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Introduction

Although new or alternative religious movements, or New Religious Movements
(NRMs), have always been part of the American religious landscape, they have not
always received broad public attention. Most often, their formation, attraction of
members, and growth or decline have occurred beyond the harsh glare of prolonged
public scrutiny. In some striking cases, however, a new or alternative religious move-
ment has dominated the news for a period of time, usually because the movement
itself, or some of its members, became involved in something that was widely per-
ceived to be illegal, immoral, or simply destructive. For example, in the wake of
the 1963 assassination of President John F. Kennedy, Minister Malcolm X of the
Nation of Islam became notorious for his comment that Kennedy’s murder meant
“the chickens had come home to roost.” In the 1970s saffron-robed members of
the International Society for Krishna Consciousness, also known as Hare Krishna,
became so well known for seeking donations and engaging strangers in conversations
in public that they were easily lampooned in the comic film “Airplane.” In the 1980s,
the Rev. Sun Myung Moon, leader of the Unification Church (or Moonies), was
found guilty of tax evasion by diverting church funds for his personal use. More
recently, in 1993, the U.S. Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, and Firearms staged a raid
on the home and church of a small group of Bible students outside of Waco, Texas.
In addition to the ten lives lost in the botched raid, the 51 day standoff between
the students of David Koresh, a group widely known as the Branch Davidians, and
agents of the federal government, particularly the Federal Bureau of Investigation,
culminated in the loss of 78 lives in a fire that consumed the Mount Carmel Center
where the Branch Davidians lived. In 1997 followers of Marshall Applewhite, form-
ing a group called Heaven’s Gate, joined him in committing suicide so that they
could all progress to what they viewed as “the evolutionary level above human.”
The list of such incidents could easily be multiplied.

In the late twentieth century as new and alternative religious movements contin-
ued to receive public attention for elements of their practice or belief that were highly
controversial, a dominant image of such groups began to solidify. That image was
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fostered by the activism of groups of former members, their families, some profes-
sionals in social work and psychology, and various other volunteers. When the oppo-
sition to new or alternative religious groups originated with more or less secular
individuals, those opponents were generally called anticultists. When opposition
originated with Evangelical Protestant Christians, those opponents were usually
called countercultists. The tireless work of such activists, anticultist or countercultist,
quickly produced a standard understanding of new and alternative religions that
united a wide variety of groups under the umbrella category of “cults.” In the percep-
tions of their anticult opponents, cults posed serious threats to vulnerable individuals
and, ultimately, to the stability of American society itself. Anticultists and counter-
cultists believed that cults had three prominent characteristics. First, they were led
by unscrupulous, manipulative, and insincere individuals who sought only to
increase their own power, wealth, and/or sexual enjoyment. Second, cults preyed
upon unsuspecting, confused, and vulnerable individuals, often using sophisticated
and virtually irresistible tactics of influence. Third, participation in a cult would
surely bring harm to individual participants and might also lead them to commit
any number of antisocial actions that threatened the public good. The stereotype of
the “destructive cult” was aggressively marketed by the loose coalition of anticultists,
particularly when disturbing news about any new or alternative religious movement
became public. Thus, on the one hand, while a variety of events created a broad
interest in learning about individual religious groups, their practices and beliefs,
organizational structure, leadership, and many other topics, on the other hand, the
predominance of the cult stereotype inevitably skewed the information available,
attributed the perceived faults of any one group to all of them, and created expecta-
tions that any group labeled a cult must necessarily be worthy of suspicion, scorn,
and vigorous opposition. Despite their prodigious efforts at educating the general
public, the various anticult and countercult activists have, in fact, promoted much
more misunderstanding than accurate understanding of the religious lives of
some of their fellow citizens. Consequently, they have helped to create a very hostile
environment for anyone whose religious practices do not fit within a so-called “main-
stream.” The personal and social costs of such religious bigotry may actually be
higher than what the activists fear from cults themselves.

This set of volumes on “New and Alternative Religions in America” intends to rec-
tify that situation for the general reader. It aims to present accurate, comprehensive,
authoritative, and accessible accounts of various new and alternative religious move-
ments that have been and are active in American society, as well as a set of essays that
orient the reader to significant contexts for understanding new and alternative reli-
gions and important issues involved in studying them. The presentations are predi-
cated on a simple but fundamental assumption. It is that accurate description and
understanding must precede any judgment about the truth, validity, morality, or
trustworthiness of any religious group or person. Accurate description demands that
the group be presented in terms that it could itself recognize and acknowledge as
being at least close to the way it understands itself. Providing an accurate description
of the history, organization, practices, and beliefs of a particular group does not, in
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any way, constitute an endorsement of that group, but it does provide an indispensa-
ble baseline for any further discussion. Such a baseline has often been lost in the pub-
lic discussions of new and alternative religious movements, because their most
bizarre, threatening, or even humorous aspects have been exaggerated. What is miss-
ing from such caricatured presentations is a sense of how any person could find such
apparently ludicrous, lethal, or laughable groups worth joining. Simple dismissal of
new or alternative religions as absurd, erroneous, or pernicious misses the social
influence that they can have and demonstrably have had. Whatever an outsider’s per-
ception of new and alternative religions might be, many clear-thinking and well-
intentioned individuals, throughout American history, have associated themselves
with such groups. This set is founded on the idea that members’ or participants’ rea-
sons for their decisions and their accounts of their experiences form the primary data
for understanding new and alternative religions. Both hostile and approving accounts
of new or alternative religions from outsiders provide a different sort of data, which
reveals the social location and often-controversial careers of new and alternative reli-
gions. But neither approval nor criticism by external observers should take prece-
dence over the self-understanding of each group as articulated by its members in
establishing a baseline of descriptive accuracy.

Readers of this set of volumes will thus encounter both information and analytical
frameworks that will help them arrive at an informed and appropriately complicated
understanding of new and alternative religious movements in American history and
society. Volume 1 provides a set of analytical perspectives on new and alternative reli-
gions, including the history of such movements in the United States, the controver-
sies in which they have often become embroiled, the roles of leaders within the
groups and the processes by which individuals become members and also leave their
groups, the legal and global contexts in which new and alternative religions function,
and a variety of prominent themes in the study of new religions, including roles of
gender, children, and violence.

The four volumes that follow generally present accounts of individual groups,
many of them well known but some much less so. Each chapter presents information
about the origin and subsequent development of the group in question, its internal
organization including the predominant type of leadership, its most important
practices and beliefs, and controversies that have put the group in the limelight.
Volume 2 focuses on groups that have developed out of the broad biblical
tradition—]Judaism and Christianity—and have achieved such a distinctive status
as to be considered, at least by some observers, as independent religious groups rather
than simple sectarian variations of more mainstream Jewish or Christian traditions.
Volume 2 accordingly raises most acutely the problems of definition that are involved
in using the admittedly malleable categories of “new” and “alternative” religions.

The description of a religious movement as new or alternative only begs further
questions. Novelty can be in the eye of the beholder, or in the mind of someone
claiming to be innovative. That is, religious movements are judged to be new, alter-
native, or anything else only in particular contexts and by certain audiences. They
may claim, for example, to retrieve and correctly interpret or represent past beliefs
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and practices, which have been neglected or forgotten. But their opponents might
view the same claims as dangerous and deviant inventions. New religions themselves
often manifest a pronounced ambivalence about their own novelty. A fundamental
dynamic in new and alternative religions is that they strive to present themselves as
both new and old, as unprecedented and familiar. The novelty of new religions cuts
both ways; it can just as easily excite the interest of potential adherents as it can strain
their credulity. As they spread their messages to those whose interest, approval, and
even acceptance they hope to secure, NRMs proclaim both their challenging novelty
and their comforting familiarity.

In their sectarian forms, these movements attempt to recapture the lost purity of
an idealized past. Sects typically have prior ties to larger religious organizations from
which they have intentionally broken off. They aim to return to the pristine origins
of the tradition and reestablish its foundations. Sectarian forms of Christianity fre-
quently exhort their partisans to get “back to the Bible”; contemporary Islamic sects
similarly yearn for the purity of the times of the prophet Muhammad. Even the
Church of Satan, founded by Anton Szandor LaVey in 1966, has spawned sectarian
groups that accuse the original Church of Satan of having abandoned its initial com-
mitments and emphases. Sects thus define themselves both in relation to the broader
world and in relation to their specific tradition, both of which are perceived to
threaten their purity of belief and practice.

In their typology of responses to secularization, Rodney Stark and William Sims
Bainbridge contrast cults to sects. Rejecting the polemical definition of cults spawned
by their cultural opponents, they define cults as independent religious traditions.
Cults may be imports from another culture or independent products of the society
in which they develop. Like sects, cults often find themselves in tension or conflict
with broader society, simply by virtue of being new and different. Because they,
too, want to locate themselves in relation to an authoritative past, cults also lay some
claim to previous tradition. What separates cults from sects in their relation to pre-
vious traditions is that cults typically do not have a history of institutional conflict
and eventual separation. Cults are marked from their beginnings as new entities.
Both sects and cults, then, simultaneously declare their novelty and sink their roots
in the past. In order to avoid confusion about the term “cult,” which has such nega-
tive connotations in contemporary American society, this set will keep to the designa-
tions of new and alternative religions, which are widely employed by many scholars
even though they are somewhat imprecise. The choice of which groups to include
in Volume 2, as with the other volumes, is a judgment call. The guiding principle
was not only to provide a representative sample of new and alternative religious
groups throughout American history, but also to present the groups in sufficient
detail to enable the reader to form a complex understanding of them.

Volume 3 investigates groups in the occult or metaphysical tradition, includ-
ing nineteenth century Spiritualism, the Theosophical Society begun by Helena
Petrovna Blavatsky and Colonel Henry Steel Olcott in the late nineteenth century,
and the contemporary New Age movement. Like the groups discussed in the second
volume, those in Volume 3 are part of a broad tradition that has deep roots in
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antiquity. For example, in The Secrer Doctrine Madame Blavatsky included the
ancient Vedic sages of India, the Buddha, and a collection of ancient Greek philoso-
phers among the ancient teachers whose wisdom about the nature of human beings
and the nature of god was being given its fullest expression in Blavatsky’s modern
Theosophical system.

The religious movements discussed in Volume 3 typically present a different
organizational profile from those in Volume 2. The groups in Volume 2 have made
substantial efforts to maintain boundaries between themselves and their surrounding
social environment, demanding exclusive allegiance of their members; vesting
authority over practice, doctrine, and group life in charismatic leaders; and offering
new and improved interpretations of familiar texts already acknowledged to have
broad cultural legitimacy. In contrast, the movements in Volume 3 center on individ-
ual teachers who attract shifting groups of students with varying degrees of commit-
ment for varying lengths of time, leave the ability to determine the authority or val-
idity of any pronouncements in the hands of individual seekers, and claim to bring to
light extraordinary wisdom from previously unknown or underappreciated sources.

Many of the religions that have appeared to be innovative developments in Amer-
ican religious life have actually been transplanted from other cultures where they
have often enjoyed long histories. The openness of the United States to immigrants
has always been an important factor in promoting American religious diversity.
The 1965 repeal of the 1924 Asian Exclusion Act, for example, permitted a variety
of Eastern religious teachers to extend their religious activities to the United States.
Late in his life, for example, Swami A.C. Bhaktivedanta Prabhupada, the founder
of the International Society for Krishna Consciousness, made the United States the
focus of his efforts to awaken love for Krishna in as many people as possible. Military
personnel returning from service abroad, often with spouses from countries where
they had been stationed, also helped to introduce new religious practices and move-
ments to the United States. This was the case, for example, with the form of Japanese
Nichiren Buddhism known as Soka Gakkai. Even where it is difficult to provide
independent corroboration of claimed international ties, they can nonetheless be
claimed. A dramatic example here was the assertion that the elusive figure at the ori-
gins of the Nation of Islam, W.D. Fard, arrived in Detroit, Michigan, in 1930 from
Mecca in Saudi Arabia. The movements in Volume 4 show clearly that religious
innovation in the United States always needs to be considered in a broader, global
context. That is no less true of the groups discussed in other volumes as well. For
example, Ann Lee’s small band of Shakers began in Manchester, England; David
Koresh gathered Bible students from Australia, England, and other foreign countries
as well as the United States. Theosophy’s Madame Blavatsky was a Russian émigré.
Finally, the Church of Scientology, like many other new religions that have begun
in the United States, conducts a vigorous international missionary program.

