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$60,000 in sales during July, with $35,000 in the fresh food 

section (L 13:9, 572). Although the figure probably 

included some exaggerated expectations, the stores expected 

to do a business of over $1,250,000 in 1903. Because of 

unexpected events, the stores were Bowie's greatest gold 

mine and unexpectedly surpassed the lace factory in income. 

A number of other enterprises were immediately built 

and provided services for the booming community. These 

included a brick factory, candy factory, large lumber yard, 

planing mill, furniture factory and piano factory, feed 

store, livery stable, blacksmith shop, commercial laundry, 

large publishing factory, post office, two railroads and a 

depot, a freight shed, land office, administrative offices, 

and Zion Bank, schools, Zion College, and a five hundred 

patron capacity resort hotel and restaurant located a few 

blocks from Lake Michigan (L 10:205). All of these were 

directly controlled and legally held in Dowie's name in 

trust for God and Dowie's followers. 

Zion initially provided boom town employment for nearly 

all who came to live there. The lace factory employed four-

hundred employees; the candy factory one hundred employees; 

the printing factory one hundred fifty; the brick factory 

two hundred; the general stores three hundred; the hotel 

forty-five; sawmill thirty; and the land office twenty 
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persons (Chicago American, Dec. 2 ,  1903 Lena, IL 

Independent. May 14, 1903). 

The five hundred person capacity hotel, Elijah Hospice, 

charged daily rates of $1.50 to $5.00. A smaller Edina 

Hospice charged $4.00 to $7.00 per week (Cincinnati 

Enquirer, Oct. 23, 1903). The hotel did a thriving business 

because followers came to Zion for teaching, healing, and 

prospective moves to Zion. During peak building times the 

lumber yards received as many as 126 rail cars of building 

materials in a few weeks time. Many large building projects 

were being built by private contractors that Dowie formed 

Zion Building and Manufacturing Association to control these 

private profits. This association absorbed the lumber 

company, power, plumbing, lighting, and heating 

associations, and immediately sold hundreds of thousands in 

stocks (L 12:393). 

By late 1902, Zion had about 1,200 homes and over 5,000 

people (L 12:102,-L 11:100). Shiloh Tabernacle was the 

center of town where all 5,000 persons could worship at one 

time (L 12:102,'L 11:100). Although Dowie only leased the 

property to his followers, in 1902, he received over one 

million dollars from leases on 520 of the 6,500 acres in 

Zion (L 12:360). By 1903, Dowie claimed to be spending 1.5 

million dollars on Zion salaries in Zion and to be receiving 
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as much as 1.5 million dollars from the Zion General Stores 

(L 14:166). Tithes poured into the Zion headquarters at 

$15,000 per week (Scrapbook, 3:184). Dowie believed he was 

justified in keeping five percent of all Zion income for 

himself and his family (Scrapbook, 3:184; Chicago Post. Oct. 

30, 1903). 

Financial Rewards for Followers Why did large 

numbers of people follow Dowie to Zion? Without 

underplaying the importance of the larger religious beliefs 

that he taught, and the healing that many of them 

experienced, there were also a number of financial 

compensators that provided concrete reasons for people to 

follow Dowie into Zion. First, they were able to combine 

their deepest held religious beliefs with a systematic 

investment program. Not only would they be saved from 

investments in evil enterprises, but their investments would 

do some positive good in advancing God's rule on earth. 

While Dowie attracted a number of large investors, many 

of his stocks sold for as little as twenty dollars in order 

to attract the small investor. These stocks could later be 

converted into a housing lot or industrial shares. The 

promised dividends were quite generous. For the first year 

these dividends were apparently paid, which added 

credibility to the whole enterprise. 
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Followers also received ample employment in Zion's 

various industrial and commercial enterprises. Dowie was 

criticized by his top advisers for paying his workers too 

well, at a time when he could not afford to do so. He also 

allowed them an eight-hour working day, holidays, and paid 

vacations (L 18:438). By paying his workers well, 

persuading them to invest in Zion investments, and getting 

them to shop exclusively in Zion General Stores, the 

movement profited on Zion's production and consumption of 

goods and services. People also felt good about the city 

they were building. They felt that it was a good investment 

as well as a righteous transformation of society. They were 

convinced that Zion was a city free of the evils that 

plagued the larger society, free from drunkenness, disease, 

and misery. The profane tasks of buying a house, performing 

one's job, and investing for the future, all became sacred 

duties with eternal significance. A mundane task became 

intensely meaningful. 

Followers claimed two further economic advantages to 

following Dowie. First, they claimed that by following 

Dowie's teaching on tithing their income to the church that 

they were financially blessed by God. Testimonials were 

given of increased salaries, healings, and greater overall 

prosperity as a result of paying tithes to Dowie (L 
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8:333,349,423,518, 617,665,695,825;L 9:67,185,252, 

598,779-80,788;L 10:67,171, 189,243;L 11:96,239;L 

12:86-7,123,131,162,194,211,221, 387,444, 451,629 ;L 13 :836). 

A final economic advantage of following Dowie was the 

health and healing that saved families so much money. 

People no longer spent money on unhealthful habits like 

alcohol or tobacco, and they no longer paid for doctors and 

medicines. Mr. E suggested, 

The Lord gives to me of His riches, and I return a 
tenth of it with a willing heart. When I used 
tobacco I was always hard up. I am much more 
prosperous since I have given up the filthy habit 
and began paying tithes. (L 12:86-7) 

Mrs. S told how, 

since giving up medicine and insurance, and paying 
tithes, I find money does not go so fast.... I 
have saved from my small wages money to put into 
Zion Bank and Zion Lace Industries. I have also 
given free-will offerings, while before I could 
scarcely meet expenses, and many times had to 
borrow money. (L 8:311) 

Mr. I told of quitting tobacco, a habit on which he spent 

fifty cents per day for fifty years, and giving up morphine 

which cost him eight dollars per month (L 4;210). Mr. P. 

testified. 

People say, you are giving Dowie all your money. 
I laugh at them. It used to cost me $300 a year 
for doctor's bills. One sickness of my wife cost 
over $100 and there was not an end of it. (L 
12:86-7) 
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Clearly, large numbers of people believed that their 

lives had improved spiritually, in health, and in prosperity 

as a result of following Dowie. But the economic success 

was short lived. 

The Downfall of Zion If exchange theory, and the 

derivative entrepreneur model, give an adequate perspective 

for understanding the rise of the Dowie movement, this also 

provides ample explanation of the demise of that movement. 

For all of Dowie's creativeness and entrepreneurial skill in 

packaging and promoting the project, he lacked the ability 

to see when he was out of control financially. Dowie^had 

proved himself a financial success in large tabernacles in 

Chicago, hotels, publishing, and in founding a city. All of 

these enterprises and the large capital they generated were 

evidence to Dowie and his following of his uncanny financial 

ability. 

An entrepreneur is a risk taker. Against the advise of 

his best financial advisors, Dowie made critical financial 

blunders that contributed to Zion's quick financial ruin. 

He also participated in a variety of unconscionable luxuries 

while his followers suffered painful deprivations. In 1903, 

Dowie embarked on a plan for major expansion. However, Zion 

was in a weak economic position. Zion lace industries was 

not yet profitable. Dowie's followers made massive 
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investments in building more than 1,000 houses, paying land 

leases, and building the infrastructure for a small city and 

related industries. 

In response to criticism from a famous preacher in New 

York who branded Dowie as cultic, Dowie planned a public 

relations and recruiting crusade on New York. He took 

nearly all Zion residents to New York for a month and held 

daily meetings in Madison Square Garden and later in 

Carnegie Hall. Followers staged a massive house-to-house 

recruitment drive throughout New York City. 

His followers had invested nearly all they had in Zion 

and were taxed to the limit to provide for the New York 

trip. Three thousand followers were bullied into going to 

New York because of a vow of obedience to Dowie. Each had 

to pay for their own transportation, board, and literature 

they would distribute in New York. Many followers were 

required to sell household possessions and clothing to 

contribute to the crusade (Chicago American, Oct. 4, 1903). 

The trip cost more than 300,000 dollars (Chicago American, 

Dec. 2, 1902). 

