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ABSTRACT

Although religious innovation in America historigahas been the norm
rather than the exception, mainstream Americang luden viewed new
religious movements with suspicion and occasionalth outright alarm.
The question motivating many studies of new religionovements has
been “why would someone join these religions?”His ook, | offer at
least one answer to this often repeated queryrgueathat followers of
new religious movements in the 1960s-1980s, spediji the Unification
Church, Feminist Wicca and the Nation of Yahwehnsidered these
religions to be legitimate because they offered ben®m a personal
religious experience, a connection to an ancieadition, and agency in
improving their world. Utilizing an historical appeich, | consider the
conversion narratives of adherents and primaryalitee of the formative
years of these movements, which demonstrate that redigious
experiences of the adherents and a resonance héttgdals of these
religions propelled individuals into social action.






INTRODUCTION

Although religious innovation in America historigalhas been the
norm rather than the exception, mainstream Amesidave often viewed
new religious movements with suspicion and occadiprwith outright
alarm. Leaders in established religions, the meatid, sometimes religion
scholars have warned that these “alternative” imalig) are deviant and
perhaps even dangerous for Americans to join. i kbok, | argue that
followers of the Unification Church, Feminist Wiceand the Nation of
Yahweh considered these religions to be legitinteteause they offered
members a personal religious experience, a commedt an ancient
tradition, and agency in improving their world. Beenew religions
developed in the 1960s through the early 1980soéfieded their potential
members a vision of a more inclusive, more monabponsible American
society during a time of cultural upheaval and wutaety. Previous
studies of these new religious movements have asezld their complexity,
their humanness, and their conceptual organizatiohe world.

The new religious movements described in the fdlgwtext were
surrounded by social controversy in various wayor instance, many
Americans in the 1960s and 1970s believed thatUthiécation Church
brainwashed its young members, forcing them todeheir families and
disassociate from the ones they loved. The RevesamdMyung Moon,
the founder of the Unification Church, spent timgorison for tax evasion,
and the media has condemned the movement fomasdial success for
many years. American society also criticized FeshilVicca, with its
links to the feminist movement, for its woman-ceateideology. Many
Americans considered Feminist Wiccans to be “maeska intent on
using magic to emasculate American power structutesaddition,
Feminist Wicca’s links to Wicca and witchcraft I&ftopen to charges of
devil worship by Christians misunderstanding Wiscaeology. Very
few people have focused on the ideology of the dwatif Yahweh, since
the media was understandably more interested igritsinal activities.
Yahweh ben Yahweh, the founder of the Nation ofwalh, and seventeen
of his followers, were convicted on charges of edekring in Miami,
Florida in the 1980s. The charges included firebimgba Miami
neighborhood, conspiracy to commit murder, and st b other violent
crimes. While | do not wish to condone or ignore tontroversial aspects
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of these new religious movements, | argue here i@mnbers of these
religions were acting in accord with religious itlegies understood in the
context of their religious experiences. Adheremtiéelyed that their actions
were part of a larger plan to bring about a béeiteerica.

The Unification Church, Feminist Wicca and the Watiof Yahweh
appealed to people who considered themselves ewsidh American
society. They were not outsiders by choice; thegriyed to be a part of
American society without sacrificing their uniquese They would have
rejected the premise of Israel Zangwill's World Waplay The Melting
Pot, which invoked the sentimental notion that different raaghnicities
and religious beliefs combined in America to ma@mething new. The
young Americans drawn to these new religious moveséhought that
Zangwill's vision of a “land of opportunity whereaae, religion, and
national origin should not be a barrier to sociabitity”? was a naive
notion. Clearly, for many of them, race, religiajender, and national
origin continued to be barriers to social mobility.addition, they did not
wish for the variety of ethnic, religious, and oatal identities evident in
America to be “melted” into a monolithic mofdThese idealistic people
most of them youngargued that America’s praise could not be sung in a
single voice. It required harmony sung in dozenpats, the combination
producing the necessarily nuanced chorus of theunuty’s diverse
culture. Each voice longed to be individually recizgd, no longer
overshadowed by the melody.

Many Americans discontented with what they beliewes a culture
obsessed with consensus sought both secular aigiouwsl solutions.
Along with the “new left,” the “civil rights movenm¢,” and the nascent
“neo-conservative” movements in the 1960s and 199®erged a smaller,
but equally zealous faction hoping to change theldvthrough their
religious visions of what America could become. Jéheoptimistic
believers chose to reject traditional religionoider to join new religious
movements that promised to make them active agentocial change in
America.

This study focuses specifically on those who emdniatie ideologies
of the Unification Church, Feminist Wicca, and thation of Yahweh in
1960s and 1970s America. Many devotees of these neéigions felt
disillusioned by their childhood religious tradit® considering them to
be complicit in quieting their voices. While thosracted to these groups
wanted personally to reconstruct American socithtgy felt they lacked
the individual status needed to achieve change eSelntoo young. Some
believed skin color or ethnicity disenfranchisedrthfrom secular power.
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Many were overwhelmed at the enormity of their taskether they
worked individually or together in like-minded comanities.