The frequent movement of individuals, practices, and ideas across national bor-
ders could make a focus on new and alternative religions solely in the United States
vulnerable to a myopia that could distort the nature and significance of those move-
ments. That caution holds equally for homegrown and imported religions. Few
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religions in the contemporary world, no matter what their age or relation to a main-
stream, are confined within a single set of national boundaries. Nonetheless, the
focus of this set remains on a selection of religions that have had, for one reason or
another, a significant impact on religious and social life in the United States. Prom-
inent in that selection is a group of religions that have been independently founded
in the United States. For example, although the contemporary revival of Paganism
can be traced to the career of Gerald Gardner in England beginning in the 1930s,
many influential Pagan thinkers and teachers, such as Z Budapest, Starhawk, and
Isaac Bonewits have flourished in the United States. Similarly, the Church of Satan
and its subsequent offshoots owe their inspiration to Anton Szandor LaVey, who pro-
duced The Satanic Bible and other fundamental texts in San Francisco, California, in
the 1960s. Also, beginning in the 1950s the prodigious literary output of L. Ron
Hubbard gave rise first to the therapeutic system known as Dianetics and then, as
his purview broadened, to the Church of Scientology. Other founders of NRMs in
the United States, like Marshall Applewhite of the Heaven’s Gate group, attracted
far fewer adherents than the Church of Scientology but nonetheless carved out a
place for themselves in American religious history through their dramatic, and some-
times tragic, actions. Volume 5 thus focuses on both new developments in interna-
tional movements within the United States, such as the rise of Neo-Paganism, and
the conscious construction of new religions, such as the Church of Scientology, by
American teachers and organizations.

As this overview suggests, the definition of what counts as a new or alternative reli-
gion is frequently open to argument. Many groups that appear dramatically novel to
external observers would claim that they are simply being faithful to ancient tradi-
tions. Joseph Smith, for example, claimed that the Church of Jesus Christ of
Latter-day Saints, or Mormons, was a restoration of primitive Christianity. Groups
that claim to be innovative often express their messages in the form of fresh interpre-
tations of ancient texts, as with Swami Prabhupada’s effort to present the ancient
Indian classic, the Bhagavad-Gita, “as it is”; or Rael’s contention that the mentions
of “Elohim” in the biblical book of Genesis actually refer to extraterrestrial beings
who came to earth in space ships. Because of the subjective nature of the categories
—new to whom? alternative to what>—it will always be difficult to delimit precisely
which groups definitely do, and do not, “count” as new or alternative. Moreover, in
popular discourse, where the category cult is frequently used but appears devoid of
anything other than emotional content, and in interreligious arguments, where cult
easily expands to include “virtually anyone who is not us,” attempts at substantive
definitions give way entirely to polemics. Discussion of new and alternative religions
in the United States thus always refers to a shifting and vigorously contested terrain
where categories like “alternative religion” or “cult” and implicit comparisons like
those implied by “new religious movement” are used to establish, reinforce, and
defend certain kinds of individual and group identities, even as they threaten, com-
promise, or erode other kinds of individual or group identities.

No mapping of such terrain can hope to be definitive. Too much is in flux. Those
who enter the terrain need trustworthy and experienced guides. The essays in these
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five volumes provide just such guidance. Experienced, authoritative, and plainspo-
ken, the authors of these essays provide both perspectives on some of the most prom-
inent general features of the landscape and full descriptions of many, but by no
means all, of the specific areas within it. Those who want to explore the terrain of
new and alternative religions in the United States will find in this set multiple points
of entry. They may want to focus on a specific local part of the larger area, such as the
Theosophical tradition, the Branch Davidians, or Heaven’s Gate. On the other hand,
they may want to investigate the characteristic dynamics of the broader field, such as
the processes of conversion into and defection from groups or the interactions
between new and alternative religions and their cultural opponents. There is much
to explore—much more than can even be covered in these five volumes. But this
set aims to equip the would-be explorer with enough tools and knowledge to make
the exploration rewarding and worthwhile.






New Religious Novements in
American_History

Timothy Miller

“Nothing is new under the sun,” said the ancient preacher, and so it is with reli-
gious movements. As long as there has been religion, which is as long as the human
race has been around, there have been new and unconventional religions, or New
Religious Movements (NRMs). The first Americans, the indigenous peoples who
arrived thousands of years ago, developed an enormously diverse array of religions,
and those who have come later have only added to the land’s vast mosaic of beliefs

and

practices.

NRMS IN COLONIAL AMERICA

Many of the early post-Columbian American immigrants—Spanish, French,
Dutch, English—were religious dissenters. Every schoolchild knows, or should
know, that the Puritans of New England came here because they wanted to put into
practice the unconventional religious outlook that had landed them in hot water at
home in England. Once they got to America, their ideas dominated their new colo-
nies, the most prominent of which was the Massachusetts Bay Colony. They were
quickly confronted by new dissenters who disputed the dominant Puritan establish-
ment—notably Roger Williams, who believed in religious freedom and in fair treat-
ment of American Indians, and Anne Hutchinson, who dared to challenge prevailing
orthodoxy and claimed direct revelations from God. Both were banished from Puri-
tan Massachusetts.

Dissenters soon came from abroad as well. In 1648, just a few years after the set-
tlement of New England, George Fox began to proclaim his belief that one could
have a direct and personal relationship with God, unmediated by any clerical or civil
authority. Fox spoke of an inner light, a direct communication of the divine with the
individual human heart. Beliefs like that do not mesh well with highly organized reli-
gious hierarchies and theologies, and Fox’s new movement, the Society of Friends (or
Quakers), in their early days a fairly vocal and even rowdy bunch, quickly
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encountered opposition. But soon there were organized Quaker groups in England,
and in 1656 the first of their missionaries landed in Massachusetts Bay Colony.
The authorities acted quickly and deported the first two Quakers, Mary Fisher and
Ann Austin, but eight more Quakers arrived two days later, and, although they were
quickly deported, in the meantime they made a convert.

Fighting the menace on their doorstep, the Massachusetts Bay Colony leaders
made Quakerism a capital crime in 1658, and, before that ghastly law was repealed,
four Quakers died for their convictions. Welcome to the world of religious dissent."

Things were not so bad in every time and place. Roger Williams, expelled from
Massachusetts, went on to found Rhode Island and declared it a safe haven for
all—even Quakers and, most unusual for that time period, also the Jews. Williams
was appalled by Quaker teachings, incidentally; until his last days he argued against
Quaker doctrines. But he never denied the Friends the right to practice their religion
freely.

In 1681 William Penn, a Quaker convert, opened his new colony, Pennsylvania,
to all believers. Soon Pennsylvania, even more than Rhode Island, sheltered
many unconventional religious groups. Early on, in 1694, a group of Rosicrucian/
Christian mystics established a monastic church in the Wissahickon Creek Valley
west of Philadelphia (at a site now within the city limits); the group, which never
had an official name, is usually referred to as the Society of the Woman in the Wil-
derness. They used a telescope to scan the skies for signs of the Second Coming of
Christ and lived austerely, separated from the rapidly developing urban life of Phila-
delphia. Gradually their movement faded, but a revival of sorts took place when the
German immigrant Conrad Beissel came to join the Wissahickon mystics in 1720,
and finding little activity among them started his own movement 60 miles farther
west, at Ephrata, Pennsylvania. Beissel’s Protestant monks and nuns practiced their
own austere faith until the end of the eighteenth century, and a noncommunal
church continued for many decades thereafter.?

In the meantime, a few miles to the south another group of dissenting Christian
communitarians made their home on a tract of land called Bohemia Manor in what
is now Maryland. Known as Labadists, they were followers of the radical French
Catholic priest (who later turned Protestant) Jean Labadie. The Labadist gospel
emphasized austerity and self-denial, and the American leader of the movement,
Peter Sluyter, was a difficult autocrat, but this communal faith lasted for decades,
from 1683 until at least 1722.%

THE ARRIVAL OF THE ANABAPTISTS

Pennsylvania, with its remarkable policy of religious toleration in a world gener-
ally marked by enforced religious conformity, continued to attract many types of reli-
gious dissenters. Another movement that arrived fairly early, in 1683, and one of the
most influential of them all, was that of the Anabaptists, whose name means “rebap-
tizers” after their policy of adult baptism. The Anabaptists arose during the early days
of the Protestant Reformation, in the 1520s in Switzerland, and soon thereafter in
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other places in Europe. They had several distinctly radical beliefs, such as the separa-
tion of church and state, pacifism, and refusal to swear allegiance to any civil govern-
ment. The largest group of Anabaptists, called Mennonites after their early leader
Menno Simons, settled in Philadelphia and in the counties to the west of the city.
They were soon joined by the Amish, founded in Switzerland in the 1690s, who rep-
resented a separatist strain of the Anabaptist faith and who have lived in fairly iso-
lated communities ever since.

Some Mennonites today have adapted to contemporary society, becoming modern
farmers (or even city dwellers), voting in elections, and wearing contemporary
clothes. Others cling, in varying degree and type, to older ways. The Amish, how-
ever, maintain their distinctiveness. Although they, too, have a wide range of prac-
tices, the Old Order Amish, now numbering in the hundreds of thousands, still use
horses and buggies for transportation, reject such modern conveniences as electricity
and telephones in their houses, and retain their historic practice of shunning mem-
bers wf410 fall from the strict path of Amish life. Today they are thriving as never
before.

THE SHAKERS

Several other religious minority groups arrived in the American colonies in the de-
cades after the Anabaptists” arrival. One of the most visible of them was the United
Society of Believers in the Second Coming of Christ, or, more simply, the Shakers.
The Shakers began in England as a fervent group of millennial activists who eventu-
ally decided to relocate to the tolerant American colonies. Under the leadership of
Ann Lee, who eventually came to be considered Christ in the Second Coming, the
Shakers crossed the Atlantic in 1774. By 1780 they had gathered at a communal
retreat near Albany, New York, and began a decades-long evangelistic campaign. In
the first 40 years of the nineteenth century they built some 20 communal villages, lit-
tle models of heaven that were largely self-sufficient and removed from the corrupt-
ing influences of secular society. The Shakers were celibate, depending on converts
for new members, but their excellent hand craftsmanship did not compete well as
the age of factories progressed. Nevertheless, the Shakers have survived and even
prospered for over 225 years, and the last communal Shaker village in Maine contin-
ues to bear witness to this enduring tradition.’

RADICAL PIETISM

The nineteenth century witnessed a profusion of NRMs. In the preceding few de-
cades in Germany and other parts of Europe a new movement had arisen called
Pietism, a protest against the cold formality of the Lutheran state churches. The
Pietists wanted to inject warmth, spirit, and personal vitality into daily religious life.
The more radical of the Pietists left the state churches entirely, forming independent
religious societies.
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The first large Pietist group to flee the confining ecclesiastical environment of
Europe and establish an outpost in the new world was the Harmony Society. George
Rapp gathered a substantial congregation around his vigorous message in Wiirttem-
berg and had several run-ins with the authorities that led him and his followers to
emigrate. In 1804 the Harmonists migrated to a tract of land they purchased north
of Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania. Within a few years the Rappites, as many called them,
built a thriving communal village called Harmony. But after only a decade Rapp
decided that the community needed to move to the western frontier, and thus they
settled in Indiana, near the confluence of the Wabash and Ohio Rivers. There they
built the town of New Harmony, and for a decade the Harmonists thrived in Indi-
ana. Then in 1824 Rapp declared that they should move again, this time back to a
site in Pennsylvania just a few miles from the original Harmony. The final village
was called Economy, and there the Harmonists lived out their lives until the last of
the celibate brother and sisters brought the movement to an end early in the twenti-
eth century.®

Other Pietist groups made their marks as well. Rivaling the Harmonists in num-
bers and longevity were the Inspirationists of what became the Amana Society. Their
distinctive doctrine was that God could raise up prophets in the present just as in the
past. And so prophets did arise, men and women known as “Werkzeuge,” or “tools,”
one of whom, Christian Metz, oversaw the group’s emigration from Germany to
the United States in the early 1840s. They lived in a communal settlement called
Ebenezer on the outskirts of Buffalo, New York, at first, but soon decided to move
west, and in 1854 and 1855 settled in a rich river valley in eastern Iowa. There they
built seven communal villages and lived in religious and social unity until hard eco-
nomic times during the Depression forced them to end their communal ways in
1932. Nevertheless, hundreds of Amanans still live in the villages today; the church
continues, as does the business that makes refrigerators and microwave ovens that
was started decades ago by creative members of the society.”