Contrary to expectations, Dowie recruited almost no 

converts and no new cash proceeds from New York. The trip 

was a religious and financial failure. After returning to 

Zion, Dowie's followers discovered that Zion was in 
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bankruptcy court and in the hands of receivers (Chicago 

American, Dec. 2, 1902). Instead of staying at the helm of 

Zion, Dowie embarked on a four-month trip around the world 

in opulent style. Dowie's followers in Zion experienced the 

first of many times of deprivation. Zion creditors had not 

been paid. However the court allowed Dowie time to 

reorganize and pay off the most pressing claims and within a 

year Dowie was in full control of Zion again. 

In the meantime, employees in Zion were paid in coupons 

or scrip, negotiable only at the Zion Stores (Chicago 

American, Dec. 2, 1902). The devastating feedback effect of 

this was that Zion stores would soon be out of funds for 

replenishing supplies. Followers also began paying tithes 

in coupons and depositing coupons in Zion Bank, exacerbating 

Dowie's problems (Chicago Post, Oct. 30, 1903). The court 

receiver intervened and stopped the use of coupons which 

left many employees without any income (Chicago Inter Ocean, 

Dec. 6, 1903). Zion's industries temporarily shut down for 

lack of supplies. 

There was a run on Zion Bank and many depositors were 

unable to withdraw their money (Chicago Examiner, Dec. 1, 

1903). Dowie commanded all followers to deposit everything 

they had in Zion Bank, and personally assured its solvency. 

When bank depositors requested information about solvency 
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they were answered, "Zion hath been founded by Jehovah" 

(Chicago American, Dec. 5, 1903). Dowie kept lists of 

followers who did not deposit and warned them he would expel 

them from Zion (Chicago Post. Oct. 30, 1903). Hundreds of 

his followers didn't wait to be expelled and left 

(Scrapbook, 8:128-9). In the winter of 1903, a number of 

followers were short of fuel and reduced to a meal a day 

(Omaha, NE News, Feb. 14, 1903). 

While 1904 was a year of reprieve, and most of Bowie's 

followers loyally sacrificed more and worked harder, 1905 

was a year of impending economic collapse and more bad 

decisions (Chicago American, Dec. 2, 1903). Even in 1904, 

employees were again paid in coupons, which were easily 

counterfeited at the local printing plant where they were 

printed (Waukegan, IL Gazette, May 2, 1905; Chicago 

American, April 30, 1905 Chicago News. Dec. 17, 1904). 

When economic collapse was eminent in 1905, Dowie, 

enfeebled with a paralytic stroke, was traveling the 

Caribbean and Mexico. He was purchasing options on a 

million acres of land in Northern Mexico in order to found 

Zion Plantation (Waukegan, IL Gazette. Feb. 25, 1905). 

Dowie was a promoter and had shown some of his greatest 

financial success in selling land. He was desperate for 

needed capital and was going to place all of Zion 



135 

investments under a second mortgage. One of Bowie's chief 

financial advisors resigned in quiet protest (Chicago News, 

March 25, 1905). 

At this time there was a popular revolt in Zion and the 

leaders of Zion resorted to the courts to take Zion away 

from Dowie and return it to his followers (L 18:437-67). 

Zion industries had never made a sustained profit, but 

dividends had been paid to investors on money from continued 

stock sales (L 18:437-67; Chicago American, Dec. 3, 1903). 

Charges of heresy and gross financial indiscretion were 

leveled against Dowie. 

Now his followers learned that Dowie had overdrafted 

the Zion Bank on his personal account by more than $600,000. 

They threatened criminal prosecution if he fought his 

removal (L 18:437-67; Chicago American, Dec. 3, 1903). The 

courts ruled against Dowie and gave Zion to the people. 

Dowie was defrocked and removed from membership in his own 

church (L 18:437-67). Zion was in the hands of receivers 

again for over five years, and the people suffered severe 

hardships as a result. But they no longer believed in their 

leader, Dowie (United States Census Bureau, 1910 Federal 

Census lists receivers in Zion; Chicago Examiner, Jan. 16, 

1905; Scrapbook, 14:67). 



136 

The Entrepreneur and Religious Eclecticism 

An entrepreneur is a promoter and an innovator. Stark 

and Bainbridge suggest that the entrepreneur innovates in 

religion by picking and choosing ideas and practices from 

numerous cult sources in the surrounding environment and 

recombining them (1985:181-2). Table 3, provides an 

abbreviated analysis of the similarity between a number of 

innovative ideas in Dowie's movement and other groups 

considered cultic in their day. Three groups are compared 

with Dowie's group, the Mormons, the Seventh Day Adventists, 

and Christian Science. The Seventh Day Adventists are 

generally no longer classified as a cult group. 

Obviously some of the unique beliefs are not 

necessarily associated with cultic groups and certainly some 

of these beliefs have recently been removed from societal 

disapproval. They are presented in this table because of 

their uniqueness at the turn of the century and their 

similarity to these three groups which were then considered 

cultic. 

This summary suggests that Dowie was influenced by the 

Mormons and the Seventh Day Adventists. Early in his 

independent ministry, in 1878, Dowie made close friends with 

one he called Mormon Joe (Sheldrake, 1912:240). On at least 

one occasion he visited the leader of the Mormons in Salt 
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TABLE 3. Dowie And Three Nineteenth Century "Cult" Groups 

Innovation Dowie Mormons 7th Day Christian Sc 

Millenarian Yes Yes Yes No 

British Israel Yes Yes No No 

Restorationism Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Communitarian Yes Yes No No 

Theocratic Yes Yes No No 

Dualism Dualism No No Monism 

"Seventies" Yes Yes No No 

Women Leaders Yes No Yes Yes 

Polygamy Maybe Yes No No 

Pacifism Yes No Yes No 

Prophet Elijah Smith White Eddy 

Priest Dowie Aaronic Sanctuary No 

Apostles Dowie Yes No No 

Health Diet Diet Diet Diet 

Faith Healing Yes Yes No Yes 

Doctors No Yes Yes No 

God is Physical Yes Yes No No 

Celestial 
Marriage Yes Yes No No 
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Lake City (Newcomb, 1930:37-6,282). How Dowie was 

influenced by these groups is left to further historical 

investigation. 

Analysis and Summary 

This study of the development of the religious movement 

following John Alexander Dowie strongly supports the 

entrepreneur model of cult development. Dowie was an 

entrepreneur in marketing religious commodities, 

specifically lodging, housing, land and other goods in a 

godly city. Further, his followers believed that by 

following his teachings they prospered financially because 

God blessed them for obedience in tithing. Followers also 

testified that they saved all the money previously spent on 

doctors, medicine, hospitalization, and a variety of drug or 

alcohol related habits. Dowie's followers were obedient, 

committed, and gracious in their financial gifts to him. 

They also converted numerous assets into investments in the 

movement. 

The demise of the movement, like its rapid growth 

paralleled the fortunes of a variety of Zion enterprises. 

Dowie made direct appeals in the name of God for his 

followers to practice sanctified self-interest and invest in 

God's enterprises. He taught them that obedience would lead 
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to prosperity and that financial ruin was a sign of God's 

disfavor. This was powerful incentive to invest in Zion. 

Given Bowie's ability to promote, the movement succeeded for 

a while. But the downside of this social theology was that 

Zion's bankruptcy undermined confidence in Bowie and the 

movement. All of this is consistent with the entrepreneur 

model. 

What needs further explanation in the entrepreneur 

model is why such a clever entrepreneur as Bowie, with a 

track record of some great economic success in founding 

Zion, made such bad judgements resulting in bankruptcy. The 

answer is not necessarily a contradiction. 

The same traits that made Bowie successful may have 

been those that proved his undoing. Certainly, risk-taking 

behavior was involved in the whole attempt to found Zion as 

a Christian city for profit. The same risk-taking behavior 

could have led to high leveraging and over-extending Bowie's 

reach. The result was bankruptcy. 

But why did Bowie refuse to listen to his closest 

business advisors? Why had he gathered quality leaders 

around himself if he had no intention of listening to their 

advice? Bowie's financial failure, a religious 

entrepreneurial failure, is best explained by stepping back 

to explain a larger change in Bowie's leadership style. The 
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next chapter describes the change in Dowie from his early 

ministry to his later authoritarian leadership. This change 

can explain the economic mistakes that Dowie made toward the 

end of his career. 
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CHAPTER VII: SYMBOLIC INTERACTION AND THE CULT LEADER 

A Brief Revisit to the Three Models 

Reflection on the three models presented thus far: 

1) the psychopathology model, 2) the entrepreneur model, and 

3) the subculture-evolution model, leads to a number of 

observations. 