In these new religious movements, members foundnabgation of
factors they believed was missing in traditiondigiens and certainly in
secular social movements: a personal religiousrépee, a connection to
an ancient religious tradition, and the imminensgibility of improving
their world. The Unification Church, Feminist Wicead the Nation of
Yahweh promised to make the voices of their mentijerbeard in the
larger American chorus. The conversion story ofegar a young woman
from New York who joined the Unification Church the 1970s, bears
witness to this search for a relevant religiouseeigmce:

I am 25 years old, and have been a member [of thfichtion Church]
for 2% years. | was born in Long Beach, New Yote second of five
children. | attended Long Beach Catholic School&gears, went to Mass
regularly, was a good student and have only goauaries attached to my
childhood years.

When | was 15, our family bought a new home furtbet on Long
Island in East Setauket. | attended a public hijiosl and had no trouble
making friends and adjusting in the new neighbodholodid begin to
realize, however, that it was becoming increasindifficult to avoid
situations where drinking, smoking, and sex werém& main activity or
topic of discussion.

Later on, drugs came into the picture and it seea®dhough the
ideals of faith, hope, love, and strength were pgpearing from the hearts
of a good part of my generation. My trust in Goanained, though |
couldn’t find the answers to many of my questiomghe church, in the
Bible, or reflected anywhere in the world around &#ll, | knew that the
words of Jesus were true and absolute whethert@autety in general or |
individually chose to maintain the standard he lduagnd lived by.

| decided to investigate what different groups anglanizations were
studying and doing toward improving the presentadion of the world
and of themselves. |, along with my mother, becgrag of a Catholic
Charismatic group where we could feel a new awailgenoi spirit for the
first time. It emphasized the guidance and heativay could come from
total reliance on the work of the Holy Spirit inrdives. It was through this
experience that my heart and mind were open attithe | met the
Unification Church.

Though | had many physical blessings, the momenutti came when
| realized that it was up to me to decide just howuch | was willing to
sacrifice to follow what | believed to be true. Rkby, | never expected that
someday | might be called to devote my life to eeBod HIS way, and not
mine. This was the real awakening.

I'm deeply grateful that | am able to participatethiis movement right
now, which has strengthened and cemented what basial values | had,
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only from Reverend Moon I've learned not to compisem | deeply
respect and admire him for his humility before God the love he has for
mankind. Example, once again, is the best teacher.

| also want to mention that my mother and two of sigters are also
active members of the Unification Church as weluti knows no age.
Since they joined two years ago, our love has grdegper and broader in
knowing that only through our unity can God’s vt earth be understood
and accomplished.

The Unification Church’s call for personal sacifias a way to bring
about a more moral society influenced Teresa becahe had been
looking for a way to improve herself while changihgr world. The
Unification Church appeared to be a legitimatehf#it Teresa because she
had a religious experience as part of her conwversihile earlier
involvement in a Catholic Charismatic group alsaweg&er a “religious
awakening,” the Unification Church challenged herspnally to become
an agent for change. This charge inspired her toraee a larger religious
vision.

Following the sometimes hedonistic upheaval of $ieties, young
people such as Teresa searched for a similarlgahdiut very different
kind of revolt — a revolution that turned religiofath into a catalyst for
both personal and social change as surely as the Piart of their
transformation included the rejection of traditibmaligions. Potential
participants in these new religious movements betie¢hat “mainstream”
churches had fallen short in their efforts to rateeAmerican society.
Moreover, future members of these alternative ialig concluded that
Christianity, specifically, was not merely missitige solution, but in fact
was part of the problem. They believed that Clarsty reinforced the
larger American culture’s moral worldview. Theseugg people argued
that Christianity accepted, and occasionally praped, sexism and
racism. In that way, conventional Christianity Itegitimacy for some of
its believers, driving them to look elsewhere fpirisual grounding. Some
found the answers they sought in the emerging edigious movements.

The Unification Church, Feminist Wicca, and the iblatof Yahweh
promised to equip members with the tools they neéddebe personally
involved in remaking their world. The Unificatiorh@rch offered a way to
purify the morally corrupt American society and trest of the world
through perfected families. It pledged that induatl sacrifice would
prepare the world for God’s forgiveness and satvatFeminist Wicca, on
the other hand, proposed a vision of a peaceful risae society in which
women and men shared power equally. Wiccans offaneibnt Goddess
religions as a model for an egalitarian societyicwhhey believed would
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end gender disparity in America. The Nation of Weh claimed that
American blacks descended from the ancient Hebrtheschosen people
of God. Since the Nation's members professed tthbetrue Jews, they
laid claim to their God-given right to govern theshes under His
guidance. They declared that once blacks (and s)hkeew the “true”

identity of American blacks, American society wouddrrect its racial

inequities.