The Separatists of Zoar made a similar migration from Germany to the United
States, settling in Tuscarawas County, Ohio, in 1817. They endured until 1898,
and their village remains a charming museum.® A similar group from Sweden settled
in Illinois and created the communal town of Bishop Hill, which lasted for several
decades despite the early murder of its leader Eric Jansen by a disgruntled marginal
member in 1850.” Yet another group, many of whose members were disgruntled
Harmonists who left George Rapp’s Economy, coalesced under Wilhelm Keil and
founded their communal religious settlement, Bethel, in Missouri in 1844. Keil
eventually led part of the community to Oregon, where they founded a community
called Aurora, and both settlements endured until well after Keil’s death in 1877.'°

REVIVAL FIRES AND NRMS

The first half of the nineteenth century was a particularly fertile time for the crea-
tion of NRMs. It was the era of revivalism: parts of upstate New York were particu-
larly impacted by the fervor of the day and became known as the “burned-over
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district” because the waves of revival enthusiasm repeatedly passed through the area
like a fire burning through a forest.

One of the most prominent movements resulting from that time and place was
Adventism, based in a belief that the Second Coming of Christ would occur in the
very near future. William Miller, the leading Adventist, worked out an elaborate sys-
tem of biblical analysis, and on the basis of that analysis he predicted, eventually, that
the return of the Lord would take place on October 22, 1844. The grand event failed
to happen on schedule, but after several years of puzzlement and even despair many
Adventists regrouped under the leadership of Ellen White, a visionary who laid down
new laws for those who continued to expect an imminent coming of Christ. One of
her precepts was that the Jewish sabbath was the proper day of worship, and their
practice of worshipping on Saturday gave the group the name of Seventh-Day
Adventists. They have thrived ever since, still preaching their millennial message,
albeit without a specific date for the end of the world.""

Like many other NRMs, Adventism had an influence beyond its own member-
ship. Today tens of millions of Americans believe that a dramatic Second Coming
will occur in the very near future. Many Adventist groups apart from the Seventh-
Day church are thriving, none more than the Jehovah’s Witnesses.

A generation after the early Adventist enthusiasm peaked, Charles Taze Russell, a
prosperous hat salesman, founded his own Adventist group in Pittsburgh, Pennsylva-
nia. Russell, like Miller, on the basis of his own interpretation of certain biblical
passages, set a date for the glorious millennial occurrences. He said that spectacular
end-of-the-world events would occur in 1914. That date, like 1844, did not
apparently usher in the millennium, but the Witnesses continued to believe that
important forces were set in motion and that the culmination would take place
imminently. And so the movement proceeds today: Jehovah’s Witnesses continue to
believe that the end of the world as we know it is at hand.'?

THE EMERGENCE OF THE MORMONS

The Adventists and Jehovah’s Witnesses notwithstanding, no group that emerged
from the burned-over district had a larger or longer-lasting impact than the Mor-
mons. The founder, Joseph Smith, was a teenager who moved with his family from
Vermont to the vicinity of Palmyra, New York, when he began having spiritual
visions. Eventually, he said, he was led to dig up a box of “golden plates” that had
inscriptions in an unusual form of hieroglyphics. In due course he “translated” the
inscriptions with miraculous tools, and finally published the work as the Book
of Mormon, a purported history of pre-Columbian America in which the first
Americans—today’s American Indians—were descended from ancient Hebrew peo-
ples. In 1830 Smith founded a new church that he said was a divinely inspired recre-
ation of early Christianity.

The Mormon faith grew rapidly. Soon the headquarters moved from New York
state to Kirtland, Ohio; the main body of Mormons then moved to several locations
in Missouri, where they encountered entrenched hostility from local residents, and



6 _[History and Controversies

then to Nauvoo, Illinois, on the Mississippi River. There they created a thriving city
run by Mormon church leaders, but in 1844 Smith was murdered and the church
splintered.

Mormon factions spread far and wide. One of them, under the leadership of
Smith’s own family, eventually established a church headquartered in Independence,
Missouri, just outside Kansas City. This tradition was formerly called the Reorgan-
ized Church of Jesus Christ of Latter Day Saints, and today is known as the Com-
munity of Christ. But the largest group of Mormons followed Brigham Young to
Utah, where they prospered spectacularly. They wrested a living from the inhospi-
table desert and laid the foundations for a worldwide NRM. A century and a half
later, the Mormons are no longer social outcasts, a status they suffered especially
because of their early practice of plural marriage, or polygamy, in which men could
have multiple wives. They also recently abandoned the denial of equal spiritual
opportunity to African Americans. Today they are pillars of American, and world,
society.

ONEIDA

Many other groups appeared in the wake of the religious fervor of the burned-over
district. In the early 1850s the Oneida Community initiated its remarkable three-
decades-long experiment in religious community outside Oneida, New York.
Oneida’s founder, John Humphrey Noyes, descendent of a prominent New England
political family, became a Perfectionist, maintaining that he had been freed, by the
grace of God, from the burden of sinfulness. His religious community first gathered
near Putney, Vermont, but in 1848 the members moved to Oneida. Life was difficult
for the first several years, but then the Oneidans began to make animal traps—the
best in the business, thanks to the inventiveness of a community member—and
eventually they branched out into silverware, which was an even more prosperous
business than traps.

Animals traps and silverware aside, however, the sensational core of Oneida’s life
was its practice of “complex marriage” in which every man was married to every
woman in the community of several hundred members. Noyes believed that a perfect
world would not countenance exclusive relationships, but rather that everyone would
love all others equally. The system worked remarkably well for more than three de-
cades, but outside critics and internal crises eventually made life difficult for the com-
munity, and in 1881 it closed, although the silverware business continues to bear the
Oneida name.'*

ANABAPTISTS, AGAIN

The last of the major Anabaptist groups arrived during the heyday of the Oneida
Community. The Hutterites (named for an early leader, Jacob Hutter) from their
founding in 1528 were distinctive for their commitment to communal living, with
all property held in common. Like the other Anabaptists, the Hutterites were long
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persecuted in Europe. In 1770 they moved to Russia with a promise from the Rus-
sian empress Catherine the Great that they could practice their religion freely, live
in communal settlements, educate their own children, and be exempt from military
service. A century later the Russian government withdrew those privileges, and the
Hutterites had to move again. This time they migrated to South Dakota, where
443 of them settled in three colonies (and a larger number gave up communal living
to settle on individual farms). They lived quietly, their numbers growing modestly,
until World War I, when anti-German and antipacifist persecution forced most of
them to flee to Canada. In the 1930s some were invited to return to the United
States. Since then the Hutterites have expanded robustly. They now have over 400
colonies, each with a population of around 100 persons farming several thousand
acres of land, in six states and four Canadian provinces. Like their spiritual siblings,
the Amish and Mennonites, they have prospered in the New World."?

SPIRITUALISM, THEOSOPHY, AND METAPHYSICAL MOVEMENTS

In the meantime another new spiritual direction was charted with the rise of Spi-
ritualism, a movement whose most distinctive belief was that living humans could
communicate with spiritual beings and especially with the dead. The origins of the
movement lay in the “spirit rappings” experienced by Kate and Margaret Fox in
1848 in their family home in Hydesville, New York—strange knocking noises that
were interpreted as messages from beings in another dimension. Although the “rap-
pings” of the Fox sisters were later discredited, Spiritualism attracted a widespread
American following, and it has been with us ever since, with its testimony that life
goes on after death and that communication with dimensions of life other than the
immediately visible ones is possible. The original Spiritualists were Christians, but
much of the movement today, now often called “channeling,” could be considered
a New Age spiritual movement not exclusively rooted in any traditional world
religion.'®

Around the time Spiritualism began to acquire a following, classical Asian reli-
gious texts became available in English translation to the general public. Hindu
and Buddhist scriptures soon found readers in certain circles of educated Americans,
most notably, perhaps, among the American Transcendentalists: Ralph Waldo Emer-
son, Margaret Fuller, Henry David Thoreau, and others. In the 1870s Spiritualism
and the new Asian religions came together in one of the most innovative of American
NRMs, Theosophy. Helena Petrovna Blavatsky was a Russian who was said to have
traveled to some of the world’s most exotic locales, learning from a wide array of spi-
ritual teachers, and in 1875 she and Henry Olcott founded the Theosophical Society
in New York City. Theosophy resembled Spiritualism in its reception of messages
from distant spiritual beings, which Theosophists called “Masters,” and Buddhism
and Hinduism greatly influenced its spiritual outlook. After Blavatsky’s death in
1891 the movement splintered; one branch built a beautiful communal enclave at
Point Loma near San Diego, another did the same in Hollywood and then Ojai, Cal-
ifornia, and still others developed loyal followings in locations around the world.



8 _History and Controversies

Theosophy remains one of the most unusual and creative of all of the American
NRMs and has influenced dozens of other NRMs.'”

Another innovative religious school of thought that developed in the era of Spiri-
tualism and Theosophy was New Thought. Its origins, many would say, lay in the
philosophy of Emanuel Swedenborg, the eighteenth century Swedish scientist and
metaphysician who taught a doctrine of correspondence that events in the material
world have correlations with events in the spiritual realm. As a religious movement,
New Thought developed with the work of Phineas P. Quimby, a spiritual healer in
Belfast, Maine, who believed that sickness was caused by wrong thinking and thus
could be counteracted mentally. Among Quimby’s patients was Mary Baker Eddy,
the founder of Christian Science, about whom more is written below. It was one of
Eddy’s students, Emma Curtis Hopkins, who became the leading shaper of New
Thought through her teaching of many students and her assignment of missionaries
to all parts of the United States. Many separate organizations embodied New
Thought principles over the ensuing century. The largest and most visible of them
is the Unity School of Christianity, founded in Kansas City by Myrtle and Charles
Fillmore, students of Hopkins, in 1886. Like other New Thought organizations,
Unity has no creeds or mandatory teachings; individual members are encouraged
to search for truth within their hearts. New Thought retains that breadth of outlook
in its many organizations today.18

Christian Science’s history and beliefs are somewhat similar to those of New
Thought, but has distinctive ideas of its own as well as a more rigid belief and organ-
izational structure than most New Thought churches do. Eddy was initially influ-
enced by Quimby, then developed her own NRM after she experienced what she
interpreted as a miraculous cure following her fall on ice in 1866. In the 1870s she
founded organizations that promulgated her ideas, and in 1892 she organized the
current Christian Science Church, then as now headquartered in Boston, Massachu-
setts. Christian Science denies the reality of the material world; all that truly exists is
mind. God is referred to as the Divine Mind. Christian Scientists are best known for
their healing practice that involves spiritual treatment and only in a few unusual cases
permits conventional medicine. The numbers of Christian Scientists are declining
today, but the influence of the church and of Eddy’s ideas is widespread. The many
prophets of boundless human potential, of positive thinking, and of a metaphysical
type of spiritual healing all owe a debt to Christian Science.'”

NATIVE AMERICAN NRMS

One other cluster of NRMs that emerged in the nineteenth century deserves men-
tion as well. When Euro-Americans subdued and “modernized” indigenous peoples,
suppression of traditional Native American religions was the order of the day. Many
churches worked hard to convert Native people to Christianity and were fairly suc-
cessful at that. But the suppression and marginalization of traditional American Indi-
an religions was accompanied by cultural disintegration and grinding poverty. Into
this situation came many Native American prophets who proclaimed NRMs for
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Native peoples. Often the prophets were attached to specific tribes and confedera-
tions, as was the case with Handsome Lake of the Iroquois and Kenekuk of the Kick-
apoo. Generally the prophets offered a message of encouragement—that better times
lay ahead—and urged self-help to improve the lot of Indian people.

Two new Native American religions, however, went far beyond tribal boundaries.
The Ghost Dance of 1890 was inspired by the visionary experiences of Wovoka, a
shaman among the Northern Paiute of Nevada. To dispirited Native people Wovoka
preached hope: if they would live more virtuously and perform a certain ceremonial
dance, a golden age would return to Native America and the Euro-American oppres-
sors would be vanquished. The message spread rapidly, nowhere more vigorously
than among the Sioux, some of whom adopted a particularly militant form of the
Ghost Dance. But it came to a tragic halt when U.S. Army troops massacred over
100 peaceful Ghost Dancers at Wounded Knee, South Dakota, in 1890.