1. Model 3 does not address leader-centered cult 
groups. 

2. Model 1 predicts early deviance, mental illness, 
on the part of the leader, leading to early 
deviance, cult beliefs, on the part of the group. 
But the most deviant cult beliefs developed quite 
late in the Dowie movement, not early. 

3. Model 1 suggests a social movement is founded by 
a schizophrenic, not making clear how such 
deviance is so attractive to a following, or how 
a disordered personality leads to an ordered 
social movement. Most schizophrenics are not 
attractive to others. In fact, while Dowie did 
experience some of the extreme deprivations that 
the model suggests lead to schizophrenia, he did 
not exhibit any clear signs of schizophrenia 
early in the movement. 

4. Model 1 suffers from the drawback that it uses a 
completely different mode of explanation of 
religious inventiveness than to explain 
inventiveness of other types; religious 
inventiveness derives from mental illness. 

5. Models 1 and 3 both suggest that some kind of 
deprivation or goal blockage leads to novel 
religious culture. The similarity to Anomie 
Theory should not be overlooked. But, in the 
Dowie movement, the time of extreme deprivation, 
and serious cultic innovation are separated by 
some seventeen years of only moderate and 
noncultic innovation. The deprivation is early, 
the innovation is late. 
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6. Model 1 cannot explain why the early 
attractiveness of Dowie is replaced by a 
repulsive and egotistical leader, which the 
movement finally is forced to remove from office. 

7. Model 3 is helpful in showing the potent effects 
of isolation in limiting the moderating effects 
of the surrounding environment on innovation. 

8. Model 2 cannot explain why a creative business 
entrepreneur, with such fine business advisers, 
could end by making such bumbling business errors 
and destroy his movement. How does the early 
effective entrepreneur become the late 
ineffective entrepreneur? 

Theory 4: Symbolic Interaction and the Cult Leader 

The new theory presented here, symbolic interaction and 

the process of cult leader development, answers the question 

of why the cultic innovations develop late in the movement 

rather than early. In addition, this theory addresses the 

questions of why Dowie's early entrepreneurial savvy 

developed into catastrophic business failures, and why a 

seemingly intelligent, attractive, and sympathetic leader 

becomes an egotistical megalomaniac. It describes a process 

of moving from a meaningful religious enterprise to the 

development of an out-of-control leader. The process so 

described should be useful, not only in describing the Dowie 

movement, but in describing many other cult and cult-like 

groups as well. 



143 

This theory has the advantage, contrary to 

psychopathology theory, of using an explanation of religious 

leadership formation that could just as easily explain 

political and business "charismatic" leadership that goes 

out of control. It does not require a new theory, that is 

antagonistic to religion, to explain innovation because such 

innovation is religious. The psychopathology and 

subculture-evolution models show parallels to anomie theory 

in their prediction of great deprivation leading to 

innovation. This new model, symbolic interaction, and the 

entrepreneur model, both have similarities to explanations 

of white collar deviance or white collar crime. In essence 

the symbolic interaction model is a theory, not of 

deprivation, but of success out of control. This theory 

confirms the truism, "you can't argue with success," and 

suggests that neither can people closest to it. 

This theory also has the advantage of not presupposing 

some préexistent massive character flaw in the leader, 

preceding the cult movement, such as the mental illness of 

the psychopathology model or the calculating greediness of 

the entrepreneur model. This model can explain how fairly 

sympathetic characters can become disreputable. Therefore, 

it does not necessitate the post-hoc reasoning so often 

applied to "deviant religion." Such reasoning appears to 
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predict early deviance in the movement by examining the end 

result. 

The Social Self 

Symbolic interactionists, following Cooley and Mead, 

have maintained that the self, and its resultant behavior, 

are products of constant interaction throughout life between 

the individual and the significant others surrounding that 

individual. 

Robbins (1988:101) notes that several studies of cult 

leaders describe the leader's psychopathology as resulting 

from a rise to "absolute power and adoration [by] 

followers." The present study suggests Dowie followed this 

pattern. He was originally a sympathetic and attractive 

leader, but his success and power led to a change in his 

self perception that was both unrealistic and appalling. 

Symbolic interaction perspective provides analytical 

tools for describing such a process. In order for social 

interaction to take place, each participant must be able to 

define the meaning of the situation (Thomas and Thomas, 

1928; Mead, 1934). The various objects in the situation 

must also be given meaning. Among those meaning-laden 

objects in the situation are the various actors. Each must 

define his or her self and the various others in the 

situation (McCall and Simmons, 1982:34). 
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In order to define the persons in a given social 

situation, the individual must engage in role-taking. 

George Herbert Mead referred to this activity as taking the 

role of the other (1934). Role-taking involves reading 

behavioral cues, appearances, and actions from others to 

ascertain who the other is intending to be in the situation 

(McCall and Simmons, 1982:33-4). 

Once the individual has role-taken in a given 

situation, the individual imputes a role to each other 

person in the situation (1982:33-4). Only when one has 

discovered the meanings attached to each of the others in 

the interaction can one be fully prepared to present a self 

to the others (1982:33-37; Goffman, 1959). 

An interaction can range from two interactants (a dyad) 

to a multitude of interactants. From the vantage point of 

an individual, the interaction can be analyzed as involving 

the self (ego) and a variety of others. In order for the 

individual to present a realistic self, a believable self, 

to others, the others in turn must actively perceive the 

presented self to be real or believable. Altercasting is 

when others impute a given role to the individual. Others 

impute expectations about what sort of person the individual 

who makes a self presentation should be (Mead, 1934; McCall 

and Simmons, 1982:36). Weinstein and Deutschenberger 

(1963:454) define altercasting as. 
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projecting an identity, to be assumed by other(s) 
with whom one is in interaction, which is 
congruent with one's own goals. It is posited as 
a basic technique of interpersonal control. 

Just as the presentation of the self to others must be 

active, so the activity of altercasting involves creative 

initiative on the part of others (Michener et al., 

1986:274-5). In fact, altercasting can be viewed as a 

variable activity from the least intrusive, as in simple 

recognition, to the most intrusive as in manipulation (see, 

Weinstein and Deutschenberger, 1963). 

When altercasting is most active, the self must be 

modified or the negotiations of a common definition of the 

situation will break down, and the interaction will result 

in misunderstanding, conflict, or discontinuance. Thus, in 

altercasting, the others actively shape the individual in 

the interaction. Shibutani summarizes Cooley's looking 

glass self, 

that our idea of ourselves is a reflection of how 
we think others view us.... If a person is treated 
consistently with great deference, as would be the 
case with the daughter of a monarch, she comes to 
see herself as an important object. (1986:165) 

The present study develops the process whereby Dowie's 

followers altercast him in a larger-than-life prophetic role 

when he presented himself to them as an evangelist-healer. 

In doing so, the followers presented themselves as helpless 

and dependent, the alters to a powerful and miracle-working 
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prophet. Dowie's presentation of the self as evangelist, 

was not a large enough role to encompass the success which 

Dowie had encountered. The altercasting by his followers 

demanded larger roles. Certainly, the temptation for Dowie 

was to become what his followers wanted, someone who 

provided for their healing, prosperity, and spiritual well-

being. 

Shibutani {1986:162,167; see Strauss, 1959:15-20) notes 

that the individual's name is a sign of continuity through 

time, although that same individual's self may change 

through various interactions with others. The name ties the 

changing self to one continuous person through time. A name 

change is a sign of a radical break in the self concept. 

Name changes of this sort are common in religious 

conversions. Dowie adopted various new titles and name 

changes. These include the Messenger of the Covenant, 

Elijah the Restorer, and the First Apostle. He also 

disavowed his last name, Dowie, in favor of the shorter, 

John Alexander. These were signs of radical breaks, 

transformations of the self. 

Early Leadership; Sympathetic and Attractive Cooley 

(1902) believed that the most basic social human emotion, 

shame, allowed one to take the role of the other. When an 

individual experiences embarrassment, that individual 

sympathetically imagines how someone else views that 
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individual and how the other (alter) does not like what they 

see. The experiences of pride and shame are primary social 

processes because they tie the individual's activity to the 

meanings the individual attributes to those the individual 

is close to. Thus people allow the images they attribute to 

others to shape the self and to shape their behavior. This 

reshaped self and its resultant behavior act back upon the 

interaction. The others perceive the person in new ways and 

give behavioral cues about that perception. 

A person who is quite sensitive to these interpersonal 

processes would also be a good role-taker. In an analysis 

of "the cosmocentric cult leader," C. Eric Lincoln shows how 

leaders such as Jim Jones and Father Divine had unusual 

abilities to empathize and role-take in interpersonal 

interaction with their followers. 