The Unification Church, Feminist Wicca, and The iblatof Yahweh
not only supplied solutions to their members’ pevh$é on these fronts,
they also explained the failures of traditionalgieins. In spiritual terms,
new religious movements provided direction, meanargl power for
potential members: the elements of an obtainabl. giche Unification
Church explained that Christian churches had miststdod the “true”
mission of Jesus. They claimed that God sent Jesuseate the perfect
human family, which would restore the relationshiptween God and
humans. Unificationists believed that if they leérfpcted lives and
created families who sacrificed their needs for@eirch, members could
help restore God’s will for humanity. Wiccans sted that the Judeo-
Christian traditions failed women because thesabdished religions
offered theological validation for the oppressiofi women. They
maintained that the Christian male deity reinfortieel patriarchal order.
Feminist Wiccans asserted that seekers could foldtisns to these
problems in the ancient goddess religions, whiabclimed women as
equals and which could, in modern America, legitenivomen’s role in
shaping not only religion, but public policy. Filalamidst widespread
racial discrimination, The Nation of Yahweh offensembers a vision of
a refined American social order for blacks in whpbwer shifted in their
favor. The group’s leaders believed that whiteveslawners and others
claiming Jewish descent had intentionally withhkhdwledge of blacks’
Hebrew identity. The Nation of Yahweh taught itsmhers that if they
reclaimed their Hebrew heritage, they would achiaueénd of parity in a
white-dominated society, bringing about their degisocial goals. While
their approaches differed, each of these new melggimovements shared a
critical optimism: each offered an explanation dfyiraditional religions
had failed, and each offered hope for an Americagciesy that would
incorporate their various visions in ways that wbuahake the nation a
better place.

In addition to the grand visions of a reformed Aiten society, new
religious movements offered potential members thesgect of
improvement on the individual level. In other wardsverybody won.
Society would improve, but so would members of ¢hesew religious
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movements. The Unification Church, Feminist Wicaad the Nation of
Yahweh promoted a personal relationship with thdeity and a

meaningful religious experience. The Unification u@th offered a

connection with the Christian God who had suffefegkn misunderstood,
and only wanted the best for his children. FemiMgicca provided

women with the goddess, a deity with whom womenp wiad been

oppressed by the male God of patriarchal religgmuld relate on a more
personal level. The Nation of Yahweh claimed addthblack deity, the

God of the ancient Hebrews, who gave black membessnse of status
and entitlement.

The “religious experiences” offered by each of ¢éhedigions differed
and were closely tied to the personal relationstith the deity. None of
these religions dictated what constituted an adibheeligious experience
by an individual. It could be a feeling that thegres on the right path, a
mystical vision, a deep emotional connection wlith deity, or a feeling of
belonging to the community. While | will describense of the religious
experiences in the following chapters as relatedcdbyerents, | am more
interested in the response to the experience tharetcounter itself. |
argue here that the religious experience servedutbenticate the new
religious movement for persons and was a catabysheir social action.

Although these religions professed to offer a neligious patheach
of them also claimed connections with an ancieligiceis tradition. This
lent them some authority to spread their religivigsvs. History provided
the affirmation. While they claimed to be startsgmething novel in the
1960s and 1970s, American new religious movemeéntduding those
discussed in this book, tended to appropriate maiyheir so-called
“new” ideas from existing religious traditions. i$tconnection resonated
with people raised in organized religions; thes&di with the past (to a
certain extent) endowed the new religions with tiegicy for potential
adherents. Aidan Kelly, an adherent and scholaNe®-Paganism and
Wicca, accordingly observed: “All religions begis aew religions at
some time and place; almost all of them proceeddion a great antiquity
for themselves as part of their foundational myth.”

Whether new religious movements claim roots fronciem Asian
traditions such as Hinduism and Buddhism, or frardailsm, formative
Christianity, Islam or Celtic traditions, most newligions adapt ancient
tradition to suit contemporary worldviews. New gébns of 1960s and
1970s America hoped to ground themselves in hibreligions through
such a process of adaptation. The Unification Chumsserted that it
taught the original intent of God for Christianiip their perfected
families. Feminist Wicca professed that ancierddgss religions offered



Antiquity and Social Reform 7

the answer to America’s gender conflicts. The Natiof Yahweh,

meanwhile, maintained that American blacks wereceleded from the
ancient Hebrews, and therefore inherited the presnis the Hebrew Bible
made to the chosen people of God.

New religious movements had many reasons to incatpcancient
religious traditions in the formation of their gibus identity. The most
important was to establish credibility with theiotpntial adherents.
Successfully making the case for historical conpest gained the new
religions a certain amount of authority for attmagtpotential members.
Aligning themselves with ancient religious tradit®oaccordingly became
a statement of identity for these new religiousugiy connecting to the
past kept newcomers and outsiders from dismisdilegnhovements as
come-lately crackpots. Claiming old traditions, rthefining them, meant
sacredness, not sorcery. History gave the beliefs v@lues — whatever
they were — authority. These connections placechéwe religions into a
familiar framework of thought—the recovery of a bigahistorical past—
that allowed them to claim more easily a placedntemporary culture.

