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In the early 1960s John Lofland and 1 were thee first socizl
scieritists (o actually go out and watch penple convert w0 & BEw
religious movemesne {Lofland and Stark 1965}, Up o thar time,
the mmost popular soclal sriensific explanaion of corversion in-
volved the pairing of deprivaiton with ideciogical {or thevlogh
cut) appesb. That i3, pue evamined che idenlogy of a group o
see what kinds of deprivation it addressed and then conchided
{ mirabile dictuf} that convers suffersd from those deprivations
(Glock 1964). As an example of this approach, since Chrnstlan
Science promised to resiore health, 11s conyerts must SPEOPOT-
fionately be drwwn from among those vath chronic healih prob-
lemas, or at least those who suffer from hypochendnia (Glock
19843, Of course, one could as plausibly argue the: reverss, ihat
only people with excellent health could long hold to the Chris-
rian Science doctrine thar illness was all in the mind.

In any event, Lofland and I were deiermined 1o waich peopls
go through the process of conwersion and v g0 discover wiak
Teally was imvoived. MoTteover, we wanted Lo watch conversion,
nat simply activation. That is, we wanted to look ai prople who
were making a major religions shift, as from Christanity to Hin-
duism, rather than examine how litelong Christians gt them-
selves born again. The Jatter isa matter of considerable inerest,
but it was not our interest at the mwe.

We also wanted 2 group that was small encugh so that the two
of us could provide adequate surveilance, anil new enough 50
rhat it was in Wi early and optimistic phase of growth. After sitt-
lng through many devianl gebiginuz groups in the San Francisco
Bay area we CAmMe Bpon precisely what wi: were locking for—a
group of aboura dozen young adiiles who had just meved 1o San
Trancisco from Fugens, Oregon. The group was led by Young
Oon Kim, a Korean woman who had once been a prodfessor of
refigion at Ewha Lniversity in Secul The movement she served
was based in Korea, and in January 1958, she arrived in Oregon
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to faunch  mission to America. Miss® Kim und her youmg fol-
lowers were the very first American reembers of the Tnification
Church, widely known today as the Moonies.

As Lofland and I settled back to waich people convert to this
group, the first thing we disc overed was that all of the current
rnembers were waited by close ties of iriencship predating their
conkact with Miss Kim. Indeed, the fitst three converts had been
voung housewives, next-door neighbors who breame friends of
Miss Kim after she beeame a lodger with one of themn. Sihse-
ruently, several of the husbands joined, followed by several of
their friends from work. At the tune Lofland and T asrived o
study them, the group had sagever succeeded in awractng a
SLranger

1.0fland and ¥ also found it interesting that although all the
comwerts were quick 1o deseribe how their spiritual lives had
been ewnpty and desolale prior to stheir conversion, many
cluirned chey had not hesn particutarly inferested in Teligion
nefore. Ooe man told me, “Tf anvbody had said 1 was going o
joinup and become a enissionary Iwoulid faave laughed my head
off. I had no use for church at all.”

We also found it inswucdve thal during most of her Jisst year
in America, Miss Eim had tmed 1o spread her message dirarrly
Ly ralks to variows groups and by sending ous Tany press re-
leases. Iates, in San Franciseo the group also med o atfract
folleavers chrough radio spots and by renting a hall in which 1o
hold public meetings. But these melhods ylelded vothing. As
trme passed, Lolland and Iwere able to observe peaple actually
hecoming Muonies. The first several converts were old friends
or relazves of members who came from Oregon for a visit. Sub-
sequent converts wers people wha [ormed close friendships
with gne or more mernhers of the group.

We soon realized that of all the people 1the Moonies encoun-
tered in their efforts to spread their faith, the only ones who

soined were (hose whose interpersoncd aitachmenis Lo members mer
Sglamced their atachments fo nenmembers. In effect. conversion 8
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CONVERSION AND GHRISTIAN GROWTH

not about seeking or embracing an ideology; it 1s about bring-
ing one's religious ‘behavior into alignment with that of one’s
frienads aiiet farnily & g o T e
-~This'i¢ sitipiv-an application of the highly respected con-
trol theory of deviant behavior {Toby 19537; Hirschi 1965; Stark
and Bainbridgs 19387 Gosfredson and Hevschi 19903, Racher
than asking why people deviate, why they break Laws and norms,
contrn! theorists wsk why anvone ever dees conform. Their an-

metihers.”

swer is posed in erms ol siakes o conformity, People conlorm
when they believe they have more 1o lose by being detected in
deviunce than they stand to gain from the devant act. Some
peaple deviate while others conform because people differ in
thedr stakes in couformity, That is. some people simply have
far less fo lose Lhan do others. A major stake in conformity lies
i our attachments & other people, Most of us conform in
nrder to remain the good opinion of aur freends and family. Byt
some people lack attachmenes. Ther rates ol deviance are
much higher than are those uf people wirth un abundance of
ateachments.