The charismatic leader is typically a man of 
uncanny sensitivity. He has a near-clairvoyant 
ability to sense out, and give dramatic 
verbalization to the most private yearnings of his 
followers, sometimes before even they themselves 
are fully conscious of what it is they want or 
need to enhance their lives with accomplishment or 
meaning. (1983:7) 

Dowie's early experiences of poverty, humiliation, and 

marital problems were all forms of deprivation and 

defacement. But rather than resulting in immediate 

religious visions, these experiences gave Dowie a greater 

degree of sympathy, the ability to read the interpersonal 
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cues in interaction with others, and a deeper understanding 

of others. 

Dowie suggested that this was his experience in 1886, 

the very time his ministry began to show such growth. 

I can see as spirits—God's "ministering spirits" 
do. Four times in two days, I was able to 
penetrate into the deepest, most secret thoughts 
of four separate men; and that after a night of 
strange unveiling of my own nature by the Word and 
Spirit of God. (Sheldrake, 1912:333) 

No doubt a part of his early attractiveness was this 

unusual ability to converse, counsel, and pray with someone 

who was in deep struggle of the soul, and verbalize for that 

other person the "hidden" meaning of the variety of verbal 

and behavioral cues of the shared interaction. Those who 

came wanting to unburden their souls, unmasking brokenness 

and pretentiousness, finding hitherto evasive meaning, found 

a sensitive role-taker in Dowie. If they came seeking 

holiness and an end to their sins, his ability to ferret out 

their inner experiences both amazed and attracted followers. 

Such an approach on the part of Dowie required a great 

deal of risk-taking as well. In his empathetic reading of 

behavioral and interactive cues, Dowie interpreted the 

meaning of the conversation. He then made judgements about 

the private life of the individual. These judgements were 

consistent with the cues he was reading in the conversation. 

Dowie must have seemed unusual to his followers in his 

ability to take such interactional risks. 
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Dowie recounted a counseling session he had with a 

distraught mother of a three year old boy. She asked Dowie 

to pray for the boy, who was continually torturing and 

killing small animals and pets with sadistic pleasure. The 

mother suggested to Dowie that she had no idea what was 

troubling the small child. Dowie began to confront her in 

measured stages, while watching for her response. 

She said to me, "I don't know what to do. 0 my 
little boy is grievously afflicted: I feel sure he 
has a devil in him. Pray for him." 

I said, "Madam, that is not the trouble at all. I 
am not going to pray for that little boy. I am 
going to investigate. How did that devil get into 
him?" 

"Well," she said, "I am sure I do not know," and I 
looked at her, and I said, "Madam, I am sure you 
lie...the boy has a devil in him because you had a 
devil in you before he was born." 

Then I arose, and said, "Now I am prepared to say 
good-by, unless you are prepared to go to the 
bottom of this thing." 

"Well," she said, "I cannot say good-by, but I do 
want to go to the bottom, if I die. I see you 
know it." I said, "I think I do." 

She sat down and I said to her, "Madam, tell me 
the whole thing." 

"I do not know what you mean," she said fencing. 

I said, "Madam, what I mean is very simple, and I 
will put it to you in a few words. If I am wrong 
then the Holy Ghost has not led me, but as I look 
at you and hear the story of that child, I am 
convinced that it is so." (L 3:71) 
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Dowie did not continue the interview that day but left her 

to struggle with the unfinished interaction. Her demeanor 

upon her return gave him some cues as to how to respond. 

She might tell him what had to be told. She might not 

return and he had not yet taken the ultimate risk. If she 

did return, she must agree with his prodding that there was 

more to tell, and she must be there to tell. When she 

returned on another day he assumed his original 

interpretation of the situation was correct and after 

watching the mother and child in interaction for some time, 

including her method of trying to control the boy and his 

aberrant meanness, Dowie resumed the interview. 

Then she said... "Oh help me, help me. Oh, pray 
for this child." 

"No," I said, "I will not, we will continue our 
conversation. Now," I said, "be quick." She 
would not say a word. I said, "You must go." She 
would not go. "Then," I said, "I will say the 
word, and you will tell me if it is true, Madam. 
Before this child was born, you tried to murder 
him, and you failed." 

She fell back on her chair almost fainting, and 
she said, "I did: God forgive me. I did. I 
tried three times to murder him, but I could not. 
I hated my own offspring, and I did not want him." 
(L 3:71) 

Dowie must have lost some potential followers in such 

exchanges, but they would not be around to detract. 

However, when he was correct, however vague, it must have 

had the effect of creating potent belief in Dowie's power 

and insight. 
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In many ways, Dowie was ahead of his time. In an essay 

on "Tradition and the Traditions in Health/Medicine and 

Religion," Martin E. Marty shows that many of the late 

nineteenth-century religious healing groups such were 

positive forces for health (1982:19). Groups such as the 

Seventh Day Adventists and Mormons with dietary 

restrictions, and the Pentecostalists with healing prayers, 

anticipated today's emphasis on integration of religion and 

health. These religious healing groups have been a reprieve 

from the modern tendency to what Talcott Parsons termed, 

differentiation, or the "chopping up" of the various 

interwoven parts of life (Marty, 1982:19). Some of these 

groups have shown remarkably positive effects on the 

longevity of their members (1982:19; Jarvis, 1987). The 

researcher who dismisses a movement which differs with the 

mainstream culture on health and healing, may overlook many 

people who find concrete help in gaining health and 

wholeness. Dowie was attractive to his followers as a 

healer and a teacher of healthy living. 

Dowie's followers were also attracted to his style of 

worship. Worship services were entertaining and enjoyable. 

Dowie combined the ceremony and tradition of the high church 

Episcopalians with stirring testimonials, healing services, 

and unusually entertaining preaching. Many people loved to 
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listen to Dowie preach. Sermons were laced with practical 

advice on how one should live. Dowie's innovative ideas, 

garnered from an avaricious appetite to read, were 

constantly packaged in novel ways, so that listeners were 

taken on an odyssey or discovery. In every meeting 

followers learned something new. 

Bowie's sermons were humorous. Most sermons broke into 

dialogue with the audience, or with some imagined foe of 

Bowie's teaching. At just the right moment, Dowie would 

interject a sabre-sharp logic and wit, waiting long enough 

for the audience to burst into uproarious laughter. 

Celebration was holy fun. 

Often such laughter was the result of Dowie's taunting 

his enemies. Preachers and doctors, the usual butt of these 

jokes, found both the style and substance offensive. Wacker 

notes, 

One reporter rightly charged that Dowie's nightly 
attacks on journalists, politicians, Masons, Roman 
Catholics, denominational clergy, druggists and 
above all, medical doctors, made Billy Sunday's 
preaching seem "prim in comparison." (1985:499) 

The following was typical of Dowie's style. 

What! You doctors think that you can control the 
whole population from the cradle to the grave? We 
cannot be born without you, we cannot live without 
you, and we cannot die without you?... "Medical 
science"! Medical bosh! (Laughter.) Where is your 
science? The Homeopath says...like cures like. 
The Allopath says...the contrary cures contrary. 
The Osteopath says, "You are both fools." The 
psychopath says, "You are all three fools." ...and 
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I agree with them on that proposition. (Laughter 
and applause.) (Wacker, 1985:499) 

But Dowie was not simply ill mannered or obnoxious. He 

was energetic in debates about reforming the social order. 

He championed temperance and related concerns. He was ahead 

of his time in his radical pacifism (Beaman, 1989:38-51). 

Wacker notes, 

On other questions, such as municipal reform, gun 
control, public ownership of utilities, taxation 
of church property, free compulsory public 
education, and women's suffrage and economic 
rights, he consistently marched with the most 
progressive thinkers of the age. But in regard to 
race relations, he was far ahead of most of them. 
(1985:504) 

Dowie was also initially caring, empathetic, and 

generous to those suffering from alcoholism, poverty, and 

disease. His early letters give testimony to his personal 

care given to alcoholics and their families, often providing 

food and other necessities (Sheldrake, 1912). Throughout 

his Chicago ministry Dowie organized groups to take 

blankets, clothing, and other necessities to the poor of the 

city (L 10:58). He organized homes for working "girls" in 

Chicago, so they would have a safe and wholesome 

environment. He opened homes for unwed mothers (L 

5:368,913). He grieved over the poor health of many who 

came to his healing homes. His vision of Zion included 

citizens who prospered in cooperative ownership of 
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profitable industries, with safe working conditions, and 

good pay. In Zion, work conditions and pay were fair and 

dividends to investors were generous (L 18:438). 

