having a meeting. [ heard a cheer: qn(;la: 0
all their needs.” And that did seem to be what t_hey tnc; o thé
Whatever | wanted—except privacy‘ or any deviation _rgm he
schedule—would be gotten for me immediately and “élt Agr; :
concern. 1 was continually smiled at, hugged, patted. An
was made to feel very special and very much wanted.
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As characterized by i igati
L ¥ Investigative reporter Ross, pe
ag;:éc;d. ull) frombim emotional floor and taken 0;153 ?)?E? ‘t"?lll-z
is love—blissed out harmon ity” .
: : y and unity” (Ross, 1
hx;cclleﬁg; R.osshand his coworkers discovered some gonvertsgvzi)c;
u hawn in the movement four to six months who truly seemed
g Hlatt‘:nded tl? little or nothing regarding Chang and his
ovement. They were simply i
: ‘ part of a loving co
iscr]ne, gn 1l_l)emg'presscd explicitly with Chang’s beliegfs ar?én;?;z'
munires t ]::y did not care: their loyalty was to the family corn:
- »uch, as Stark and I discussed with regard to “affective

bOﬂdS,” Is an importa t .
1965; 871-872). portant meaning of love (Lofland and Stark,

COMMITTING

enét l1)su toize thing to get “b]i§sed out” on a group over a week-
ene ,n0t s :Iilloither thfng to give one’s life over to it, And the DPs
e mot seet blix:m;dlately to ask that one give over one’s life.
pste: f;r 1e bl ]iel -out prospect was invited to stay on at The
v oo -long workshop. And if that worked out, one
AN even longer period. The prospect was drawn
grady )‘; but in an encapsulated setting—into full workin
et ]f}; dling, and behq_ving participation. &
Sata | E :35535833625- time went on were defined as “acts of
thon loavins (o , : 193-198), and the dire consequence of
135150y e movement would be pointed out (Lofland, 1966:
vt e amon s oo e
. , but those who did-—
l;;i:::fl Zceo?}c::r_ned parents—lseeme-d mostly to be cncour:;:(;l ?j
and thereby tclamnligitmoii‘: l:zler t]1)111') “t“'? IVC_Hll]ent oo 1ot derS
" cat it might pose to them.
cognil:?vr; 3{;2: I:Focess'o‘f commitment seemed to involve a felt
oeing O proa; ;::t aErllsmlg from the intense encapsulating and
his “buddy” after a \;feelllceilgj C;'Set;)((:)(:‘?:c;rt Who "broke off” from

“As soon as I left Suzie,” i
,” he said, “I had a i
s , chance to
an: lz-iz \;rtl:gt 1‘;‘::1(71 happenet_:! and how everything was conttl:::;l]f:’dul)
alive again—it was like a spell was broken.” .
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Another, on being sent out to sell flowers after three weeks at

The Farm, had this experience:

t in the world again was a shock; a cultural shock in
1 with reality. My isolation by the
Church had been so successful that everyday sights such as
hamburger stands and TVs, even the people, looked foreign, of
another world. I had been reduced to a dependent being! The
Church had seen to it that my three weeks with them made me so
vulnerable and so unable to cope with the real world, that I was

compelied to stay with them.

Being ou
which 1 was unable to dea

» or “shock” experience is not as foreign,
t, at first viewing, appear. People
exiting any highly charged involvement—Dbe it a more ordinary
love affair, raft trip, two-week military camp, jail term, or
whatever—are likely to experience what scientists of these
matters have called “the reentry problem” (Irwin, 1970 ch.
5). Reentry to any world after absence is in many circumstances
painful, and a desire to escape from that pain increases the
attractiveness of returning to the just-prior world. Especially
because the DP situation involved a supercharged love and
support experience, we ought to expect people to have reentry
unreality, to experience enormous discontinuity and a desire to
flee back. DPs created their own attractive kind of “high”—of
transcending experience—to which people could perhaps be
drawn back in much the same way Lindesmith has argued people
employ certain drugs to avoid withdrawal (reentry pains?) as well
as exploiting them for their own inherently positive effects
(Lindesmith, 1968; Lofland with Lofland, 1969: 104-116).

This “spell,” “trance,
strange, or unique as it migh

THE WORLD-SAVER MODEL
REVISITED

of course: what are the impli-
saver model that Stark and I
conversion organization? As
del propounds that:

A first and prime question is,
cations of the above for the world-
evolved from an carlier era of DP
summarized in the report’s abstract, the mo
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For conversion g person
problqm-solving perspectiv
lead him to define himseif a

must ex.perience, withi igi

e, end.u{-mg, acutely-felt ?eﬁsil:rlllsg;ﬁus
sa religious §eeker; he must ::ncount::,l :
; Within the cult an affectivé
and any extra-cult attach-
st be exposed to intensive
ployable agent.” [Lofland

bond must be formed {or pre-exist)
ments, peutralized; and there he

Interaction if he is to become ‘fﬂu
and Stark, [965: 862] B e

My impression is that the situ

ati
at least, are s0 general ang Y onal elements of the model,

stract that they can, with no

and external “affect]
. ective bonds” and i i |
continues, certainly, but the new DP ef] s mow o craction”

more refine isti forts now permi
and SOphistiga?il;c:I Sf:Phls‘tlcated analysis, a leve] 011: r?ﬁlr:err?l:(:h
descriptions of . a whlch. I'have only been able to hint in oy
that close study O‘;th;IPSU]atmg”_ and “loving.” I believe. in far::lty
result in & quantun, Set two major DP conversion camiis cou]d,
for the DPs have elak €P In our understanding of conversi
Relative to the emi OI:sated some incredible nuances, o
the “turning point” i re “background” elements, the concept of
as in one or more iI:ntI'Ollblesome because everyone can begee(;
moment of their [i Ptl)_’r_tant Wways at a turning point at eve
interesting but not o5, Like concepts of tension, it is trye a rg
have been a definis VI";‘TY cutting. As mentioned, there seem I:.
into the DP. The pac:terroacllcem_ng of the range of people Whosge(:
at least in its na 7.2 priorand universal religious seekin
Trow form, became far less than universa%,