Even then, however, another transtribal NRM had begun to spread among Native
Americans. The Native American Church, which combines Christianity with various
traditional tribal religions, is best known for its sacramental use of peyote, whose
active ingredient, mescaline, produces effects similar to those of LSD. Long practiced
in Mexico and a small part of the American Southwest, peyote religion spread rapidly
from the 1880s onward, after the influential Comanche chief Quanah Parker
claimed that he was healed by use of peyote medicine. Native American Church
members had repeated conflicts with state and federal authorities over their use of a
generally illegal substance in worship, but the religion spread to all areas of the
United States where Native Americans lived and is a major unifying force among
Indian people today.”

ASIAN TEACHERS ARRIVE

Non-Asian Americans had limited exposure to Asian religions in the mid-nine-
teenth century, but at the end of that century these religions became more visible.
The key event in the spread of Hindu and Buddhist ideas was the World Parliament
of Religions, held in Chicago in 1893. Among the delegates to the gathering was a
young swami named Vivekananda. To put it simply, he stole the show, proclaiming
a warm, tolerant, all-embracing version of Hinduism. He was the first Asian spiritual
teacher to attract a substantial following among non-Asian Americans, and his
Vedanta Societies survive to this day. Other Asian masters made American converts
as well. Vivekananda returned to India and died young, but other swamis took his
place. In 1927 Swami Paramananda began broadcasting his message to the public
on radio, and in the late 1930s Swami Prabhavananda attracted the prominent Brit-
ish writers Aldous Huxley, Christopher Isherwood, and Gerald Heard to his Holly-
wood Vedanta Center. Their presence and writings attracted yet more Americans to
the expansive Vedanta teachings.”’ Another swami who arrived under separate aus-
pices in 1920, Paramahansa Yogananda, developed an even larger following than
the Vedantists, especially because of the impact of his best-selling Auzobiography of
a Yogi.”?
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Buddhism was not far behind Hinduism in finding an American constituency.
The first American Buddhists were Japanese and Chinese people who arrived on
the West Coast in the 1840s, but they did not attempt to spread their traditions
beyond their own ethnic groups. When several Buddhist monks attended the Chi-
cago World Parliament in 1893, however, Buddhism’s fortunes in the United States
changed. Although these monks did not make the spectacular impact that their
Hindu counterpart Vivekananda did, they set the stage for a great flowering of Bud-
dhism some decades later. Japanese Buddhist teachers founded the first American
Zen centers in the 1920s, and the contact between Americans and Japanese fostered
by the American occupation of Japan after World War II spread Japanese Buddhism,
and Zen in particular, to more Americans. The new Zen presence in the United
States attracted the interest of several Beat writers. The poems and novels of Allen
Ginsberg, Jack Kerouac, Gary Snyder, and others made Buddhism very attractive
to counterculturalists. Thus, both Hinduism and Buddhism created foundations that
would mushroom in the last third of the twentieth century.*

ISLAM COMES TO THE UNITED STATES

Islam first came to the United States with African slaves whose religious expression
was suppressed by most slave owners, and it did not reappear on the American scene
until the late nineteenth century. Muslims, especially after September 11, 2001,
coped with terrible cultural conflicts and image problems. Nevertheless, their num-
bers grew steadily, and they may soon eclipse Judaism to become the second largest
American religion, after Christianity. The first Muslim immigrants arrived in the late
nineteenth century. In the early twentieth century they established mosques in scat-
tered and often isolated locations such as Ross, North Dakota, Cedar Rapids, Iowa,
and Toledo, Ohio. More immigrants came later, and gradually Islam became visible
in many American cities. As with Hinduism and Buddhism, Islam’s largest growth
came in the latter decades of the twentieth century and involved converts, especially
many African Americans, as well as immigrants and their descendents.*

One offshoot of Islam made important inroads in the United States beginning
about the same time that its parent tradition arrived. The Baha’i Faith had its origins
in Persia (now Iran), where a man who took the honorific name Baha’u’llah declared
himself a prophet in the mid-nineteenth century. The first Baha’i believers arrived in
the United States in 1894, and they and their successors were successful in spreading
their faith. The simplicity of two central Baha’i teachings—first, that the human race
is one and all people are equal, and second, that all of the major religions are true and
divinely founded—enjoyed popular appeal in the United States, and American
Baha’i membership now exceeds 100,000, with local congregations throughout the
country.”’

THE TWENTIETH CENTURY

NRMs became more and more visible as the twentieth century progressed. The
most spectacularly successful religious innovation of all, and arguably America’s
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greatest contribution to the world’s religious fabric, was Pentecostalism, which rose
meteorically over the century. Pentecostalism’s beginning was humble. It started in
a Bible school led by a young Holiness pastor named Charles Parham in Topeka,
Kansas. Parham, who earlier was involved in faith healing, became convinced that
persons who believed they were saved should bear outward manifestations of that
transformation. He and his students concluded that the outward sign would be
glossolalia, or speaking in tongues, a phenomenon recorded in the biblical Book of
Acts but largely absent from Christianity after the first century. They prayed for such
a spiritual gift on New Year’s Eve, 1900, and on the first day of 1901 one of Parham’s
students, Agnes Ozman, became the first tongue speaker of modern Pentecostalism.
The movement remained isolated and unknown, however, until a later Parham stu-
dent named William Seymour took the new concept to Los Angeles and presided
over the Azusa Street Revival in 1906, whence this dynamic NRM quickly spread
worldwide.

For decades Pentecostal believers were scorned by members of more staid
churches. They attracted the criticism of other Christians because of their emotional
and incomprehensible talking, the physical exercises that often accompanied glosso-
lalia (and that gave rise to the derisive term “holy rollers”), and the faith healing that
seemed to reject medical science—not to mention early Pentecostalism’s interracial
meetings and women leaders. In the late 1950s, however, a new wave of Pentecostal-
ism, now usually called the Charismatic movement, began to appear in non-
Pentecostal churches. Soon Episcopal, Baptist, and Catholic Charismatics were
gathering in huge numbers, and new churches—independent local “megachurches,”
in many cases—added to the surge as well. Today the Pentecostal/Charismatic wing
of Christianity is so large and influential that it has moved beyond the status of a
NRM and exerts an enormous cultural influence throughout the world. A century
ago, however, observers would not have predicted such a dynamic future for a move-

ment whose first adherents were bitterly reviled by everyone in the “good”
churches.?®

AFRICAN-AMERICAN MOVEMENTS

It was not only in Pentecostalism that African Americans became active in NRMs
in the early twentieth century. Just as NRMs—often practiced in secret—developed
among the slaves, they arose among the now-freed slaves and their descendents and
were especially vigorous among the African Americans, who in increasing numbers
migrated to northern cities.”” Some of the black NRMs were Christian variations;
some rejected Christianity altogether as a slave religion that had been forced upon
an imprisoned people.

One non-Christian religion that found a following among postslavery African
Americans was Judaism, whose central ethical theme is freedom. The first black Jews
appeared in the 1890s; one of the earliest prophets of the movement was William
Saunders Crowdy, who developed a following in Kansas and then in eastern cities.
Crowdy taught that African Americans were descendents of the lost tribes of Israel.
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He developed a novel religion that observed the Jewish Sabbath and holidays. Later
several other prophets enunciated their own variations on that theme.”®

But black Judaism was largely eclipsed by black Islam. In 1913 Timothy Drew,
who took the name Noble Drew Ali, founded the Moorish Science Temple in
Newark, New Jersey. He published his own Holy Koran and claimed that black
Americans were not Africans but Asiatics, descendents of the Moors of north Africa.
Other Islamic movements followed, most notably the Nation of Islam, founded by
the mysterious W.D. Fard in Detroit in 1930. Fard vanished in 1934, but his lieu-
tenant, Elijah Poole, who took the name Elijah Muhammad, built a powerful move-
ment called the Nation of Islam. They taught that a disciplined black population
would soon overthrow its white oppressors and return to its rightful position of lead-
ership. Today the separatist Nation of Islam still has an African-American following,
although even more black Americans converted to conventional Islam and joined
local mosques.*”

Beyond the Jews and Muslims, even more distinctive African-American religions
appeared on the scene as well. One of the most innovative religious founders was
Father Divine, born George Baker, who attracted thousands of members to his Peace
Mission Movement, which peaked in the 1930s. Peace Mission members believed
Father Divine to be God, and they devoted their entire lives to the cause, moving
into celibate communal “heavens” and working in Peace Mission businesses. Eventu-
ally the movement declined, especially after Father Divine’s death in 1965, but his
widow, known as Mother Divine, continues to lead the faithful.”®

NEW VERSIONS OF JUDAISM

African Americans were not alone in creating innovations in Judaism. Jews from
more traditional Jewish backgrounds brought new practices and outlooks to their
ancient traditions, and the new movements prospered in the twentieth century.
The most notable among them is Hasidism, which arose in eastern Europe in the
eighteenth century. Local Hasidic groups developed around the authority of charis-
matic leaders called rebbes in rural communities isolated from urban areas. Most
Hasidim remained in their homelands until the rise of Hitler before World War II
forced them to flee to the United States. Here they tried to retain their village close-
ness in urban settings, most notably in Brooklyn, New York. Hasidism tends to be
insular: members wear clothing that makes them immediately identifiable, they edu-
cate their children in their own schools, and they strictly observe many religious
practices, such as observing a kosher or traditional diet. The names of the various
Hasidic groups—Lubavitcher, Satmar, Bratzlaver—reflect their places of origin,
and their inwardly focused communities have thrived in their new homes. Other
Jewish NRMs emerged as well, but none have the distinctive visibility of Hasidism. >’

THE 1960S AND AFTER

As strong as NRMs were in American history, nothing earlier compared in sheer
quantity and visibility with the NRMs that arose during the 1960s and after. There
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are several reasons for that religious profusion. One was a change in immigration
laws in 1965 that made Asian immigration easier; among those Asians came many
spiritual teachers who spread new Hindu, Buddhist, Sikh, and other ideas and prac-
tices to spiritually hungry Americans. Another reason for the profusion of NRMs in
the 1960s was the exodus of Caribbean peoples to the United States, some of them
fleeing from Fidel Castro’s Communist regime in Cuba and others fleeing desperate
poverty in Haiti and other countries. These Caribbean peoples brought distinctive
religions with them. But the largest factor in the surge was simply the great cultural
upheaval that took place in American society in the 1960s and early 1970s. Suddenly
traditional values of all kinds were questioned as never before, and a mood of exper-
imentation swept through the land, especially among young people. New and exper-
imental interest in drugs, sex, and political protest was paralleled by an openness to
NRMs, many of which were newly available for exploration.

The NRMs from Asia tended to be the most visible of the 1960s-era spiritual
movements. Indian teachers were prominent: Swami A.C. Bhaktivedanta, for
example, arrived from India in 1965 to spread a kind of Hinduism popularly called
Krishna Consciousness, or Hare Krishna, and soon his followers or devotees were
singing, dancing, and begging in public in their saffron robes. Their numbers were
never great, but they built temples and communal farms across the United States
and eventually raised families and assumed their place in the American religious
mosaic.”> Swami Satchidananda arrived in 1965 and by 1969 was prominent enough
to appear on stage at the Woodstock Festival, the landmark rock concert that epito-
mized the counterculture. His following grew throughout the 1970s. At the end of
that decade he established a permanent spiritual community called Yogaville in Vir-
ginia. The Maharishi Mahesh Yogi began touring the world to promote what came
to be known as Transcendental Meditation in 1958. By the late 1960s he had an
extensive organization overseeing the spiritual lives of thousands of American medi-
tators. Similar stories were repeated by hundreds of other Indians who found willing
disciples in the United States.”

Buddhism expanded in similar fashion. The Zen centers in place before 1960 saw
their memberships expand greatly, and new teachers from Japan and Korea estab-
lished many new ones. Other forms of Buddhism, from several traditionally Bud-
dhist countries, arrived as well. In 1960 Daisaku Ikeda visited the United States to
start his Soka Gakkai movement, already thriving in Japan. Eventually tens of thou-
sands of adherents were doing the vigorous chanting and social outreach that charac-
terized Soka Gakkai practice. Meanwhile, the Chinese invasion of Tibet in 1950 set
in motion events that caused many Tibetan Buddhist teachers to flee to India and
elsewhere. Some of them eventually reached the United States. The largest and most
visible Tibetan Buddhist organization in the United States today is Vajradhatu,
founded by disciples of the lama (or Tibetan teacher) Chogyam Trungpa in 1969
and now anchored by Naropa University in Boulder, Colorado, the largest center
of Buddhist education in the United States.**

The new Asian presence was not confined to Hinduism and Buddhism. Sikh
teachers came as well, as did gurus from the Sikh offshoot tradition known as Sant
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Mat. One of the latter was the Guru Maharaj Ji, who, although a mere 13 years old
when he first came to the United States in 1971, was proclaimed a Perfect Master and
in the next few years built one of the largest American followings of any Asian teacher
in his Divine Light Mission. Sun Myung Moon, a Korean leader who created an
innovative version of Christianity mixed with Asian traditions, sent the first mission-
aries of his Unification Church to the United States in 1959. Teachers of Sufism, the
mystical offshoot of Islam, set up several American orders. Subud, from Indonesia,
developed a small but lasting presence. Hundreds of groups and movements large
and small soon made their homes in the United States.””