These examples portray a pastor and organizer who built 

a movement because he was capable and attractive in his 

person and work. People followed him because they were 

attracted to his vision of God's kingdom. As a pastor, he 

cared for people and organized them to improve their quality 

of life. To suggest that Dowie's early attractiveness was a 

result of mental illness is to mystify the obvious. People 

followed Dowie because he had positive character traits of a 

sympathetic and creative leader. 

Blinded by Success Dowie was unprepared for his 

staggering success. As a young pastor in Australia, he was 

very self-critical of his many shortcomings (Sheldrake, 

1912:89,92,96). He was even uncomfortable with the 

prophetic role expectations and paternalism which fostered 

dependency in others (Sheldrake, 1912:170). When Dowie's 

wife asked him for God's will, he claimed he was 

uncomfortable being the "interpreter for God," for his wife 

(Sheldrake, 1912:169). However, in his temperance work in 

Australia, he compared himself with John the Baptist who was 

also alone in his integrity (Sheldrake, 1912:223). 
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This study has already shown what a financial success 

Dowie was in transforming an independent church into a small 

industrial city. Dowie was followed by thousands who 

testified in his Leaves of Healing magazines that he had 

shown them the way to spiritual power, healing, and health. 

Elijah the Restorer When a New York reporter 

asked Dowie how he came to know he was Elijah the Restorer, 

Dowie answered that he had come to this understanding over 

time; that it was an evolution (Columbus, OH Press, Oct. 16, 

1903). When pressed for further details about how it felt 

when he realized he was Elijah, he refused to answer, saying 

only, "there are some experiences that are our own property" 

(Scrapbook, 5:19). Dowie claimed that an independent 

evangelist. Rev. George Owen Barnes, from Florida discovered 

that Dowie was the fulfillment of Biblical prophecy 

concerning John the Baptist or Elijah. Dowie later claimed 

he had been angry when Rev. Barnes told him of his insight 

about Elijah (L 14:50;L 11:209). But Dowie soon came to 

believe he was Elijah and this was unanimously confirmed by 

his top leaders (L 14;50;L 11:209). Two years earlier, 

Dowie had prepared his followers by preaching a sermon on 

John the Baptist, noting the similarity of his ministry to 

John the baptist, the name "John, which also I bear" (L 

2:203). 
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When Dowie first announced that he was Elijah, he did 

so with apparent reservations. Rev. Barnes published an 

analysis of scripture and Dowie's ministry to show that 

Dowie was Elijah (L 7:215). Dowie admitted that he did not 

know before this that he was Elijah, but that the first John 

the Baptist was also unaware that he was the Elijah until 

God revealed it to him (L 6:430). Significantly at the 

beginning of the Elijah declaration, Dowie asked for 

voluntary concurrence with the Elijah declaration. But 

Dowie had already changed leadership style in essence from 

his early days as a pastor. Rev. Eugene Brooks 

congratulated this change, "Dowie used to persuade, now he 

commands" (L 5:582). With the Elijah declaration, Dowie 

encouraged, 

Wherein any of our brethren or sisters in 
Christ...may differ from us, we would remind them 
that such differences are no justification, either 
on their part or upon ours, for any other than the 
kindliest feelings." (L 7:198) 

Other followers rushed to testify how they had received 

revelations from God that Dowie was Elijah, or that they had 

believed this for years before the public announcement (L 

8:434). In this case appeals were made to subjective 

experiences which confirmed for the individual that Dowie 

was Elijah. The most common confirmations were signs of the 

miraculous. The ancient Elijah had special signs that 
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attended his prophetic gifts, notably the ability to pray 

for rain and to stop rain. Numerous followers testified 

that Dowie prayed for rain to begin or for rain to stop when 

it was time to plant, and "Elijah's" prayer was effective (L 

9:421,430,521; L 11 ; 239,308,340,608,736,778 ;L 14:91,92,125.) 

Dowie's closest associate. Rev. John G. Speicher, summarized 

the meaning of Dowie's prayers for rain, "God has again 

wonderfully shown to his people that the voice of his 

prophet must be heard and obeyed in these last times, and 

has proved to the world that this is indeed Elijah who is to 

come" (Chicago American, July 4, 1904). Thousands of 

photographs of Dowie at prayer were sold to followers. 

These photographs were advertised to "be full of spiritual 

power" (L 7 : 706). 

Whereas the early Elijah proceeded cautiously, the 

later Elijah demanded allegiance. When a number of workers 

in Zion refused to believe in Dowie as Elijah they were all 

thrown out of Zion (Chicago Examiner, Sept. 24, 1903 Chicago 

American, Sept. 30, 1902). By the time Dowie became the 

First Apostle in 1904, he coerced followers to agree. When 

Dowie's father did not believe the Elijah declaration, Dowie 

denied his paternal tie and invented a new birth account 

(Chicago Chronicle, Oct. 26, 1903 Chicago Post, Oct. 25, 

1903 Chicago Record Herald, Oct. 26, 1903). He seldom used 
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his last name "Dowie" any more, simply signing his name as 

John Alexander (L 16:65,102,163,197,229). 

In 1902, Dowie recruited a following of thousands of 

those most committed to doing his work and called these the 

Restoration Host. They were required to take the 

Restoration Host vow, 

I vow in the name of God,..that I will be a 
faithful member of Zion Restoration Host...I 
recognize John Alexander Dowie, General overseer 
of the Christian Catholic Church...in his 
threefold prophetic office, as messenger of the 
covenant, the prophet foretold by Moses, and 
Elijah the restorer. I promise, to the fullest 
extent of all my powers, to obey all rightful 
orders issued by him directly or by his properly 
appointed officers, and to proceed to any part of 
the world, wherever he shall direct... that all 
family ties and all relations to all human 
government shall be held subordinate to this vow. 
(L 11:748) 

If any followers took the vow lightly, they soon 

learned the meaning of commitment. Dowie commanded them to 

go with him on a month-long "crusade" to New York City in 

1903. Each individual was to pay expenses for travel, 

lodging, food, and literature to be used. Over three 

thousand followers made the trip. Dowie warned any who 

dragged their feet that such inattention to his commands 

would result in illness, injury or death. 

Elijah the Restorer's command to go to New York 
must be obeyed. If you cannot spare the money for 
God, may the good Lord take you out of Zion 
quickly. I tell you frankly that I do not have 
any use for you. (L 13:82) 
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First Apostle When Dowie founded the Christian 

Catholic Church in 1896, he claimed that it would some day 

have apostles, but he could never be an apostle because he 

did not have all of the spiritual gifts (Newcomb, 1930:336). 

In 1904, he preached numerous times on the need for an 

apostolic church. In September, 

he appeared before them in a gorgeous silken robe 
of many colors, elaborately embroidered, with a 
mushroom-shaped satin miter, emblazoned with gold. 

In making his declaration of apostleship he said: 
"Clothed by God with Apostolic and Prophetic 
Authority, I now have a right to speak as the 
Instructor of the Nations. In the name of the 
Coming King, I command Peace!" (Newcomb, 
1930:336-7) 

A number of his followers were so shocked that they 

left Zion (Waukeqan, IL Gazette, Sept. 10, 1904). Dowie 

called for a referendum in Zion to affirm his apostleship. 

While it was intended to look like a decision, his leaders 

gave unanimous approval, but followers who hesitated were 

brought to a secret meeting where they were "harangued" by 

the leaders until they agreed (Chicago News, Sept. 25, 

1904). 

The vote was not initially unanimous, but before 
the meeting was out it was declared unanimous. 
Then Dowie explained that the twelve apostles 
could forgive sins and held the keys to heaven. 
(Chicago News, Sept. 25, 1904) 

Some followers could not agree and considered this 

blasphemous (Chicago News, Sept. 25, 1904). 
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During this time, there were some instances that 

confused the demarcation between the sacred and the profane, 

between Deity and Dowie. When Dowie claimed apostleship, he 

assured his followers that this was the last promotion, but 

some apparently wondered. Yet, others wanted to be the 

first to affirm his new status. 