Becoming a Moonic today s an act of deviance, 15 was he-
coming a Christian in the fiest century. Such conversions viokaie
norms defining legitimate religious affillations and ideniiies.
Lofland and I saw many people who speni some time with the
Moonies and expressed comsiderable Interest in their doe
srines. butwho never joined. [n every instance these peools had
nyany sirong attachments o nonmembers who did not approse
of the gromp. OF persons who did Join, many wers newcomets
10 San Franrisco whose atmchments were all to people ar away.
As they [nrmed sirong friendships with group imembers, these
were not counierbalanced beranse disan friends and Tamies
had no knowledge of the conversion-in-process. In several in-
slances a parent or siblng came to 5an Tranmsco intending o
intervene witer having learned of the conversion. Thost who
linzered eventualky joined up too. Keep in mind thas becoting
a Moonie may have been regarded as deviuni by purstders, but
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it was an act of conformity for those whose most signibicant ae
tachrnenis were to Moonies.

During the guarter cenhury stoce Tofland and T At pud-
Hshed our conclasion—thas atizchments lie at the heart of con-
version and therefore that conversion tends to proceed along
social networks formed by mrerpersonal attachmens—anany
others have found the sarne to be lrue in an immense varety of
religicus groups all around the world, A recent smdy hased on
Dutch dara {Kox, Meeus, and 't Hare 1901 ciied twentyfive ad-
ditionat empirical sdies, all of which supported our initial
findiryg. And that Yist was far from complete.

Although several other factors are also mvolved in the con-
version process, the ceniral suciolugicad proposition abeut con-
versiom is (has Comwersion (o new, deviend religious grioups oooers
when, other things being squal, peaple ave or develop stronger aliach-
menis to members of the group than they have o nonmambers {Stark
1442).

Data ased on records kept by a Mormon mission president
give powerful support to this proposition. When missionarles
make cold calls, knock o1s the doors of strangers, this evennually
leads 1o 2 conversivi oncs out of a thousand calls. However,
when missionaries make lheir first contact with a person In the
home of a Moermon [riend ot relative of that person. this results
in conversion 50 percent of the time {Stark and Bainbridge
19853,

A variation on the nemwork propositdon aboue conversion i3
that successiinl fopnders of new faiths ypically mrn fivst to those
with whom they already have strong amachments. Thut is, they
recruit their firsi followers from among their Family and close
friends. Thus Muhammad's lirst convert was his wale Khadijah;
the second was his cousin AlL, followed by his servant Zevd and
then his 0id Iriend Abu Bake On Aprit 6, 1830, the Mormons
were Founded by [nseph Smith, bis brothers Hyrum and
Saremiel, and Joseph Smith's friends Oliver Cowdery and David
and Peier Whinnes. The rule exiends o Josns too, since It ap-
pears that he began with his brothers and mother.
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A second aspect of conversion is that people who are deeply
committed to any particular faith do not go out and jmn some
olher faith, Thus Mormon missionanes who called zpon the
Moonies were immune, despite forming warin relaiionships
with several members. Indecd. the Moonie who previously had
“no use wor choerch at all” was more woicul. Converts were not
former atheists, but thes were essentially unchizrched and
rrauy had ot paid any pavticular ateention to relgions gues-
tions, Thus the Muouies guickly learnsd that they were wasting
their time at church soczals or freruenting denommaltional sm-
dent cenrets. Thay did far better ia plarss where they came in
contact with the uncommitted. This finding has received sub-
slankial support from subsequent rescarch. Converss io oew
religious movements are cverwheliningly from relatively irrebi-
gious backgrownrls. The majority of converts to modern Amerr
can cult movemnse nes féfmrt that their parents bad no religious

converts from the moeks of the velipiously inactive and discontented,
and ifose filiated with the most accommadated [worldly) veligious
- - T e —— e T T ) i s .