AFRO-CARIBBEAN RELIGIONS

Caribbean refugees brought NRMs with them when they made their way to the
United States in the 1960s and later. The Africans who were taken to the Caribbean
as slaves had in many cases taken their traditional religions with them, and over time
those religions, mixed with Roman Catholicism, became traditions like Santeria and
Vodou (or Voodoo). Those similar (but by no means identical) religions center on
the interaction of human beings with spiritual entities through rituals and sacrifices.
These entities, known as loa (in Vodou) and orishas (in Santeria), are invoked during
long and intricate ceremonies, and their essence can inhabit the very being of the
believer, at least temporarily. These religions remain largely based in the Caribbean
populations that brought them to the United States, but their visibility, in shops,
for example, that sell essential materials for Vodou and Santeria rituals, and in public
controversies in which local governments attempted to suppress their ceremonies
(especially those involving animal sacrifice in Santeria’s case), gave them a place of
some prominence in the complex matrix of American religions.%

Another Afro-Caribbean religion, quite unrelated to Vodou and Santeria, is Rasta-
fari, or Rastafarianism, which emerged in the 1930s and 1940s in Jamaica. The
origins of Rastafari are complex, but the central theme of the movement is “Ethio-
pianism,” or repatriation to Africa, which is related to a belief in the divinity of Haile
Selassie, the late Emperor of Ethiopia. The most visible (or audible) representation of
Rastafari is reggae music, popularized worldwide by Bob Marley and others; the
most famous precept of the faith, probably, is the sacramental use of Ganja, or mar-
ihuana. The movement spread worldwide, and its most visible emblem, dreadlocks

(long, matted hair), can be seen just about anywhere.””

NATURE RELIGIONS

In the early 1970s feminism and environmentalism achieved public prominence,
and a cluster of NRMs arose in their wake. Generally those religions were known
as paganism, although their beliefs and practices were so diverse as to defy easy cate-
gorization. The early pagans claimed to be resurrecting ancient pre-Christian reli-
gions of Europe, especially northern Europe, reinstituting the spirituality of natural
forces and feminine power that had been ruthlessly eradicated by Christian
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missionaries over the centuries. Those claims were difficult to substantiate, and over
time they tended to drop away, but the main pagan themes persevered: these reli-
gions were rooted in the earth rather than in the sky (the principal western religions
see God and heaven as “up there” somewhere), and they had a strong feminine com-
ponent, with female deities and female leadership at all levels.

The largest and earliest strain of modern pagan religions was Wicca, or witchcraft.
It was founded in the 1920s by Gerald Gardner, a British civil servant who claimed
that he was initiated into this supposedly ancient religion by a woman called Old
Dorothy. Some of Gardner’s students brought his ideas to the Americas. In the early
1960s Tim Zell (now Oberon Zell) founded the Church of All Worlds, the first
pagan organization in the United States. Paganism grew slowly at first, but in the
1970s it proliferated, giving rise to many organizations as well as rituals and beliefs.
Religions other than Wicca contributed breadth to the pagan world—Asatru (a type
of paganism drawing on Norse themes) and Egyptian paganism (enacting rituals
thought to date back to the time of the Pharaohs), for example.

Pagans often worship outdoors, and their ritual calendar follows the seasons,
observing solstices, equinoxes, and times midway between those celestial events.
Some adherents worship entirely or partially in the nude to achieve close contact
with the forces of nature. Rituals tend to be festive, and pagans are perhaps the most
tolerant religionists in the United States, welcoming persons of all sexual orienta-
tions, occupations, and political persuasions. They tend to keep low profiles because
their practices are often condemned as Satanic or at least heretical. But pagans deny
any Satanic connections; indeed, they say they are less Satanic than Jews or Christians
because they do not even recognize the existence of an evil entity standing in contrast
to a good God. Nevertheless, the pagan religions are definitely not Christian,
and thus their practitioners are criticized regularly, especially by conservative
Protestants.”®

Satanists do exist, but their numbers are quite slim. The San Francisco-based
Church of Satan, headed by the late Anton LaVey, was the best known of the modern
organized Satanist groups, but its hedonistic creed and flamboyant rituals seemed to
embody more showmanship than invocation of evil.>” In the 1980s a wave of panic
over alleged Satanic atrocities swept over the United States, its perpetrators (some of
whom claimed to be former Satanists themselves) alleging that huge numbers of
human sacrifices were being conducted by vast rings of evil Satanic practitioners.
Those claims, however, eventually collapsed as it became evident that there was no
actual evidence that such crimes had ever taken place and that many of the claims
had been based on psychologically dubious “recovered memories.”*® The unjust vil-
ification of pagans often lingered, however.

SCIENTOLOGY

One religious movement that defies easy categorization is Scientology, which fea-
tures a psychological self-help program. The central concepts of Scientology were
created in the early 1950s by L. Ron Hubbard, a science fiction writer. Hubbard
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believed in reincarnation and argued that many of our psychological problems had
their origins in our past lives; other problems came from early childhood. He devel-
oped a device called an e-meter, a sort of lie detector, that supposedly could help a
person identify psychological problems and work through them. The goal, originally,
was to become “clear,” or a fully actualized human being who had conquered his or
her psychological impediments, although later levels of attainment beyond clear were
added to the system. Scientology is known for its celebrity adherents—]John Travolta,
Kirstie Alley, and Tom Cruise, to name only three—and for its conflicts with govern-
mental authorities the world over. It has many powerful supporters, as well as many
vehement detractors. But without question, Scientology is prominent among the
newest of American NRMs.*!

RETURNING TO BEDROCK: CONSERVATIVE NRMS

Some movements that seem “new” within the contemporary American religious
matrix actually seek to embody very old ways—to reject modern innovations in favor
of what is perceived to be the authentic, time-tested truth. Sometimes the old is
embodied in new clothing; sometimes it simply seeks to return to what once was,
with old cultural forms as unchanged as possible.

One cluster of NRMs seeking to return to earlier ways is broadly known as Cath-
olic Traditionalism. The Catholic Church, the world’s largest nongovernmental
human organization, has slowly but surely adapted to changing social and cultural
trends throughout its history. From 1962 through 1965, the Second Vatican Council
met in Rome and adopted a series of new, more modern, policies and ritual practices.
Perhaps the most visible and controversial of these revisions was the changing of the
language of the mass, the central Catholic ritual, and the translation of that language
into vernacular languages spoken around the world. Although most Catholics
embraced this and other Vatican II changes readily, some were horrified at the
church’s seeming departure from eternal truth. The most aggrieved formed a series
of organizations, some within the church and some not, to preserve the old ways,
including the historic Latin mass (known as the Tridentine mass, after its promulga-
tion in the wake of the Council of Trent in 1570).

Some of the conservative Catholic organizations, such as the influential Opus Dei
movement, remain solidly within the church. Others, however, withdrew entirely,
convinced that the Roman church was hopelessly misguided. The most extreme tra-
ditionalists are known as “sedevacantists” (meaning “empty seat”), who argue that the
church is so far adrift that the whole institution is a false church, and that there is no
true Pope sitting on the throne of St. Peter in Rome today (hence the “empty seat”).
A few such groups have actually elected their own popes. Although the various tradi-
tionalist groups are neither large nor highly visible, they seem destined to provide a
conservative Catholic voice for years to come.

Protestantism similarly had many movements during its history that returned to a
perceived pristine purity of old. One good example is the Holiness movement, which
arose late in the nineteenth century among Methodists who believed that their
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church had experienced unacceptable liberalization and who saw themselves as
returning to the original teachings of Methodism’s founder, John Wesley, especially
in demanding that members avoid sinful behaviors. Such denominations as the Free
Methodists, the Church of the Nazarene, and the various groups with “Holiness” in
their names (Pentecostal Holiness, Fire-Baptized Holiness) represent the enduring
legacy of the Holiness critique.*

A more recent movement dressed traditional ways of thinking in modern garb.
The Jesus Movement arose in the late 1960s among young people who dabbled in
hippie life but eventually found it spiritually empty and turned to evangelical Protes-
tantism for meaning. These “street Christians” thus combined conservative Protes-
tant beliefs with such countercultural symbols as long hair, exuberant clothing, rock
music, and communal living. Many conservative Protestant churches did not wel-
come the rather disheveled newcomers, but others did. Gradually the Jesus Move-
ment blended into the growing world of evangelical Protestantism.**

A very different return to tradition took place among the Mormons in the twenti-
eth century. One of the distinctive Mormon practices of the nineteenth century was
polygamy. The federal government conducted a powerful campaign against polyga-
my in the 1880s, and the Mormon church capitulated, renouncing its unconvention-
al marital practices in 1890. Many Mormons, however, continued to believe that
polygamy was commanded by God and must be maintained. Dozens of alternative
polygamy-practicing Mormon churches thus came into existence. The largest of
them, the Fundamentalist Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints, was head-
quartered in Colorado City, Arizona, on the Utah-Arizona border. It recently had
over 5,000 resident members there, and more elsewhere, and has attracted consider-
able controversy by building a new community, complete with a Mormon temple,
near El Dorado, Texas. When religious denominations abandon sacred traditions,
some believers will inevitably try to reclaim them.®

NRMS AND THEIR CRITICS

NRMs have always been controversial. Christianity itself was severely persecuted
during its first three centuries of existence. The early Anabaptists were fiercely
opposed, many of them executed, for their beliefs. Roger Williams and Anne Hutch-
inson were expelled from early Massachusetts for their departures from orthodoxy.
Early Quakers were executed for their “errors.” The Shakers were ridiculed and per-
secuted from their earliest days; ex-members like Mary Dyer, and other critics like
Nathaniel Hawthorne, published bitter attacks against these unconventional Chris-
tians now remembered primarily for their furniture.

No NRM was more bitterly attacked than Mormonism. The Mormon founding
story, of golden plates and wildly fanciful early American history, evoked a chorus
of disdain, and once rumors that Mormons were sexual deviants (polygamy started
early in the movement’s history) began to circulate, the agitation against Mormonism
became virulent, and many members, including the founder, were murdered.
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In wartime, members of pacifist religious bodies were jailed, even killed. Jehovah’s
Witnesses ended up in court repeatedly for such offenses as refusing to salute the
American flag, something that they considered an idol in competition with their
undivided devotion to Jehovah or God.

And so it has been throughout history: those who are different are often con-
demned. In recent times calumny was heaped on NRMs—on Unification Church
members, Hare Krishna devotees, and hundreds of others. They were condemned
for “brainwashing” their converts, although objective evidence for such practices is
slim. They were accused of greedily wanting their members’ money, even though
most religions seck substantial contributions from their adherents.

Persecution does eradicate some groups, but many more fall by the wayside for the
same reasons that most human organizations come and go, and some survive to
evolve into respectable membership in the larger religious community. The bottom
line, though, is that NRMs are as durable as religion itself. They have found millions
of adherents throughout American history and have been vibrant examples of the
diversity that has long characterized American religion.
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Leadership in New Religious Movements

Eugene V. Gallagher

In many ways, leadership in New Religious Movements (NRMys) is little different
than it is in more established religions or even in other social contexts. It is claimed,
exercised, contested, and transformed through very similar processes. Anticult and
countercult activists, however, persistently focused on what they perceived as a virtu-
ally universal reliance on dangerous forms of charismatic leadership in “cults.”
Margaret Singer, for example, asserted that “a cult is a mirror of what is inside the
cult leader” and described “cult leaders” as “master manipulators.” ' But that overly
narrow focus obscured both the diversity of forms of leadership in NRMs and their
similarities to leadership in other social groups. Although there are examples of
new religions in which authority and power were concentrated in a single leader, at
least for a time, there are many other instances of differing and more complex forms
of leadership. This essay provides a fuller survey of the kinds of leadership that
appear in NRMs and the processes by which aspiring leaders established and
defended their claims to power and authority, maintained their positions of influ-
ence, and guided the lives of their followers. It also examines the conflicts that arise
between competing contenders for leadership and the transformations that occur
during an individual leader’s career or a group’s history. Finally, it will return to the
issue of evaluating the leadership of NRMs, particularly since that theme has been
so prominent in the polemical literature written about new religions and their
leaders.