Elder Tindall said, "It seems to me that you are 
not only an apostle, but more than an apostle." 
To this Dowie replied, "I could not claim to be 
more than an apostle, unless I claimed to be 
Christ; and that I never will. If I ever come to 
believe that, please put me in Kankakee, or please 
send me over to Ben MacDuhi, and put a nice guard 
around me, until I recover my senses. Do 
something in charity to keep me quiet, until I 
recover my senses. But do not let me ever be so 
forsaken of my God, and of good sense as to make 
any declaration about myself as the Christ, for 
then I must be God Almighty, and I know of no step 
between an apostle and the Christ in the church of 
God." (Chicago Journal, Sept 12, 1904) 

Even this denial came in the form of the ultimate back

handed compliment. Dowie was uniquely one step removed from 

God. 

Even when Dowie was known as Elijah, he was given 

unusual adulation. Elder Warzawiak, speaking in Carnegie 

Hall in New York, delivered an address on why he was a 

member of Zion in which he claimed that Dowie was 

infallible. He was immediately corrected by Elder Mason, 

He is not infallible, though we are ready to do 
his bidding at all times. He is likely not 
without sin, but on all questions we take his view 
as the right one. (New York Tribune, Jan. 18, 
1904). 
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This denial also confirmed Bowie's nearness to divinity. 

Others were more effusive. Overseer Bracefield, 

speaking in Zion's Shiloh Tabernacle, told of the coming end 

of the age and a war in which Zion's army, led by the First 

Apostle, would "wipe from the earth all other nations and 

armies" (Chicago Record Herald, Sept. 26, 1904). If people 

were reminded of the prophecies of the second coming of 

Christ in The Apocalypse, so was Overseer Bracefield. 

Bracefield referred to a colored photograph of Dowie in 

apostolic robes and said, "Look at the face and mouth of our 

leader and you will see what a resemblance there is to 

Christ" (Chicago Record Herald, Sept. 26, 1904). In a 

cartoon from this same time drawn by Dowie's artist, Champe, 

Dowie was portrayed pointing to Christ who was knocking at 

the door to New York (L 13:656). It was an obvious copy of 

the famous painting of Christ knocking at the heart's door, 

by William Holman Hunt. However in Champe's version, Christ 

and Dowie have the same exact facial features and build. 

The resemblance was hardly accidental. Dowie himself 

claimed that after he died, he would return with Christ, who 

upon return to earth, would come first to Zion, IL 

(Milwaukee Free Press, Dec. 26, 1903). 
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The Prophet's Social Self 

Symbolic interaction theory, following Cooley and Mead, 

sees individuals continuously readjusting their own self-

image as they read the behavioral cues of those around them. 

Those cues provide the individual with information about 

whether to feel shame or pride. The others become for the 

individual a looking glass in which the individual assessed 

the self that is being projected (Cooley, 1902). As the 

individual receives information about the self as others see 

it, the individual readjusts and reprojects a self that is 

in some accordance with the views of others. If others 

reflect back a defaced self, the individual will likely 

experience shame and readjust the self accordingly. If 

others reflect back an aggrandized self, the individual is 

likely to readjust the self and experience pride. 

So much of the information that Dowie was receiving 

into his self-image from those around him reflected a person 

larger than life; a phenomenal conduit of God's healing 

power; one who can stop and start rain; a person who sees 

into other's hearts, one who has raised millions of dollars 

to be spent on God's work, one who has brought multiple 

thousands into the church, one who speaks with authority, 

and one who is unique. If Dowie originally saw himself as a 

humble pastor, eventually the evidence from those closest to 
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him contradicted that view. He was unlike other pastors in 

every way. He was a prophet of cosmic significance. He was 

the First Apostle of the restored church. He was almost 

deity. Could all of these good followers be wrong about 

him? 

This symbolic interactionist interpretation of the rise 

of a prophet is consistent with the development of "larger 

than life" self-images in "self-made" entrepreneurs in the 

corporate world, or in entertainment. The same kind of 

adulation of those around them produces an unrealistic self-

image of importance. This view is also consistent with what 

was found in analyzing Dowie as an entrepreneur. Why was 

the early Dowie such a successful entrepreneur, who in the 

end made unrealistic choices, and destroyed the enterprise 

he created almost overnight? Dowie received unrealistic 

information about his decision-making skills from his 

leaders for so long that when any of them differed with his 

ideas, those differences could easily be interpreted as 

aberrant. This is consistent with research on group-think. 

Groupthink Janis' (1972) study. Victims of 

Groupthink, shows how a tightly knit group, surrounding a 

leader, projects a unified and positive, albeit unrealistic 

view, to the leader. Unfortunately, without countervailing 

information, the leader makes disastrous decisions (Janis, 

1972). 
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Four conditions that increase the likelihood of 

groupthink, 

1. a crisis, 

2. a highly cohesive group, 

3. insulation of group from outside judgement and 
criticism, and 

4. a persuasive leader who promotes one solution 
over others, (Michener et al., 1986:422-3). 

were all operant in the Dowie movement. The financial 

crises in Zion in 1903, initially known only by Dowie's 

closest leaders, took place in a highly cohesive group. 

Their cohesiveness was expressed in the establishment of 

Zion under the uniform direction of Dowie. Zion was built 

with the very intention of insulating the group from outside 

influences. Dowie was obviously a persuasive leader. 

A number of symptoms of groupthink were also present in 

the leadership of the Dowie movement. The following 

symptoms applied, 

1. an illusion of invulnerability, leading to 
excessive optimism and extreme risk taking, 

2. unquestioned assumption of group's morality, 

3. rationalizations and discounting countervailing 
evidence, 

4. shared illusion of unanimity 

5. pressure to quell any dissent. 
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A number of examples of rationalizations and 

discounting of countervailing evidence are available from 

the historical documents. Two related situations seem quite 

graphic in their illustration of this phenomenon. In the 

New York crusade of 1903 that was such a costly failure, and 

in the bankruptcy which followed, the leaders and followers 

in Zion made regular reinterpretations of events to show 

that Zion was successful in every way. A constant string of 

testimonials from the crusade participants who had travelled 

to New York were published to show the success of the trip 

(L 15:78,102,139,173,185,335). 

But as glowing as these testimonials were, they did not 

change the reality that the New York trip was a major public 

relations defeat, and that Dowie made few converts during 

the month spent there. After the 1903 bankruptcy of Zion, 

the receivers had scarcely been removed in 1904 when Dowie 

was telling his followers that the bankruptcy was only an 

unfair attack by the enemy. In the meantime, Zion had been 

worth more than twenty-five million dollars, by Bowie's 

estimates (L 15:461). But cash flow problems were still 

acute, many people were being paid in coupons, and many were 

living in poverty. During this time, Dowie was successfully 

calling for further investments from his followers and 

planning further expansion, most notably into Mexico. 
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In a published confession of journalistic failure, 

Arthur Newcomb, editor of Leaves of Healing magazine, 

confessed that he had published a number of inaccuracies, 

exaggerations, and misrepresentations, which had misled most 

of the followers in the movement as to the gravity of the 

financial situation in Zion from 1903 to 1906. 

Zeal for a good cause has warped my standard of 
truthfulness.... I have seen for over two years, 
many glaring inconsistencies in the life and 
teachings of John Alexander Dowie, and have 
nevertheless continued to hold him up as a prophet 
and apostle of God. This I did in all sincerity, 
holding that no man was perfect and that these 
departures from the path of strict righteousness 
were inconsiderable compared with the great work 
that God was doing through him... Other and more 
serious transgressions came to my notice, from 
time to time; but, so great was my confidence in 
the honesty of intent and purity of motive of my 
leader, that I spent many an agonizing hour 
searching my own heart to see whether it might not 
be evil in me that caused suspicions of him. (L 
18:452) 

In this case, the leader's inconsistencies were rationalized 

and discounted, if necessary through denial of one's 

perceptions. The cohesive group selectively perceives the 

situation in such a way as to rationalize away any 

countervailing information. 

Dowie's followers were bound together in obedience to 

him through a number of mechanisms. They shared common 

investments. Dowie held absolute control over investments 

and property leases. They had promised Dowie absolute 
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obedience in the Restoration Host Vow. In public statements 

by leaders and followers alike that Dowie spoke uniquely for 

God, the movement had given up the right to dissent. Dowie 

had created a movement that stood absolutely for the morally 

righteous cause. The followers had committed everything to 

this cause. Any turning back or questioning was unbelief 

and sin. As Dowie was progressively given more and more 

authority, as the group was progressively isolated in Zion, 

and as Dowie came to believe his own unerring judgement, 

there was no longer any realistic dissent in Zion. Dowie 

was unable to hear any criticism that his leaders might 

offer, and they were too timid now to openly criticize 

Dowie. 