People not i i

previously religious at all have i i
;urnb‘ers. Only further study can s ¢ out the omnodceable
: ea;nngs underlying the diverse ne
ught to address, however, the possi

tion of youth became, broadly speak

W patterns. Further study
l'nhty that an entire genera-
Ing, religious seekers in the

seeker chic,” 3 sibling of Wolfe’s (

.” Las
t, there seems no réason to modify our poly
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morphic characterization of “tension,” which remains, however,
a feature that is virtually universal in the human population.

Be all of that as it may, let me now step back and view the

world-saver model as an instance of qualitative process theor-
izing. 1 have been impressed that, although there have been
efforts to give the model a quantitative testing, to employ it in
organizing materials on conversion to other groups, and to state
the correlates of conversion, almost no one has tried their own
hand at qualitative process models of conversion. The world-
saver model was intended as much as an analytic description of
a sequence of experiences as it was as a “causal theory,” and it
was very much informed by Turner’s (1953 609-611) too-
neglected formulation of the distinction between “closed sys-
tems” and “intrusive factors.” That kind of logic clearly has
not caught on, despite the oddity that much lip-service is given
to it, and the world-saver model provides an example of it, as do
the very widely known and generically identical models of Becker
(1953) on marihuana use, Cressey (1972) on trust violation, and
Smelser (1963) on collective behavior. Indeed, and I think nowin
error, my own effort to generalize the world-saver model to all
deviant identities lapsed into the mere causal-factorial approach
in providing eleven social organizational variations that affect
the likelihood of assuming a deviant identity and reversing it
(Lofland with Lofland, 1969: Parts Il and IIT). Such an approach
is fine and necessary, but it is a retreat from the study of process,
a retreat signaled in my all too abstract, brief, and shakily
founded depiction of “escalating interaction” (Lofland with
Lofland, 1969: 146-154).

I would have hoped that by now we might have at least half a
dozen qualitative process models of conversion, each valid for
the range and kind of event it addressed, and each offering
insights, even if not the most sophisticated account that might
be given. We then could be well on our way to talking about
types of conversion and types of qualitative conversion pro-
cesses. Instead, I fear, some investigators get hung up in trying
to determine if the world-saver model is “right” as regards the
group they have studied. In my view, such investigators would
advance us better by looking at the conversion process directly
and reporting what they saw. Stark and I did not feel it necessary
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to wear anyone’s specifi
pecific mod
el when we went to look at con- NOTES

version.
versi thelt\il;c;:(lid urge now that people ought not so compuisivel
they go o pocd spectacles. wrought by Lofland and Stark wheg
of the toue ek at co_nveirsmn. I would urge, that is, a knowled
g of o of qualitative process point of view, but an eschevgsf
et tgh oneself to look at the world through a specific
Stempion baCka; é:)g;‘:rf;ze fl;r}tlher, Lofland, 1976: Part D
I, I have since come ecia
;};?;FEEZ ;voc;:'i(:—stz?.ver model embodies a thorougltl?ya‘[‘););:sil:;f
i e one ption of humans as a “neutral medium through
al lorces operate,” as Blumer (1969) has so often l;)it

I. Because of DP fame, my pseudonyms are now somewhat labored, but [ must

continue to protect the anonymity of the movement for the reasons indicated in Lofland

(1977: note 1)
The main phases of the development of the DP movement from 1959 through 1976

are chronicled in my “Preface” to the Irvington edition of Doomsday Cult (Lofland,
1977). Transformations in membership size and composition, modes of operation,
funding, and other aspects are equally as startling as the changes in conversion organiza-

tion I report here.

My account is drawn from the diverse sources described in Lofland (1977: note 2},
save here again to acknowledge the indispensable help of Andrew Ross, Michael Greany,
David Taylor, and Hedy Bookin.

5 DPs evolved dozens of front organizations from behind which they carried onan
amazing variety of movement-promoting activities (see Lofland, 1977: phase two, section

it. The w - i
N ]easct)rladmsieu;;; liI:ltzdel 15 actually quite antiinteractionist
eractioni i ifi ’
people such o B sm frequently identified with
It is with such a iZati
realization that I h,
. _ ave lately e
Scr;lsr:is 01:' conversion to turn the process on itsyhegfiour?iged
oratin ztch (t)w lioeople go a}bout converting themselves A:srix .
(Loﬂa;;d 137 6t ehperson 1s active rather than merel.y passr?1 .
g ,Creat.i‘(;'e. ;). Strfaus’(1976) “Changing Oneself: Seekt:':
- ransformation of Life E ience” |
o reat Xperience”
o gl?[rltasﬁt ;lmtlal ettfc?rt to lay down new pathvfays 2? im;j a'n
wr Ch an activist-interactionist perspective, I h e
1l soon be many efforts of its kind. ' ope there

Looki
ooking back from the perspective of a decade, however I

1V, “Missionizing™).
3. I use the concept of “encapsulation” here in a related but not identical manner to

that introduced in analysis of the deviant act (Lefland with Lofland, 1969: 39-60).
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