One of the distinctive features of specifically religious leadership is its appeal to
supernatural or extraordinary forces as the basis for that leadership. Religious leaders
draw on diverse resources to support their claims. Those sources can include direct
personal interaction with what leaders identify and followers acknowledge as sacred.
They may also include the authorship, reception, or interpretation of authoritative
collections of stories and other traditions in either written or oral form, the ability
to devise and perform specific ritual actions, the establishment and interpretation
of religious law, and the communication of moral or intellectual insight. All claims
to religious leadership are evaluated, either implicitly or explicitly, by the audiences
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to whom they are directed. These audiences include the followers or believers within
a particular religious tradition or group, people who are personally sympathetic to
that tradition or group but not formally aligned with it, and observers of that tradi-
tion or group like journalists, scholars, or members and leaders of other religious
groups. Religious leaders achieve and maintain their positions of influence only
through sustained interactions with specific audiences. Consequently, religious lead-
ership is not immune to critique and competition. Individuals and groups, often
themselves acting on religious convictions, can challenge religious leadership,
attempt to diminish the status of individual leaders, limit their effectiveness, and
even provoke or accomplish their overthrow. Insurgent leaders who compete for pri-
macy within a group may claim greater intimacy with the divine, the correct inter-
pretation of sacred tradition, greater ritual power, more accurate legal interpretation,
or superior moral vision. Even when it appears to be entirely stable and thoroughly
entrenched, religious leadership always exists within an emotional and spiritual envi-
ronment where claims and counterclaims are repeatedly ratified or undermined by
audiences who are often well versed in the specific issues of contention because of
their personal experiences, familiarity with tradition, or intellectual and moral acuity.
Religious leadership, then, is always embedded in an array of social processes that can
sustain, augment, or decrease its power. Those processes can be particularly evident
in NRM:s because of their initial small scale and urgent need to establish themselves
as credible alternatives to the religious status quo. Like other leaders, the leaders of
new religious movements are made, remade, and unmade in their interactions with
those whom they would recruit and retain as followers, as the following examples will
show.

CLAIMING RELIGIOUS LEADERSHIP

Probably the most dramatic and striking claim to religious leadership is one that is
presented as being thrust suddenly upon an unsuspecting individual in a dramatic
encounter with the sacred. The experience of Joseph Smith (1805-1844) is a case
in point. Beginning in 1820 Smith, then a young teenaged boy, had a series of vision-
ary encounters with God, Jesus Christ, and angels that convinced him of his religious
mission. His visions eventually led him to unearth the gold plates from which he
translated the Book of Mormon and to establish the Church of Jesus Christ of Lat-
ter-day Saints. A statement from the angel Moroni in 1823 neatly sums up the
impact of Smith’s experiences; Moroni simply informed Smith that “God had a work
for [him] to do.”? Smith believed that his visions were proof that none of the Protes-
tant denominations then competing with one another locally merited his affiliation
and that he himself should restore the primitive Christian community described in
the Book of Acts in the New Testament. Smith first revealed his new religious mes-
sage to the members of his immediate family, who supplied him with his first con-
verts. Joseph’s father, for example, confirmed the young man’s impression that he
had received a divine commission and urged him to follow the angel Moroni’s
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instructions.” Soon, a few others became impressed with the new scripture that
Smith revealed to the world, and they became converts as well. The testimonies of
the early witnesses to Smith’s experience of revelation are included at the beginning
of editions of the Book of Mormon today as the “testimony of three witnesses” and
“the testimony of eight witnesses,” which assert that the witnesses “have seen the
plates which contain this record” and that “they have been translated by the gift
and power of God.” The support of those early converts was crucial to the survival
and then the prospering of the religious movement started by Smith in upper New
York State.

In his classic and still influential analysis, the sociologist Max Weber included
claims like Smith’s under the heading of charismatic authority. He distinguished it
from both bureaucratic or legal authority and traditional authority. Bureaucratic
authority rests “on a belief in the ‘legality’ of patterns of normative rules and the right
of those elevated to authority under such rules to issue commands.” Traditional
authority depends “on an established belief in the sanctity of immemorial traditions
and the legitimacy of the status of those exercising authority under them.”” In con-
trast to these two forms of authority, Weber described charismatic authority or
charisma as based “on devotion to the specific and exceptional sanctity, heroism or
exemplary character of an individual person, and of the normative patterns or order
ordained by him.”® Despite frequent misreadings of his work, Weber clearly viewed
charisma not as a static quality of an individual’s personality but as a product of the
social interaction between would-be leaders and their potential followers. Weber
stressed that “it is recognition on the part of those subject to authority which is deci-
sive for the validity of charisma.””

Another example of charismatic authority is the founder of the UFO group called
the Raelians. As with Joseph Smith, an individual was jolted from his daily life by an
unanticipated encounter with the sacred. In December 1973 a race car driver and
journalist was walking near an extinct volcano outside of Clermont-Ferrand, France.
Claude Vorilhon (b. 1946) recalls that “suddenly in the fog, I saw a red light flashing;
then a sort of helicopter was descending towards me.”® He soon learned that this was
not a helicopter, but a flying saucer. During the next six days of intensive instruc-
tions, Vorilhon learned that the craft was piloted by alien beings who were the true
creators of life on earth. In a close parallel to Smith’s experience, Vorilhon was given
both a religious mission and a book to demonstrate his credibility. An alien, identi-
fied as one of the Elohim mentioned in the biblical book of Genesis, told him that
“you will tell human beings the truth about what they are and what we are.... You
will write down everything I will tell you and you will publish the writings in book
form.”® Armed with the authority conferred upon him by the extraterrestrials, as well
as a new book that provided unprecedented insight into familiar scriptures, and a
new name, “Raél” began to pursue his mission. Unlike Smith’s, Raéls initial converts
did not come from his immediate family, but they did recognize in his pronounce-
ments an authentic religious message that claimed their allegiance. One person sim-
ply said that after hearing Raél speak, “I recognized ‘Jesus speaking in his own
era.””'" Expressing the tight fit between his own observations and what he heard
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from Raél, another convert asserted that “I find everywhere around me confirmation
of the messages.” "'

Although many people, especially those who are deeply suspicious of charismatic
leadership, associate experiences like those of Smith and Ragl with the leaders of vir-
tually all NRMs, there are, in fact, many other ways that leadership is claimed. The
career of A.C. Bhaktivedanta Swami Prabhupada, the founder of the International
Society for Krishna Consciousness (ISKCON), provides a good example of the tradi-
tional legitimation of leadership. Although Prabhupada, who was then 26, was urged
to dedicate himself to spreading the knowledge of Krishna beyond India when he
met the guru Bhaktivedanta Sarasvati, he delayed the beginning of his missionary
activity for a career in business until he was 69.'> Only in 1965 did Prabhupada
begin to spread the message of Krishna Consciousness in the United States. Prabhu-
pada always insisted that he was bringing traditional knowledge about Krishna to the
West; he portrayed himself as part of a “disciplic succession” that went back not only
to his own guru but eventually to the god Krishna himself.'”> Prabhupada offered to
accomplish for others what his own guru had done for him, and what his predeces-
sors in the succession had previously done: awaken the consciousness of Krishna.
The title of Prabhupada’s most well-known book, Bhagavad-Gita As It Is, nicely
captures his insistence that he was simply representing traditional wisdom and not
proposing innovative interpretations of it.

Prabhupada offered a religious message that was both disarmingly simple and
involved deep dedication to religious practice. He said that the awakening of reli-
gious consciousness was achieved by the disciplined chanting of a simple mantra,
“Hare Krishna, Hare Krishna, Krishna, Krishna, Hare, Hare / Hare Rama, Hare
Rama, Rama, Rama, Hare, Hare.” But Prabhupada also insisted that full conscious-
ness of Krishna developed only within the context of the guru-disciple relationship:
“one who is serious about understanding spiritual life requires a guru.”'# Disciples
reinforced Prabhupada’s claim to authority when they gave testimonies to his guid-
ance in chanting like “when you chant Hare Krishna you become purified. Your
awareness is acutely intensified. Your awareness of everything: your spiritual aware-
ness, your physical awareness, your awareness of everything around you.” '’

Although Weber’s ideal type of bureaucratic authority rarely if ever appears at the
beginnings of new religions, it often comes into play as a new movement strives to
make the transition from its founder(s) to a second generation. Fragmentation of
the group is an ever-present possibility, especially if no concrete plans for succession
are made, and the very survival of the group may be at issue. Founding leaders may
delay concrete plans for succession for many reasons, including a desire to hold on
to their power, an unwillingness to accept their own mortality, genuine indecisiveness
about who is fit to succeed them, or even the millennial hope that the world will be
transformed in their own lifetimes, thus eliminating the need for a successor. When
specific plans are not made, competing approaches to succession can easily develop.
Noting that “the single most divisive issue that [the] Latter Day Saint church has ever
dealt with was the untimely death of its founder,” Steven L. Shields observed that in
the ten years before his death Joseph Smith “provided for at least eight different
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methods of succession in the leadership of the church.”'® It should not be surprising,
then, that not all of the first generation of Mormons followed Brigham Young on the
Great Trek to the Salt Lake Basin in Utah, following Smith’s death in Illinois. Those
who eventually accepted the prophet’s son, Joseph Smith III, as their leader and thus
implicitly endorsed the notion of the traditional legitimation of authority formed the
Reorganized Church of the Latter Day Saints, now called the Community of Christ
and headquartered in Independence, Missouri. Other splinter groups led by promi-
nent Mormons also formed in the years after the prophet’s murder in 1844.

Sometimes, however, founders provide for their succession. Mary Baker Eddy
(1821-1910), for example, planned for the continuance of the Christian Science
Church by composing The Manual of the Mother Church and by asserting that mem-
bers should “never abandon the By-laws nor the denominational government of The
Mother Church.”'” Explicitly equating the authority of the Manual with her own
authority and both with that of Scripture, Eddy assured the members of her Church
that “if I am not personally with you, the Word of God, and my instructions in the
By-Laws have led you hitherto and will remain to guide you safely on.”'® But even
Eddy’s concerted efforts to turn her personal charisma into a structure that would
continue after her death were not able to prevent defections from her church to var-
ious New Thought movements that were organized during her lifetime as well as the
formation of a dissident Christian Science movement by Annie Bill, who presented
herself as the leader of the true Mother Church.'? As the histories of the Mormons
and Christian Scientists suggest, the transition from the first generation of a new reli-
gion to the second is rarely smooth. It typically involves some uncertainty about both
the transfer of authority and the potentially new forms that the legitimation of
authority will take. It is not uncommon for contending claimants to authority to
appeal to different sources of legitimation. The period after the death of a founder
often witnesses an intense burst of creativity that closely matches the ferment of the
establishment of a group, as members strive to adapt their fundamental convictions
to a new situation and remake the structures within which they live their religious
lives.

The creativity of new religions is also evident in the fabrication of forms of
leadership that do not fit neatly, or at all, into the classic categories devised by Weber.
Perhaps the most noteworthy example comes from contemporary neo-Paganism,
which one observer has described as a highly diverse movement that is both “non-
authoritarian and non-dogmatic.” 2% In such a situation, precisely what counts as
leadership becomes a tricky matter. Although Zsuzsanna Budapest is probably “the
closest thing that feminist spirituality has to a founder,”*" and she herself claims to
be part of a traditional lineage of practitioners of the “Old Religion,” she insists that
her form of Paganism “is not a one-book religion like Christianity, and not a one-
mantra religion like the Krishna cult, but a body of knowledge which revels in
variety, creativity and joy.” > She does not shy away from exercising leadership,
acknowledging that “my ministry is my gift and my divine act; it is where [ am God-
dess,”*? yet she leads much more by example and suggestion than by command.
Based on her own experience within contemporary Paganism and her observation
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of others in “the Craft,” Starhawk, another important figure in neo-Paganism, devel-
oped an alternative description of power and authority. Starhawk identifies “power-
over” as the type of authority that strives to command and compel. She contrasts it
to “power-with,” or “the power of a strong individual in a group of equals, the power
not to command, but to suggest and be listened to, to begin something and see it
happen.”** That distinctive form of diffused and democratic leadership, Starhawk
argues, comes from “power-from-within,” which itself results from “our sense of
connection, our bonding with other human beings, and with the environment.”*®
Starhawk’s observations show that contemporary Pagan leadership, is “non-dogmatic
and non-authoritarian,” and that she has also developed a theory about the nature of
leadership itself.