An Historical Approach to the study of New Religios
Movements

Many religions have the goal to make their visidrihe ideal world a
reality. While new religious movements share t#asne objective, they
have become widely misunderstood. Sometimes bidsstbries by
members or outsiders cause confusion about théiggons. Adherents
often wrote histories about their religious movetadrecause they wanted
their religion viewed through a particular ideoloai lens. In addition,
some scholars in the past were interested in shpwiow these
movements deviated from “traditional” religions lbow aspects of their
beliefs compared to similar movements. These pusvhistories of new
religious movements failed to take into accountrdl@ious experiences
of adherents or how the teleological vision of th@sovements affected
the practical application of their beliefs. In #&tdh, early scholarship on
new religious movements used the terms “occultilts” or the kinder
term, “alternative” to refer to these religions,igthalready held negative
connotations in the larger American culture. Imgnaases, scholars were
interested in one facet of the religion withoutitakthe cultural context
into consideration. In this text, by contrast, Imimstrate that these
religious movements are far more complex, visionand concerned with
individual members than previously shown.
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Often, new religions are misunderstood because thigious practices
or beliefs are unfamiliar to “mainstream” Americd.ypically, scholars
have either assumed that new religious movemerdidte a social
problem needing to be solved or they approach redigions as oddities
needing to be defined and ennumerdted@hus, in order to facilitate a
conversation between members and non-members of madigious
movements, much scholarship on new religious mowsntends to be
phenomenological. Hence, it is mostly concernedchwdescribing the
beliefs and practices of these movements. Many lachosuch as J.
Gordon Melton and James Lewis, have formulatedreefee texts for
studying new religious movements, such as Lewslts in America: a
Reference HandbodkThese texts give a brief historical background of
the development of new religious movements, infdiomaabout their
religious leaders, and a description of their Bgliend practices. While
immensely helpful as reference tools for scholais students, these types
of texts are descriptive, rather than analyticatxglanatory.

While phenomenological approaches are importangfproximating
an objective perspective in the study of religiossholars also need to
examine how members of new religions comprehtiradr place in the
world. Lorne L. Dawson, a sociologist at the Umsiy of Waterloo,
contends that “new religious movements grow oug afesire to satisfy
certain spiritual needs of humanity that have dityeand importance
independent of our other social and psychologiesds.® In order to
understand new religious movements, Dawson expldias one must
make sense of them within the context of the cistamces and
perspectives of the actions of their members. WIERawson's
recommendations in mind, this book is geared towarderstanding the
worldviews of its subjects in all of their complgxi

The unfamiliar practices and worldviews of newgius movements
of the 1960s and 1970s sometimes embroiled théggores in cultural
controversy. Thus, several scholars became intstest studying the
reactions of the surrounding society to the belaid practices of these
new religious movements. These scholars examihedrésponses of
other religions, the media, and secular culturéh®alternative religions
they studied Jim Beckford, a British sociologist at the Unisi¢y of
Warwick, charted the development of the “cult comérsy” as a social
phenomenon In Cult Controversies: the Societal Response to New
Religious Movementshe explains that while insights from psychology,
history and religious studies are helpful in studyinew religious
movements, scholars must “explore the social psmsesvhereby the
interactions between humans can generate contgot¥¥rs Beckford
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believes that studying the relationships linking ntbers to their

movements, and the movements in turn to the sqcadiyws the scholar
to more easily make comparisons across space @ued’ti | take one of
my leads from Beckford in writing about new religgomovements in this
book (additionally | place the religious movementishin the historical

context of their emergence).

Understanding the dialogue between new religiousyam®nts and
their surrounding culture is certainly importanhig conversation reveals
much about the agendas of all parties involvede diecourse surrounding
new religious movements affects members of the mewve, their
families, the media, and those engaged in traditioeligions. Because
new religious movements make claims that are udif@amto those
entrenched in “mainstream” religions, controversier surrounds these
movements. Sometimes parents or the media acceseeth religions of
“brainwashing” their converts. Also, because mamyvreligions have
unusual eschatological claims and some have beevived in mass
suicides or political scandals, the larger Americalture distrusts them.

Since the new religious movements in this studyewamong those
surrounded by controversy, most contemporary scholave attempted to
“step back” from the contentious aspects of thestf new religions in
the interests of maintaining some objectivity. @shepproach new
religions in a more comprehensive fashion. JohnSAliba, religious
studies professor at the University of Detroit, Wimderstanding New
Religious Movementsargues that scholars must attempt to comprehend
these movements from the perspectives of the movisnteemselve¥.
Benjamin Zablocki and Thomas Robbins, both socistsgin their text
Misunderstanding Cults: Searching for Objectivity & Controversial
Field, call for a middle ground between *“cult bashersida“cult
apologists.* In several incisive essays, they have commenteaviuat
makes experts disagree about cults. While | aghed¢ objectivity is
essential in comprehending religious views thaty wsignificantly from
traditional beliefs, | argue in this study that slelns must make an attempt
to understand the religious motivations of the merabof these
movements. Thus, taking a cue from Zoblicki and ke, | do not intend
to either “bash” new religious movements, nor “agite” for them.