Only two mitigating factors made it possible for the 

movement to remove Dowie from leadership in the end. The 

first was Dowie's strategic mistake of spending so much time 

away from the direct affairs of Zion in 1904 and 1905. 

Dowie was gone for several months at a time, and during 

these times, economic crises would be open to dissenting 

interpretations. It was in Dowie's absence that popular 

revolt grew in Zion. Dowie could have dispelled such 

rebellion either through active persuasion or coercion, if 

had he stayed in Zion. 
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However, this was not an option. Dowie's stroke of 

paralysis in 1905 reduced Dowie to a shadow of his former 

leadership capacity. The leader's incapacity would have 

been a problem in any leader-centered group, but was 

especially problematic in this movement that believed 

physical disability was a sign of sin or unbelief. Dowie's 

obvious physical disability undermined this theology of 

leadership. It was now possible for people to legitimately 

question his leadership. He could not stay in Zion, for it 

was obvious that he was disabled as a leader. The longer he 

stayed away, and continued to write letters to Zion of his 

speedy recovery, the more apparent it was that he was ill. 

Analysis and Perspective 

Ironically, the explanation of the Zion failure which 

Dowie's followers have come to believe, is closest to the 

psychopathology view. In 1905, Dowie's leaders and the 

movement as a whole resorted to the courts to remove Dowie 

from leadership, and to return Zion to the followers and 

investors (L 18:437-465). The leaders presented a 

retrospective interpretation of the events and cataloged the 

list of financial and doctrinal indiscretions. They were 

most scathing, however, in their rejection of Dowie because 

of his pride and extravagance which they found completely 

inconsistent with a humble servant of Christ (L 18:437-65). 
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When they searched for a reason, they hinted that it was 

partially because of Dowie's recent stroke of paralysis that 

he had become such a failure as a leader (L 18:437-65). 

Later Zion members referred to Dowie's "nervous breakdown" 

as a result of the stroke of paralysis (Interview, 1983, 

Gladys Richert; Interview 1983, Rev. Mintern, Christian 

Catholic Church, Zion, IL). The "nervous breakdown" view is 

closest to a version of the psychopathology model. This is 

reductionist in its view that cultic ideas are the result of 

mental illness, often with a medical cause. This is all the 

more ironic given Dowie's abhorrence for doctors and their 

ideas. Dowie's own movement finally interpreted him from a 

medical model. 

But the psychopathology model is inadequate. Dowie did 

not became psychotic in the 1880s after extreme deprivations 

and defacements, nor in 1905 after his stroke. Nor did his 

most clear religious innovations take place at these times. 

His greatest innovations came at the time he founded Zion. 

He was at the height of his greatest success when he was 

receiving constant adulation from his closest leaders, from 

1901 to 1904. He became something of an egomaniac at the 

zenith of his success. 

Symbolic interaction theory suggests that continued 

adulation could lead to an inflated self-image. This view 
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could also answer the question of how an attractive early 

leader as Dowie could later become so repulsive. His 

followers showed honest appreciation and created a leader 

who was larger than life. They reflected a self-image back 

to Dowie which was grossly misleading. 

Dowie's son, Gladstone Dowie, reflected upon his 

father's life, and said that "he believed that his father 

was sincere, but that he possessed 'a strange ability to be 

deceived'" (Lindsay, 1980:253). 
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CHAPTER VIII: CONCLUSION 

This study has reviewed various recent literature on 

the definition of the cult. A modified cult definition 

based on the work of Stark and Bainbridge (1985) and 

modified by Roberts (1990) was chosen. Roberts maintained 

Stark and Bainbridge's distinction that a cult is identified 

by its extreme innovation. Roberts (1990:198-199) clarified 

that the cult adds new revelation, the cult is sometimes 

distinguished by a charismatic leader, and that societal 

hostility may lead a sect to become a cult after it makes a 

radical break from society. 

The Dowie movement was first a sect, then a cult, and 

finally a sect again. This is not the traditional change 

from sect to denomination suggested by Niebuhr (1929), nor 

the suggested secular to cult origin suggested by Stark and 

Bainbridge (1985). It may, however, be a more common 

phenomenon than studies have thus far shown. 

As Dowie discovered when he left the Congregationalists 

to form an independent ministry, a sectarian group is an 

ideal place to develop leadership skills. By leaving the 

Congregationalists he was allowed the freedom to develop 

some ideas he already held as a Congregational pastor. This 

gave him experience and confidence to innovate further. 

These experiences led to a change in his leadership style. 
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A part of that change was also a change in Dowie's self-

conception. The experience of sectarian leadership 

confirmed the potency of his leadership in ways he had 

scarcely imagined. When Dowie introduced many of his 

innovations these no doubt led to a selecting out process. 

Many followers could not go along with such perceived 

radical departures and they left the movement. Those who 

remained were true believers. They were more likely to 

encourage and even push further innovation. 

It was this group of highly committed followers that 

followed Dowie into Zion. In the separation to build and 

live in Zion, they began to create together a more narrow 

world view, constantly affirming each others' narrowing 

perceptive field. This is entirely consistent with the 

subcultural-evolution model developed by Stark and 

Bainbridge (1985) following Albert Cohen's (1955) earlier 

work on delinquency. Where the subcultural-evolution falls 

short is its inattention to the powerful leader that is 

central to the process of separation or isolation in the 

first place. Dowie created and promoted Zion, which made 

the isolation and resultant group interaction processes 

possible. These processes then led Dowie to much greater 

innovation. 
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this pattern of movement from sect to cult to sect 

deserves further reflection. If sociologists become attuned 

to this pattern they may find it operative in other 

religious settings and in business or political groups with 

a charismatic leadership style. It is a pattern that 

describes how a good leader with creative ideas is stifled 

in a more nominal faith setting that is becoming 

increasingly bureaucratic. The leader wishes to rekindle 

earlier visions of group life and religious experience. 

This is the making of a sect as described by Stark and 

Bainbridge. Early sectarian success leads both group and 

leader to be even more open to innovation. Further 

innovation leads to cult group status. This is confirmed by 

societal rejection of the group in testament to the 

extremely high tension with society. 

Stark and Bainbridge (1985) have documented the extreme 

volatility of cult groups in their earliest stages. Most of 

these groups die young. Certainly many do not outlive their 

founder. It is possible that some groups never come to be 

known as cultic because of an early reversion to sectarian 

status. 

Two things may lead the fledgling cult group back to 

sectarian group status. First of all difficult times, 

especially from a hostile or extremely competitive 
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environment may lead the group to make adjustments to that 

environment. Whether polygamy was inherent to the early 

Mormon world view or not, certainly the Mormons in Utah made 

an adjustment to a hostile environment in choosing to reject 

what had become a central feature of their high tension with 

society, dropping polygamy. If a group chooses to make an 

adjustment toward the mainstream society which moves them 

toward sectarian status, they may do this with or without 

the leader. In Dowie's case the second option was used. 

The very nature of Dowie's emergent leadership style, 

Dowie's prophetic role, made compromise with the larger 

environment difficult if not impossible. Dowie may have 

planned to move out of that hostile environment and 

establish his view of the kingdom of God in Mexico. While 

he denied that this was his plan, it certainly had many of 

his closest leaders worried. The Mormons had earlier 

considered such a move. If Dowie had been able to move the 

center of the movement to Mexico, he may have succeeded in 

further innovations and maintained cult status for a while 

longer. His obvious physical disability after his stroke, 

and the portent of his death also concerned his leaders and 

investors. In a more recent example, Jim Jones' successful 

movement of his group to South America solidified his cult 

status for a time. 
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The route chosen by Dowie's followers illustrates the 

second possibility of movement to sectarian status in 

rejection of cult status. They threw out the cult leader. 

A sectarian group which becomes cultic may in time come to 

be repulsed by the very leader they have helped to create. 

When Dowie was thrown out of leadership it was by an 

overwhelming, almost unanimous, rejection of his leadership 

and personage. The group was capable of uncanny loyalty and 

powerful rejection of their leader, in short succession. 

The many innovations generated by the leader and the late 

rejection of the leader also provide a reminder that such 

groups do not have static leadership. One way the group 

resolves a variety of problems is through innovation. 

Another is by removing the leader if necessary. 