EXERCISING AND MAINTAINING RELIGIOUS LEADERSHIP

Individuals in NRMs thus appeal to a wide range of sources to support their lead-
ership claims. Those claims can range from descriptions of direct interaction with
extraordinary or supernatural beings, through appeals to an unbroken train of tradi-
tion that eventually leads back to the gods themselves, to the diffused power of a
group of strong individuals. But claiming leadership is one thing; exercising it and
maintaining it are definitely others.

David Koresh (1959-1993), the leader of the Branch Davidian Adventist group at
the time of its tragic conflict with the American government in 1993, claimed unpre-
cedented insight into the meaning of the Christian Scriptures, particularly the last
book of the Bible, Revelation. He asserted that “every book of the Bible meets and
ends in the book of Revelation.” 2 Koresh focused on Revelation 5, which describes
a book sealed with seven seals in the right hand of a divine figure seated on a heavenly
throne. Largely as a result of a revelatory experience that he had while visiting Israel
in 1985, which he allusively described as an ascent into the heavens, Koresh was con-
vinced that he could not only interpret Revelation’s obscure symbolism but that he
himself was the Lamb mentioned in chapter 5 as the only one capable of opening
the sealed book. Koresh’s leadership of the Branch Davidians rested on that founda-
tion, but he had to demonstrate his leadership anew virtually every day. His preferred
forum for that demonstration, and the central activity for those in residence at the
Mount Carmel Center outside of Waco, Texas, was the “Bible Study,” which often
lasted for several hours or more. In those sessions Koresh frequently quoted the Bible
from memory and built a mosaic of passages that drove home his message of God’s
impending judgment of the world.

Koresh’s repeated demonstration of his ability to make sense of the scriptures
maintained, reinforced, and extended his leadership of the group. Nearly all of the
residents of Mount Carmel were Seventh-Day Adventists, and well-versed in the
Bible. Those who came to study with Koresh insisted that he showed them biblical
details that they never saw before. One of the members closest to Koresh, Steve
Schneider, remarked of his fellow Bible students that “the reason they came here,
all that they are and what they want to be revolves around what they see him
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[Koresh] showing from that book.”%” Another member, David Thibodeau, who did
not have an Adventist background, claimed that his coming to Mount Carmel “really
has nothing to do with David’s charisma,... it’s just opening the book for myself, see-
ing what it says and saying, wow, is this guy found in the book, you know, and all the
Psalms, you, you, really got to sit down and listen to him talk, I mean with the book
open.”?®

Thibodeau’s final comment shows how Koresh maintained his leadership. In the
community’s daily life, Koresh’s leadership depended less on his claim to an extraor-
dinary visionary experience than on his repeated ability to make sense of the millen-
nial message of the Bible. Koresh’s authority was tested every time he conducted a
Bible Study because the community members, like Thibodeau, could sit and listen
to Koresh “with the book open” and compare what Koresh said against what they
read. Every time his students accepted Koresh’s interpretation of the Bible, his
authority was reinforced. Those who did not accept his interpretations either had
to struggle to reconcile conflicting viewpoints or, eventually, leave the group. And
more than a few did leave over time. In the Bible Studies, Koresh’s supreme self-
confidence that he was chosen for a religious mission, and his facility in interpreting
biblical texts, met the deep yearning of many in his audience for a thorough renova-
tion of this world; more often than not that interaction ratified and even increased
Koresh’s standing within the group.

Although they rarely assemble lasting communities around them, those individu-
als who claim to channel messages from various disincarnate beings have a similar
relationship with their audiences. Channeled entities often espouse an understanding
of leadership that seems closer to that of Starhawk than to Smith’s or Raél’s under-
standing of their prophetic mission. For example, Ramtha, the 35,000-year-old
being channeled by JZ Knight (b. 1946) asserts that “I am not a sage, [ am not a for-
tuneteller, [ am not a priest. I am but a teacher, servant, brother unto you.”*” None-
theless, the most successful channelers develop loyal clienteles, apparent from the
number of workshops, books, audio and videotapes, CDs, and other paraphernalia
that they offer for purchase.’® Every time someone clicks on a Web site, enrolls in
a workshop, or buys one of the items offered for sale, the stature and status of both
the person doing the channeling and the channeled entity are reinforced. Since
channelers usually do not develop lasting groups, they are even more immune to
the corrosive effects of defections or challenges to their authority from within the
band of the faithful. Their popularity and authority tend to fluctuate with the
market.

The defection of members from the Branch Davidian community when Koresh
announced his “New Light” revelation, which called for celibacy among all male
followers and gave Koresh a sexual monopoly on the women in the group, indicates
that the demands of leadership and the interests of the audience are not always in
harmony.’" Leaders may offer guidance that followers do not accept, demand com-
mitments that seem inappropriate, chart a path for the future that some may not
want to follow, or otherwise fail to maintain and direct the energies and commit-
ments of their audiences. In some cases the prospect of group disintegration or
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other kinds of failure to achieve the group’s mission provokes leaders to take drastic
measures.

One of most notorious examples of leadership spiraling into violence and com-
munity disintegration occurred at the Peoples Temple Agricultural Mission in Jones-
town, Guyana, in 1978. By the time that the Rev. Jim Jones (1931-1978) and a
group of nearly 1000 followers relocated the headquarters of the Peoples Temple
from California to that remote jungle outpost, the group had a long and winding his-
tory. Jones originally founded the Peoples Temple Full Gospel Church in Indianap-
olis, Indiana, in 1955, where he was an advocate for racial integration and agitated
for a socialist-style redistribution of wealth. In the late 1960s the group moved to
northern California and Jones’s socialism moved well beyond Protestant orthodoxy.
During its California heyday, the Peoples Temple added to its ranks both well-
educated white professionals and people from the margins of society who found
Jones’s preaching against racism, sexism, and other forms of discrimination very
attractive. By the time the group relocated to Guyana, 75 percent of its members
were African American and only 20 percent were Caucasian.”” Jones long used a vari-
ety of flamboyant techniques, including staged faith healings, forced confessions, and
dramatic sermons in which he dared God to strike him dead if he was wrong, to
retain the attention and support of his flock. Under the pressure of defections of
top-level aides, stinging portrayals of the Peoples Temple in the media, and mount-
ing opposition from families, friends, and supporters of members, Jones undertook
more drastic measures to hold the loyalty of his group. Along with Jones’s increasing
dependency on prescription medication and the backbreaking labor necessary to
maintain the fragile jungle community, Jones believed that some of those closest to
him were betraying him, and he felt besieged by external opponents. That made
his leadership position precarious and Jonestown an exceedingly fragile and volatile
community. Soon after arriving in Jonestown, Jones began periodic “white nights”
in which he tested his followers™ collective and individual willingness to die for the
cause of Peoples Temple rather than experience harassment, arrest, or invasion.
When the fact-finding mission of Rep. Leo Ryan (R-CA) erupted in violence on
November 18, 1978, and claimed Ryan’s life as well as the lives of four others travel-
ing with him, Jones’s preparations came to a horrible conclusion, and more than
900 members of the community died in a coordinated set of murder-suicides.

Anticult polemics describe the deaths at Jonestown as the logical extension of the
pathological form of charismatic leadership that is characteristic of virtually all
cults,” but more careful analysis of the Jonestown tragedy created a more complex
picture of the factors that prompted both Jones’s personal downward spiral and
his followers’ acceptance of his final directives. Far from establishing a model of
leadership in all “cults,” Jones’s interactions with his community were shaped by
the distinctive elements of his own personality, the context he shared with his fol-
lowers, their own substantial commitments to the mission of Peoples Temple, and
an array of other factors particular to the people involved and their context. Mary
McCormick Maaga, for example, argues that because of his physical and mental
decline “in Guyana Jim Jones became more important symbolically as a mascot of
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cohesion than as a leader in the managerial sense.”>* Maaga also carefully uncovers
the complex web of leadership in the movement, noting in particular the crucial role
played by Jones’s largely female inner circle in the administration of Jonestown.
Thus, she interprets the final murder-suicides less as evidence of the hypnotic power
exercised by a charismatic leader than as evidence of a “belief in Jonestown that the
leaders of Peoples Temple were not willing to forsake.”

The ever-shifting exercise of leadership in contemporary Paganism provides a
counterpoint to those instances where power and authority are heavily concentrated
in a single individual. Margot Adler, author of an important early chronicle of neo-
Paganism and herself a practitioner, captures the fluidity of neo-Pagan ritual leader-
ship in a vignette about her visit to a coven in England. When the group assembled
for a ritual, one of the participants asked, “Who’s the High Priestess?” Adler, who
only recently arrived via a transcontinental flight and had never met any of the mem-
bers of the group before, was shocked to have someone point to her and say, “She
is.”%° Such ad hoc vesting of ritual authority in an individual is clearly more typical
in some religions than in others, but Adler’s experience provides a noteworthy cau-
tion against any assertion that leadership in new religions always involves an individ-
ual’s desperate attempts to maintain an iron grip over a group of followers.

CONTESTING RELIGIOUS LEADERSHIP

Another mark of the complexity of leadership in NRMs is the frequency with
which it is challenged and contested. However much leaders may strive for stability,
they are always enmeshed in processes of reasserting and reaffirming their authority,
often in the face of substantial dissent and criticism. The history of the Branch Davi-
dians provides a good example. From the time that the Davidian Adventist group
was founded by Victor Houteff (1885-1955) in 1929 to 1988 when Koresh secured
his position at the head of the group, it went through a series of dramatic leadership
changes. Following a model of traditional transferal of authority, Houteff was suc-
ceeded by his wife, Florence Houteff. When Florence’s prediction of the end of the
world in 1959 was not fulfilled, the group lost many of its members. Florence moved
away, and in the early 1960s a number of different people contended for leadership
of the remaining Davidians. In the mid-1960s, the leadership of the remaining group
of about 50 stalwarts at the Mount Carmel Center was eventually claimed by Ben
Roden (d. 1978). He appealed to a charismatic experience of revelation in support
of his claim to authority. Roden, in turn was succeeded by his wife, Lois, who intro-
duced distinctive innovations into the theology of the group. While Lois was serving
as the prophet and teacher for the group, Koresh, born Vernon Howell, became a
member and quickly a favorite of Lois. His accession to leadership was accompanied
by suggestions that he consummated a sexual relationship with the elderly Lois, and
attended by a series of conflicts, sometimes violent, with Lois’s son George. Koresh
mixed traditional legitimations of his claim to authority, based on his relationship
with Lois Roden, with charismatic claims about his commissioning during his
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1985 ascent into the heavens. George, on the other hand, appealed to traditional
grounds for his claims, believing that the mantle of leadership should have passed
from father to mother to son. Only when George Roden was imprisoned in 1988
was Koresh’s path to leadership cleared. But the next five years saw serious challenges
to Koresh’s position. The most serious was occasioned by Koresh’s controversial
“New Light” proclamation in 1989. Marc Breault, a member from 1986 and close
confidant of Koresh, could not accept the new message. He wrote later that he
“was seriously beginning to doubt whether God has ever talked to this guy.”>’
Breault and his wife left the group, and he eventually became a dedicated opponent
of Koresh, collaborating with the news media and law enforcement to expose what
he saw as Koresh’s excesses. Once he left the Branch Davidians, Breault claimed that
his activities were directed by God. Though Breault himself disputes what they have
said, some surviving Branch Davidians believe that Breault wanted to establish him-
self as a prophetic figure who would replace Koresh.”®

Even if Breault’s motives cannot be clearly established, undoubtedly Koresh’s
death on April 19, 1993, inspired another clash over leadership among the few
remaining Branch Davidians. Livingston Fagan was one of Koresh’s faithful students.
He left the Mount Carmel Center during the siege in order to present the group’s
message to the world. Now writing from prison, he continues to produce papers
and pamphlets that constitute an orthodox representation of Koresh’s teachings.
Fagan’s attempts to codify and explicate Koresh’s teachings stem from his conviction
that the time of charismatic inspiration for the Branch Davidians is now past. But
another imprisoned survivor, Renos Avraam, takes a different approach. Identifying
himself as the “Chosen Vessel,” he claims fresh charisma and portrays himself as
Koresh’s successor, building upon his teachings with new revelations.”” Koresh held
on to his position of leadership despite the challenges of George Roden and Breault,
but it remains unclear whether one of the claimants to succeed Koresh will be able to
attain primacy and reinvigorate the group.