Religious beliefs can be powerful motivating fastodames Lewis
worries that scholars often discount the religieMperience of adherents
when they research new religious movements. Lewis duthored two
studies in which he offers an approach for studyiag religions. In the
first, entitled “The Scholarship of ‘Cults’ and th@ult’ of Scholarship,”
Lewis notes the cultural bias of scholars againsiw nreligious



10 Introduction

movements? He maintains that scholars try to explain howIt&u
deviate from mainstream culture, discounting angsgmle meaningful
religious experiences that adherents might derigen fthese movements.
In Legitimating New Religiond_ewis states that phenomenologists who
have studied new religious movements in the past lf@led to consider
the meaning that the religious experience holds fi@mbers of new
religious movements. Furthermore, Lewis claims thany scholars
presume that the founders of the movements intealtip fabricate
religious phenomen®. Instead of operating under these assumptions,
Lewis claims, scholars studying these religionsuthauinderstand that
religious experiences can be powerful motivatirgdes.

| agree with Lewis that the religious experienceéhaf members of new
religious movements needs to be at the center wéstigating these
religions. This religious experience is often waatows the new religion
with authenticity for adherents. While this religgoexperience differs for
each person, it seems to be the factor motivatirgntto embrace the
religious ideologies in these new religious movetsen In order to
understand why people joined new religions in tB60s and 1970s, it is
necessary to comprehend the particular meanings thiga conversion
experience held for believers. | argue in theofelhg pages that devotees
of new religious movements believed that their meligion could only be
successful through their individual involvement, ey conceived it
through their religious experience.

The following study is limited to the study of thmification Church,
Feminist Wicca, and the Nation of Yahweh. Scholaase given these
movements short shrift by underestimating the S§igpnice of the
adherents’ religious experiences. In the followirttapters, | detail the
previous scholarship on these traditions. Eachhefsé religions was
surrounded by controversy, somewhat blinding oetsidto the
motivations behind these movements. What has teeekiny is a history
that takes into consideration the religious expexée of the adherents
alongside the goals of these movements. These eégions did not
appear from a vacuum. Instead, they formed dufiegcultural turmoil of
1960s and 1970s America. They sought to restorerdttrough their
religious visions of a more morally upright, indles nation.

The new religious movements described in this bomhstructed their
own group cultures, differing in certain ways frothe prevailing
American culture. They wished to change beliefs amdes of the larger
community. While apparently political in nature chaof the movements
chose several distinct cultural avenues, basedhein fteligious beliefs, to
make their visions for America a reality. The Ucdflion Church instilled
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its ideas about how to purify the moral decadenc&merican life through

small networks of families working in communitieBhey also became
involved in academic conferences and special istegeoups in order to
make their vision a reality on a larger scale. FashiWiccans, while

interested in seeing change in legislation conogrmiomen, believed that
in order for that to happen, they would need tst fthange how American
culture perceived women. They therefore workedhat grassroots level
and instilled in their members a sense of purposkersonal authority.
The Nation of Yahweh drew strength from a small ootted community

of like-minded followers. They believed that thplans for racial equality
could occur in America only if both blacks and velsitunderstood their
“true” historical identity. Thus, each group hadipeal goals, but worked

toward them through unconventional routes. A histdr treatment of

these religions needs to take this complexity aunsideration.

The term “culture” as used in this text refers togmup’s shared
values, beliefs, and patterns of mearfihgAccording to Clifford Geertz,
culture is a context, webs of significance humadmsriselves have spun,
within which social events, behaviors and instdn$ can be intelligibly
described” A community’s values are evident in every areathuir
collective lives: in governmental institutions, okl movements,
religious communities, educational institutionspdaage, art, literature,
film, and music, just to name a few. America asatiom has a collective
culture that reflects shared values, beliefs, aattepns of meaning.
America also encompasses a variety of culturesreThee ethnic, racial,
gender, and religious cultures along with profassioand academic
cultures, for instance. Individuals learn what &didve, who they are, and
how they should behave from the different elementke various cultures
to which they belong. Culture reflects a societytdlective knowledge,
which in turn, molds what an individual learns deieves:®

The Unification Church, Feminist Wicca, and the iblatof Yahweh
made historical claims informed by American cultaed their own
“local” religious cultures. The Unification Churchmmersed in its own
conservative culture and Christian restoration pladrew membership
from the emerging religious right movement in Ansari Feminist Wicca
formed its own innovative goddess culture borrofvech ancient goddess
religions and the feminist movement. The Nation Yadthweh, while
instilling in its membership a Hebrew identity aodlture, appropriated
rhetoric and strategies from the Black Power MowetmiEhe current study
is a cultural history of these new religions.