The second half of this study tests three theories of 

cult formation; the psychopathology model, the entrepreneur 

model, and the subculture-evolution model. These theories 

are critiqued and a fourth theory is developed from the 

symbolic interaction perspective. The symbolic interaction 

perspective differs from the psychopathology model in 

suggesting that leadership skills, rather than mental 

illness, explain the development of the cult leader. In 

cases where the leadership is so valued by the followers 

that they confer almost divine status on the leader, that 
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leader will be tempted to agree with the follower's 

unrealistic adulation. As a result, the leader is apt to 

become unrestrained in egotism. Whereas the psychopathology 

model predicts early deviance on the part of the cult 

leader, the symbolic interaction model predicts leadership 

deviance much later in the movement. Whereas the 

psychopathology model predicts blocked goals or failure 

leads to cult leadership, the symbolic interaction model 

suggests that success leads to cult leadership. Whereas the 

psychopathology model is curiously applied to religious 

movements, termed cults, it is conspicuous in its avoidance 

of explaining other more general examples of cultural 

innovation. If new religions are a result of mental 

illness, might not most inventiveness be explained in 

similar fashion? The symbolic interaction perspective is 

useful in its parsimony. The same symbolic interaction 

perspective could explain religious cult leadership and 

certain charismatic political leaders or business leaders 

who innovate in ways that move them far from their roots. 

Since symbolic interaction does not require a different 

answer to explain behavior that conforms and behavior that 

innovates, it forgoes the need to judge the cult as 

meritorious or blameworthy. The psychopathology model casts 

a note of implicit judgement on the cult for its founder's 
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mental illness. The symbolic interaction perspective is 

easier to square with the actual experience of many people 

who follow charismatic leaders. They follow such leaders 

because the leader is initially quite attractive and offers 

something that seems to be worthwhile. The leader is 

gifted. The psychopathology model must overcome the obvious 

drawback that most people who are deemed psychopathic by 

society have such interactional difficulties that they have 

trouble making connections with others, much less do they 

gain a following. The psychopathology model cannot explain 

why, in the Dowie case, the early attractiveness of Dowie 

was replaced by an almost complete repulsion by his group. 

The symbolic interaction perspective sees the one growing 

out of the other. The early attractiveness led to a high 

degree of adulation by the group, which in turn led to an 

unrealistic self-appraisal by Dowie. The Dowie who believed 

this adulation became egotistical and insensitive to those 

who had initially found him so attractive. 

The entrepreneur model, tested in Chapter Six, suggests 

that the cult leader is a creative entrepreneur. The 

entrepreneur repackages a set of religious beliefs and 

practices garnered from other cult groups in the society. A 

brief comparison of Dowie with three late nineteenth century 

cult groups; Christian Science, Seventh-Day Adventists, and 
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the Mormons, shows a high degree of borrowing on the part of 

Dowie from these groups. The greatest overlap is with the 

Mormons. When Dowie's followers rejected his leadership 

they did so on grounds that he believed Mormon theology, 

pressing a claim that he was planning to practice polygamy. 

The entrepreneur model also sees the cult leader as a 

promoter. Dowie is easily analyzed in this fashion, since 

by his own admission he was a Christian businessman. His 

claim to fame was the building of a small industrial city 

from the investments of his followers. The penchant for 

contemporary television evangelists to build religious 

Utopias, which provide some profitable service to the 

faithful is noteworthy. Oral Roberts called his university, 

lawschool, medical center complex the City of Faith. Jim 

and Tammy Bakker revived campmeeting and Disneyland motifs 

in building Heritage Village. Pat Robertson and Jerry 

Falwell have attempted to turn their television personality 

status into political power. Jimmy Swaggert sells millions 

of his Christian vocal albums to his followers. All of 

these have in common their rags to riches stories and a 

theology of faith prosperity teaching. Ironically it is the 

leader who lives out for the followers in graphic fashion 

the dream of Weber's Protestant ethic. It is the followers 

who make it possible. 
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What the entrepreneur model does not explain is why 

such astute business leaders end up making dramatic 

financial blunders. Why is Oral Roberts so overbuilt that 

he presides over a near empty sky-scraper medical center, 

and recently gave away his Law School to Pat Robertson's 

Christian Broadcasting Network University? Why did Jim 

Bakker promote a land scheme in Heritage Village and end in 

jail for fraud and tax evasion, with Heritage Village a 

ghost town resort? Why was Dowie so successful in promoting 

investment in Zion and attracting quality industrial 

enterprises, but bankrupted Zion in extravagance and petty 

face-saving? Dowie's best advisers counselled against 

several expensive errors that bankrupted Zion. 

Of course the entrepreneur model could explain that all 

entrepreneurs are risk-takers and as such are subject to 

overstepping their bounds. But the symbolic interaction 

perspective is better for consistently showing that it was 

the followers' unrealistic adulation that led Dowie to 

believe he could do no wrong. He came to a point where he 

could no longer realistically self-assess or self criticize. 

His unrealistic invulnerability led Zion to financial ruin. 
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Further Study 

The definition of cult still needs a great deal of 

refinement, specifically by testing the definition against 

existing and historical cult groups. A clear criterion for 

distinguishing cult from sect needs to be developed. 

Innovative ideas alone do not provide a clear demarcation 

between cult and sect. If a sect group pushes its 

revitalization far enough, ideas and practices become 

innovative. 

This study has suggested that the charismatic leader is 

important to cult formation. A future study, where cults 

are catalogued as to whether they were founded by a powerful 

charismatic leader would be helpful. In this way, the 

usefulness of a model such as the entrepreneur model that 

does not address the cult founder could be tested. 

Charismatic leadership has the tendency to become 

innovative and can easily be cut loose from tradition, but 

charismatic leadership does not automatically develop into a 

cult. The same could be said for group isolation. Some 

groups isolate themselves in order to keep from changing or 

innovating. The Amish provide a good illustration of a 

group that has institutionalized its sectarian stance 

through isolation. 
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Isolation alone does not lead to extreme innovation. 

Stark and Bainbridge recognize this and suggest that 

isolation in combination with a group experience of serious 

blocked opportunities leads to innovation. In the case of 

Dowie's group of followers, there were no blocked group 

aspirations. In fact, the group and its leader were 

experiencing some real measure of success. A part of 

Dowie's experience of success was in the adulation he 

received from the group. Studies need to be done to isolate 

factors which explain the kind of adulation given to some 

leaders and not to others. 

More study also needs to be given to the question of 

why followers wish to give up their autonomy to an 

autocratic leader. Rousseau noted the sad paradox that 

while people are born free, they are to be seen everywhere 

in chains. Thus far, this question has not typically been 

addressed as religious, but political. But in just such 

groups as the isolated cult group, one sees religion 

becoming political. The American Constitution reflected the 

Enlightenment's concern to limit autocratic power and an 

inherent mistrust for power. But some forms of religious 

expression, essentially religion of the charismatic leader, 

are built around an inherent trust and devotion to a 

powerful leader. This becomes more relevant when one 
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compares Dowie, the recent Moral Majority, and recent white 

supremacist cults in the United States. All three groups 

have used explicit theocratic language. Theocratic 

language, while emphasizing the rule of God in everyday 

political and social encounters, is most often linked to 

authoritarian leaders who claim to be the mouthpiece for 

God « 

Ironically, the same American constitution that 

expresses an inherent fear of autocratic power, also 

provides freedom for religious groups which foster 

autocratic power. The Constitution reflects that freedom is 

best expressed where government is mistrusted and 

constrained. Perhaps the cult phenomenon, especially the 

leader-centered variety, is actually a reaction to freedom. 

Does democracy create a sense of normlessness or anomie for 

a certain portion of the population? Are these people drawn 

to a powerful leader? Do they create a leader if they find 

none? This question awaits further study. 

Finally, cult studies need to be done with greater 

empathy for the groups and leaders under study. Theories 

like the psychopathology model need to be considered suspect 

from the beginning for their tendency to reductionism and 

their tendency to label out-groups as objectively deviant. 

There is an inherent ethnocentric bias in such studies. Max 
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Weber's verstehen and Evelyn Fox Keller's "feeling for the 

organism," are essential correctives to ethnocentric 

science. 
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ARCHIVAL SOURCES 

Scrapbook (Located in Zion Historical Society, Shiloh House, 

Zion IL.) Author's photocopied volumes are listed with 

volume numbers 1-13 and page numbers assigned by the author. 

The Scrapbooks contain newspaper articles collected by Dowie 

about himself and the movement. Scrapbook citation was used 

only when the original newspaper citation was not clear in 

the Scrapbook. 