co e,

we might have missed this point cneirely, becauss when people
retrospectively describe their conversions, they tend to put the:
stress on theology, When usked why they converted, Moonies
inyariably noted the irresistible appeal of the Diving Principles
(the group’s scripture), suggesing that only the blind could re-
ject such obvious and powerful trauths. In making these claims
converts implied (and often stied) that their pzth to conver-
sion was the end product of a search for faith. But Lofland and
[ knew better because we had met chem well beFors they had
lesrrad to appreciate the docmines, before they had lcarned
howw to zestify vo their faith, back when they were not seeking
faith at all. Indeed, we could remember when mueie of them re-
garded the religious beliels of their new set of irzends as quire
axdd. 1 recall one who told me that he was puzeled that such nicc
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people could ger so worked up about “some guy in Korea™ whe
clatieed 0 be the Lord of the Second Advent. Thexn, one day,
he got worked up ahoue this guy oo, 1 suggest that this is also
how people in the frst contury got themselves worked up about
someone who claimed 1o be the Loed of the First Advens, Robin
Lane Fox suggests the samne thing: “Above all we zhould give
weight o the presence and intluence of friends. It is » foree
which so nften eacapes the record, bt it gives shape Lo eVery-
ome's persomal lile. One friend might bring ancther (o the
faith, , ., . When a person terned to (ad, he fouad others, nsw
‘bretriren.’ who were shazing the same path” (1957 316). Peeer
Brown has expressed similar views: “Ties of family, marrsages,
and lovalties to heads of householdds had been the most pifee-
tive means of recruiting members of the charch, aud had man-
tainer the condnued adberence of the average Christian o the
pew cult” (TSRS

The basis for saccessiul comversionist mowernenis s growlh
shrowgsh social nomworks, through a siructiers of direet und Infimate
inigrbersonal arinchaments. Most new religious movements Eail be-
cause they quickly becosne closed. or semiclosed netivorks,
That is. thew fail 1o keep forming and suswining atruchiments
outsiclers and thereby lose the capacity 1o 2row. Successful
movements discover iechnigues [or rcmaining opoer BT OTRE,
able 10 reach out and into new adjarent social netvorks. And
herein lies the capacity of movements to sustain exponental
rates of growth ovar 2 long period of tme.

Some readers may suspect shat the rapid rise in the absolute
number of new Chrisians bepveen 250 and 350 wourld reguns
mass conversions even though the raie ol conversion remained
constant wt Hl percent per decade. Admicedly, gxponeniial
srowWTh Curves w e counteriniuitive and easily seern incredible.
wevertheless, the dweamics of e COMYSEOT PrreiEss dre NOE
changed even as the whsolute numlbaers reach a rapid growth
stage along an exponential curve, The veason is Lhat as imove-
enis grow, their social suriace cxpands proporticoately, Thar
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is, 2ach new mermber expands the size of the nerwork of attach-
menis beoveen the group and potential comverts, As nited
aherve, however, this oceurs oy it the group constinzes an open
metwork. Thus il we are i berter undersiand and explain the rise
of Christianiy, we mnlase discover how the early Christuns main-
lained open asnworks—Ior it would seem certain thas they did.
This last remark seis the stage for a brief discussion of the apr
propriaie scope of social scientibe theories and whether i is
possible even to apply propositons developed in one tiing aad
place to other eras and culnmes.

(e SCIEwTIFIC GENERAFTZATION

Many Ristomians helieve thar cultures and eras verge on the
unigue, Kjws in his verv thoughtful responst o wsz of the

network th

ory of cotversion to discuss the sucglas of the mis-
siom so the Jows (sve chapter 3], Bonald F. Héck noted that T
seern to think ihat neoworks, for example, Je not “all thar dif-
Ciety™ {1086:2-35). He

ferent feoxmn period\o period, soctety [0 8

then poineed out tha

the neswnrks uiilized by ) & thise consising of a ek

ber’s family, relatves, and el Taae are ancien| oemworks the
SALE? ACEEDL ciries are nat derrt prnes, arid ancicnt networks
that were centered in arfiocrayic houssholds included mors
than Farnily and fendg/Alomestic shqves, ireedmen, and prrhaps

parasites, teachers, péhlede rainers, and travelers. In addidon,
arhan e was logdl more in public, so\hat recruiment couid
proceed along/fmore extensive and complky nemenrks than we

find amongAormons in our more nueiear And anonymeus ot

Ia nrepenant,
Whif he 1s noting are details that might el 1s b ¥o discover
tworks should we be mmmnsported to ancient Anunch, hul
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