The converts of The Unification Church, Feministcé4, and the
Nation of Yahweh in the 1960s and 1970s soughtdfind American
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public culture through the lens of their own newbnstructed “local”
cultures. They believed that their religious symsbahd meanings could
benefit the ordering of American life. According swmciologist James
Davison Hunter, public culture consists of “procedwnorms and legal
codes, symbols of national identity, shared notiohsivic virtue and the
common ideals of the public good, and collectivethmy of past and
future!® Members of these new religious movements aspiédfiuence
each of these areas of American culture. The Uatifim Church,
reflecting the interests of the growing religiousnservatives, believed
that its religion could cleanse the moral decadeént®ught was leading
America into decline. Feminist Wicca offered a neaion for elevating
the status of women in American life through antgoddess myths. The
Nation of Yahweh believed that its religion couldse the social position
of African-Americans through proper adherence tbrde Scriptures and
the teachings of its leader, Yahweh ben Yahweh.

Because these groups based their proposed culbtli@hges on
religious ideas, a careful examination of thosdagimlis beliefs and
motivations is necessary. As Rhys H. Williams agin “Religion as
Political Resource: Culture or Ideology?” the higtno needs to be aware
thatthe terms “culture” and “ideology” do not signifyutuially exclusive
realities®® While researching a group’s culture might allowr fan
examination of their beliefs, an ideological studight more readily be
conducive to understanding individual motivationdowever, when
studying religious movements, Williams concludeg thistorian must
examine the religion in light of individual motivaihs informed by group
ideologies. He states:

Religion is a useful resource for social movemeéigsause it is a great
source of what | have called both ‘culture’ ancetidbgy.’ Religion shapes
identity, the sense of solidarity, and the morakage that are integral to
social-movement cultures. Motivated believers ane tore of any
collective action. At the same time, religious dim& and theology can
offer coherent and elaborated cognitive rationdlest diagnose social
problems, prescribe possible solutions, and justiiie movement’s
actions—often in the cause of universal veritietwg, religion as a
political resource is both culture and ideologythwboth theoretical and
empirical significance for the study of politicscaeollective actiorf*

As Williams argues, the relationship between indlial believer and
religious movement is complex. While religion shapelievers’ identities
and engenders moral “outrage” over societal problein also offers
solutions justified through theological discourse.
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While the new religious movements in this studyhedad political
aspirations, they also sought to shape the valfie&nterican society.
They wished to utilize the beliefs of like-mindedkalistic individuals to
enact social change in America. The religions is gtudy are limited to
those formed in the late 1960s and the 1970s. Uthification Church,
Feminist Wicca, and the Nation of Yahweh responttethe late 1960s
and early 1970s cultural environment in constryctimd promoting new
religious ideologies through which they intendedirtbuence American
life. To that end, the literature | review heralahe conversion stories |
analyze are limited to those written or given grallring the formative
period of each religion.

Thus, research for this book included consultinchies, as well as
primary and secondary literature, for the new relig movemerst
included in this study. Each of these movemenssdraarray of primary
literature. These include texts written by foundefgach religion during
the historical period under study, newsletters éach, and brochures
advertising meetings and agendas for the Unifica@burch and Feminist
Wicca. The University of California-Santa Barbarajsecial collections
library houses the latter, along with various ursied works. In
addition, newspaper articles revealed how eachexfe traditions viewed
themselves and how aspects of American cultureedetivem during their
formative years. In the following chapters, | spedhe literature and
secondary research consulted for each religion.

Conversion narratives for each new religious movamepresent the
most important aspect of this research. These tharsa recorded during
the 1960s and 1970s give the views of adherentiseatimes when they
joined these movements. One challenge encountargdgdthe research
for this study was problematic data. Part of thesvdue to missing or
fragmentary witness accounts that had a mediatigcs. Also, because
this study considered three very different religiorthe sources of
information varied a great deal. However, the latdé interviews help to
explain devotees’ motivations. This is important fbis manuscript for
two reasons. First, conversion stories explain wiaators led to an
individual’'s interest in a particular new religionsovement. Converts to
each of these religions commonly desired to chatige world in a
meaningful way. They believed that something tHgion offered could
help them accomplish that goal. For instance, & tonvert felt that
American society was “out of control” and spiralitgward moral
collapse, they might have been more apt to lookafonovement like the
Unification Church, which offered a way to give Arnoa a moral
compass. Second, conversion stories disclosed sigpaificance, if any,



14 Introduction

historical claims had in drawing in potential adirgs. For example,
Feminist Wicca claimed that ancient goddess ratigiioffered a blueprint
for how the revival of goddess worship could createnore egalitarian
American society. Women and men searching foristofical precedent
for a society that valued the contributions of wormeere attracted to this
movement.

Because historical associations claimed by these neligious
movements appealed to potential members, studieswfreligions must
analyze these assertions. These claimed histocmahections lent the
religions a certain amount of legitimacy for prosjpee adherents.
Scholars generally take for granted that new religimovements claim
ancient historical identities in order to be sestegitimate by mainstream
America. However, this assumes that new religimosements constructed
their religions to appease the surrounding cultimstead, new religious
movements were often critical of their surroundoudture and, at least in
their formative years, were less likely to seelkaipproval. It appears that
prospective members were more influenced by the mdigions’ claims
of antiquity than the larger American culture. ldenthe process of
legitimation for new religious movements is a fapren complex process
that deserves analysis.

Max Weber suggested that religions use three mesthiodestablish
their authority with adherents: charismatic appeedsional appeals and
traditional appeal® While the new religious movements in this study
employed all three of the strategies described lep&¥, | focus mostly on
the third: tradition. Although Weber used the téstrategy” to explain
the process of gaining members, | would cautionrsgassuming that this
was a conscious effort by leaders of these grodpstead, | argue here
that new religious movements during the 1960s &%D4 sought converts
more than the consent of society at large. Leaofetisese groups sought
to spread their message among like-minded indiNgdudttracting
members consisted of several steps: 1) a believabksage considered
legitimate by believers; 2) an authoritative souj@aims of antiquity help
here); and 3) a credible messenger. The first thteps, moreover, were
accompanied by what members believed to be a sakgexperiencé
This study offers the first analysis of these steypth regard to the
Unification Church, Feminist Wicca and the Natidrvahweh.

Max Weber further explains the use of historicaoa$ations as they
pertain to religions ifcconomy and Societyin this text, Weber notes that
new religions appeal to traditional religions fdveir authority. He
explains that “authority” can assume legitimacyhia eyes of the believer
in several ways: it can appeal to tradition, enmtior rational beliefs, or
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appeal to something whose legitimacy is beyond tiqpréag >* While the
new religious movements in this study utilize a bamtion of these
claims of authority, the appeal to tradition (antigeligions) is of
particular interest here. Weber explains that whenmovement is
consciously creating new authority, it tends toiralanew revelation or
prophecy, unless it asserts that it offers an amdreith that had already
been established as valid. In cases of the lattategy, the movements
alleged that their truths were obscured for a titng, were “now being
restored to their rightful placé> These are precisely the types of claims
made by each of the new religious movements in ghisly. Thus, the
word “tradition” used in this book will refer to listorical, established
religious group.

Summary

In addition to the considerations outlined aboveeré are two
historical studies that shape the approach | hakent in this book. R.
Laurence Moore’sReligious Outsiders and the Making of Americans
argues that new religious movements are the epitomeshat makes
American religions particularly AmericgA For Moore, most people in
America gained a sense of what it meant to be aerfsen “by turning
aspects of a carefully nurtured sense of sepaatdity against a vaguely
defined concept of mainstream or dominant cultdfe&ccording to
Moore, the separatist tendency in American religipnints to a paradox.
“The American religious system may be said to berking’ only when it
is creating cracks within denominations, when itpi®@ducing novelty,
even when it is fueling antagonisms. These [refig]are not going on at
the edges or fringes of American life. They are wgige energy to church
life and sustenance to the claim that Americanstheemost religious
people on earth?® Moore argues that the language of dissent hasa |
history in the United States, and it often mangetgelf in the search fa
unique religious identity apart from mainstreantund.

In another study of new religious movements durthg 1970s,
Stephen A. Kent analyzes the identity-forming pssceof radically
political youth who chose to follow non-traditionedligious paths. The
young Americans in Kent's studysrom Slogans to Mantras: Social
Protest and Religious Conversion in the Late Vieti&ar Era,abruptly
shifted from political means of transforming sogi¢d spiritual means,
“reinventing” themselves in the procéSs.Kent argues that this shift
happened because these political radicals had imegatperiences with
their respective protest movements. They had bé&appointed with the
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sluggish and often nonexistent results of theiukegcefforts to transform
American society. Kent claims that the “increastugts and diminishing
returns of political action” caused many of theseing people to convert
to new religious movements that offered the sanasgiirough spiritual
means?

Like Moore and Kent, | believe that an historicabeoach offers the
most comprehensive route to understanding why aténa@hose to join
new religious movements in the 1960s and 1970s.léAMbore argues
that new religious movements develop because theycantinuing the
tradition of dissent in America, Kent believes thaarticular social
ideologies cause people to turn to new religiouventents rather than
established religions. Like Moore, | argue that meligious movements
are continuing a pattern of innovation in the pescef dissent. Like Kent,
| argue that, to a certain degree, the feeling @ivgrlessness in their
respective societal situations led some young getipturn to these new
religious movements in the 1960s and 1970s. Hoxkydweould add to
these assertions, that perhaps a more persuasiee faay have been the
promise that members would be personally involvedotinging about
their religious visions of a better America.

Thus, | argue that people converted to new relgiowvements—
specifically the Unification Church, Feminist Wiccand the Nation of
Yahweh—because they believed these movements dffeeemost viable
path toward their respective societal visions. seheeligions claimed that
established religious traditions were no longeditre because they were
complicit in creating the problems in American sbgi New religions
drew converts with promises of personal involvemantreating an ideal
America, using ancient religions as their inspamati

In addition, in this text | describe the individualew religious
movements that form the core of the following cleamt While much
information is available on the Unification Churchn analysis of its
conversation with the emerging religious right Heeen lacking. Both
Feminist Wicca and the Nation of Yahweh have até@dittle scholarly
attention, and a history of the emergence of theseements is needed.
The overall goal of the research for this studipishow the importance of
historical associations for these new religious emegnts. Within their
cultural contexts, these links to the past werdicali to attracting
membership and for shaping their religious visidos an improved
America.

Finally, in the following chapters, | offer somegg@stions as to why
and how new religions form. This study propose$ tieav religions take
shape in response to a particular need of potemti@mbers and a
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perceived failure on the part of established religi traditions to effect
necessary change in American society. The religiotisis study offered a
combination of both new and old ideas. While thefidation Church,
Feminist Wicca and the Nation of Yahweh in the 196hd 1970s
incorporated ideas from ancient religious tradsiorthese religions
adapted those ideas to suit contemporary visiodsyadrica. Each of these
religions sought to shape American society whiléeriig adherents a
closer, more personal relationship with their deity

Although this study is limited to three new religfomovements that
emerged in 1960s and 1970s America, it sheds sagh¢ on larger
guestions in the study of religion and Americantund. This project
suggests what factors in society lead people tonforew religious
movements and what elements give authority to reigious ideas and
new religious leaders. It answers, in part, whyngpeople in the 1960s
and 1970s chose new religious movements and rdjealecady-
established religions. In addition, | offer frestiteria for grouping new
religious movements. In classifying new religiou®vwements by their
claim of ancient origins, scholars will be ableléarn more about how
these religions view themselves.

The first chapter of this book analyzes the corivargxperience of
members in the 1960s and 1970s Unification Chutdtilizing ideas and
rhetoric of the emerging conservative movement,Unéication Church
explained that Christian Churches overlooked Jesus’'mission on earth.
This new religious movement offered potential cotss@n understanding
of a relationship with the Christian God who haffexed as a result of his
children’s failures. Unificationists declared thpatrification of the morally
corrupt American society was necessary. This clagrs® America would
make salvation possible for humans in the worldthis chapter, | argue
that converts were drawn into the Unification CHuvath the promise of
a “true” Christian religious experience and thedgle that their self-
sacrifice would become an integral part of bringaimput a morally pure
America. Because the Unification Church claimedb® restoring the
original mission for Christian Churches, they appéato formative
Christianity and the creation story in Genesistifig inspiration.

In chapter two, | demonstrate that Feminist Wicppealed to women
who experienced discrimination from the patriarchéimerican
establishment and who were in search of a religpgath to their political
goals. Feminist Wicca explained to their potentadherents that
Christianity was responsible for stamping out thecient goddess
traditions and had instituted an age of patriarchhgions that validated
secular patriarchal power structures. Feminist ‘Afisc offered their
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adherents a vision of a peaceful, egalitarian Acagrisociety that was
concerned with confirming the worth of women, issoé the family, and
a healthy environment. They promised women a fenugédy that

understood their point of view and gave them lewity in relationships
of power. They claimed that ancient goddess ratigioffered a model for
their version of the ideal American society.

The last chapter concerns a black Hebrew Isradl@dition, The
Nation of Yahweh. This new religion denounced Cfaisty as the
religion of the white power structure. Leader Yahween Yahweh also
condemned black Christian ministers for comprongsitheir black
heritage and working in complicity with whites toedp blacks a
subordinate race in America. The Nation of Yahvie$tead offered a
vision of a more desirable society for blacks inickhthe power structure
shifted into their favor. The Nation’s leaders assutheir members that
they would have a meaningful relationship with thiack, powerful,
vengeful God of the ancient Hebrews. They clainted American blacks
were descendants of the ancient Hebrews and thos ewditled to the
promises made by God to His chosen people. | airgties chapter that
the Nation of Yahweh appealed to blacks frustratéith their lack of
social progress and those who were intrigued witmimership in the
“chosen” people of God.

The conclusion of this study will discuss the bésedf categorizing
new religious movements by the historical rabesy claim. Grouping new
religious movements in this way gives scholars & mwiew of how these
movements perceive themselves. The Unification €un this study
professed an ancient Christian heritage. Feminist#asserted that their
religious beliefs and practices had roots in ptehis goddess worship.
The Nation of Yahweh claimed to be descendanth@fariginal ancient
Hebrews. While the new religious movements assertethections with
these venerable traditions, they also claimed nesights or revelation
that changed the original religion. Thus, they doulofess to be identified
with an ancient religion, while still claiming toeba new religious
movement. This association lent the new religiooses legitimacy for
their potential adherents, but it also offers sat®kome insight into their
worldviews.

The following chapters are presented chronologicdleginning with
the Unification Church, formed in the 1960s, thenving to Feminist
Wicca, which took shape in the late 1960s and ea#ly0s, and then
finishing with the Nation of Yahweh, which formed the end of the
1970s. The chapters will set each new religiousammnt in the historical
context of its formation and give a history of thhevement. Each chapter