Leadership of the Nation of Islam has also been contested. The transition from the
shadowy figure of W.D. Fard, who disappeared mysteriously in 1934 after a brief
preaching career, to Elijah Muhammad (1897-1975) was relatively smooth. During
his long tenure as the head of the Nation of Islam, Elijah Muhammad greatly
extended Fard’s teachings, developed an organizational structure, and attracted many
converts to the Nation’s teachings about the true identity and history of African
Americans. His most famous convert was the former convict Malcolm Little
(1925-1965). As Malcolm X, he enjoyed a meteoric rise within the hierarchy of
the Nation of Islam and became accepted by many as its foremost spokesman.
Malcolm’s prominence created some tension with Elijah Muhammad, who perceived
a threat to his leadership. A series of tense interactions, along with Malcolm’s
growing dissatisfaction with Elijah Muhammad’s inability to follow his own ethical
teachings, led to Malcolm’s departure from the Nation of Islam. Less than a year after
leaving, Malcolm was assassinated on February 21, 1965, probably by members or
former members of the Nation of Islam and perhaps to eliminate the threat he posed
to Elijah Muhammad’s leadership.*’



Leadership in New Religious Movements 33

Ten years later the death of Elijah Muhammad provoked a transformation in the
leadership of the movement. Wallace Dean (W.D.) Muhammad (b. 1933) immedi-
ately succeeded his father in 1975, but he led the movement into mainstream Islam
and substantially transformed the official understanding of both Fard and his father
in the movement. In 1978, acting on the sectarian desire to recover the lost purity
of the movement’s beginning, Louis Farrakhan (b. 1933) split from W.D. Muham-
mad to form his own organization. Farrakhan claimed both traditionally sanctioned
authority, by claiming to be the “spiritual son” of Elijah Muhammad, and charis-
matic authority, by describing revelatory ascent into the heavens in a spaceship.*’
Although Farrakhan is the most publicly prominent, other members of the Nation
of Islam reacted negatively to W.D. Muhammad’s rapprochement with mainstream
Islam, and at least one other splinter group, led by Silis Muhammad, was formed.*?

Leaders of NRMs can be challenged by critics outside of their groups, such as the
activists in the anticult and countercult movements or other opponents, and also by
dissidents within their group. Such challenges are tightly focused and limited to spe-
cific points of doctrinal interpretation, ethical practice, or ritual observance, or they
address the fundamental legitimacy of a leader’s position. When challenged, leaders
fall back on the fundamental sources of their authority and power, however they
might be conceived. At stake is not only the position of the individual leader, but also
the integrity of the group. Any challenge has the potential to divide the group. Divi-
sions are generally understood by incumbent leaders to weaken the group and by
insurgent leaders as opportunities to recapture the original purity of commitment
that has faded over time. Challenges to leadership, no matter how they occur, are
the keys to the transformations of religious movements.

TRANSFORMING RELIGIOUS LEADERSHIP

Although the leadership transition precipitated by the death or disappearance of a
founder is by far the most dramatic occasion for the transformation of leadership,
there can be many other kinds of transformation, even within the first generation,
as leaders develop a sense of their missions and try out their ideas on different audi-
ences. Even leaders who rely on strong forms of charismatic legitimation are not
above exercising a pragmatic calculus about what works to inspire a particular audi-
ence—and what does not. An incident from the careers of Marshall Applewhite
(1931-1997) and Bonnie Lu Nettles (1927-1985), the leaders of the group that
came to be known as “Heaven’s Gate,” bears that out.

Applewhite and Nettles were quite frank about their own evolving sense of mis-
sion. As early as 1972 Applewhite claimed that he had a vision in which he learned
“where the human race had come from and where it was going.”*> In 1988 “the
Two” reported that as their sense of mission deepened, they “consciously recognized
that they were sent from space to do a task that had something to do with the Bible,
an update in understanding and prophecy fulfillment.”** For a time Applewhite and
Nettles identified themselves as the “two witnesses” mentioned in Revelation 11,
where the text recounts that they are given by God the power to prophesy, that they
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will be murdered because of their mission, but that they will be resurrected after
three and a half days. Applewhite and Nettles abandoned that particular mission,
however, when they encountered other teachers who also claimed to be the two wit-
nesses of Revelation.”® They recalled their experience in this way: ““Well, we think
that we might be fulfilling the task that was referred to as Two Witnesses in the book
of Revelation.” And this student just hit the ceiling because her two teachers were the
two witnesses. (Laughs) So, goodness alive, did that do a number on our heads! We
thought ‘Gracious, we don’t want to do that again.” And it’s like, whether we were
or not, it was good for us to experience that.”*® Those comments from Applewhite
and Nettles are remarkable for their forthright admission of their tentativeness and
uncertainty about their own identity and mission. As they tell it, they had a general
sense of “chosen-ness” that they tested both against their own unfolding experience
and against the reactions of others. While that degree of honesty may be rare in
claimants to religious leadership, it does lead to interesting questions about the inner
turmoil that can accompany an apparently unshakable sense of mission.

A leader’s evolving sense of self and mission can be one source of the transforma-
tion of religious leadership, but the communal and organizational structures in
which leadership is embedded can also change, sometimes dramatically, in the course
of a leader’s career. Like the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, the Unifica-
tionist movement began with an extraordinary revelation delivered to a young,
teenaged boy. On Easter morning, 1936, in Korea, Sun Myung Moon (b. 1920)
experienced a vision of Jesus Christ that led him to a complete revision of salvation
history. Like Smith, Moon eventually founded an organization to help him imple-
ment his vision. The Holy Spirit Association for the Unification of World Christian-
ity was established by Moon and four followers in 1954. For more than a half
century, Moon has presided over a complex web of organizational structures
designed to facilitate the recruitment, retention, and direction of followers in order
to hasten the transformation of this world in accordance with the will of God.
During that time, the movement’s center of activity moved from Korea to the United
States and beyond, and the Rev. Moon is increasingly straightforward about the
messianic claims that he makes for himself as the Lord of the Second Advent and
for him and his wife as the True Parents of humankind. While the overall goal of
unifying humanity in preparation for the imminent transformation of the world
has remained constant, as has Rev. Moon’s position as the unquestioned leader
of Unificationism, few other things within the movement are stable. A massive
labor of transcription and translation of the speeches of Rev. Moon substantially
increased the body of sacred knowledge available to members and nonmembers
alike, which both complicates Unification doctrine and secures the position of
the Rev. Moon. The focus on uniting people of different racial and ethnic back-
grounds in dramatic mass marriages of Blessing ceremonies has intensified. Evange-
lization efforts lead well beyond the shores of Korea, Japan, and even the United
States, as the movement has undertaken substantial programs in South America
and elsewhere. Thus, while it appears that both the leadership of Unificationism
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and its ultimate goals have remained unchanged for more than a half century, the
specific processes and structures through which leadership is exerted is in constant
flux. Even an introductory-level examination of the inner workings of the Unifica-
tionist movement will show that the simplified portrait of “cult” leadership so often
retailed by opponents of NRMs as involving an all-controlling charismatic leader
and an ever-subservient flock is simply inadequate to explain what goes on among
Unificationists.*’

Any form of leadership that persists through time will manifest some degree of
change. But attention to the structural forms through which leadership is exercised,
as well as to the leaders themselves, can sometimes reveal substantial continuities
within a diverse array of groups. The progression from the “I AM” movement
through the Summit Lighthouse to the Church Universal and Triumphant provides
a case in point. “I AM” began in 1930 when an “Ascended Master” contacted Guy
Ballard (1878-1939) on Mount Shasta in California, in an experience reminiscent
of the leadership calls of Smith and Moon. Unitil his death in 1939 Ballard continued
to receive messages from the very talkative Ascended Masters, which he dutifully
published in a lengthy series of books. Although Ballard’s wife, Edna (1886-1971),
attempted to keep the “I AM” movement alive, she was enmeshed in a prolonged
legal battle throughout the 1940s in which she and her husband were accused of mail
fraud for sending false teachings through the U.S. mail.*® Those legal troubles at
least contributed to the fragmentation of the “I AM” movement. Over time a num-
ber of people claimed that they, too, received messages from the Ascended Masters.
Geraldine Innocente, for example, formed a group called the Bridge to Freedom,
from which one member, Francis Ekey, split off to found the Lighthouse of Freedom.
That group’s newsletter included even more messages from the Ascended Masters,
originally attributed to an anonymous source. Eventually the source was identified
as Mark L. Prophet (1918-1973), who in 1958 at the urging of the Ascended Master
El Morya, formed his own group, the Summit Lighthouse.*’ Prophet, in turn, both
tutored his wife Elizabeth (b. 1939) in the teachings of the masters and prepared her
to assume the role of co-messenger with him. On his death in 1973 she became the
unquestioned leader of the group and the next year renamed it the Church Universal
and Triumphant. Elizabeth soon accorded her own husband the status of an
Ascended Master and embarked on an independent career as a messenger for what
she called the Great White Brotherhood.”® Despite the frequent changes in the
names of the organizations and the actual leaders, there remained a remarkable con-
sistency, from Guy Ballard in the 1930s to Elizabeth Prophet in the 1970s and
beyond, in the sources to which the messages were attributed, the forms in which
they were received, the substance that they communicated, and the status that the
reception of the messages conferred on messengers who received them. In a real
sense, the Ascended Masters continued to lead a series of movements, whose outward
shifts in name and leadership belied an inner continuity. Specific leadership, then,
becomes less important than the relative consistency of a message that flows through
a changing array of human channels.
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EVALUATING LEADERSHIP

The need to evaluate leadership in NRMs is framed by many anticult activists as
an urgent public issue. Margaret Singer was perhaps the most prominent and influ-
ential opponent of NRMs until her death in 2003. She believed that NRMs tried
to defraud gullible individuals and induced unhealthy mental states in their fol-
lowers. She also said that NRMs mobilized larger groups of people to vote in certain
ways, raising questions of personal freedom, because these NRMs exercised “coercive
persuasion” over the minds of their followers, and, ultimately, this became a matter
of life and death, because of their ability to lead followers to sacrifice everything for
the good of the group and leader.”" In Singer’s presentation, the leader of a “cult”
must be condemned, since the belief system of such a group is nothing more than
“a tool to serve the leader’s desires, whims, and hidden agendas.” > In a similar vein,
anticult writer Steven Hassan describes himself simply as a “human rights activist”
who functions as a counselor for people enmeshed in “cults” and therefore suffering
from the effects of “coercive persuasion,” “mind control,” or their rough equiva-
lents.” Like Singer, Hassan focuses on the influence of leaders, claiming that “char-
ismatic cult leaders often make extreme claims of divine or ‘otherworldly’ power to
exercise influence over their members.”>* For Singer, Hassan, and others who make
similar arguments, the nature of leadership within NRMs reveals the pathology of
leaders themselves as well as the problems of the groups that they form and so tightly
control. The key to combating the insidious “menace” of new religions, as Singer
describes it in the subtitle of her book, is to unmask the leader’s delusions, preten-
sions, and manipulations. Once that is accomplished, the anticult activists are con-
vinced, any right-thinking person will not only resist the lures of “cult” membership
but expose and oppose such deviant and deceptive groups and their leaders.

The deep suspicion of charismatic leadership by activists like Singer and Hassan is
echoed by some scholars with backgrounds in psychology and psychiatry. While
acknowledging that his argument may not apply to all “gurus,” Anthony Storr, for
example, asserts that “many gurus have been entirely unworthy of veneration: false
prophets, madmen, confidence tricksters, or unscrupulous psychopaths who exploit
their disciples emotionally, financially, and sexually.”>* Jones, Koresh, and Bhagwan
Shree Rajneesh, the Indian leader of a communal religious group that was headquar-
tered in rural Oregon in the 1980s, are among the examples that he cites. Storr paints
a frightening picture of life under the direction of a guru. He asserts that “belief in a
guru, while it persists, entirely overrules rational judgment. Dedicated disciples are as
impervious to reason as are infatuated.”>® Thus, Storr extends his largely negative
evaluation of the leaders of NRMs to the members of the groups they have led.

Robert Jay Lifton provides a more focused investigation of what he calls “guruism”
in his study of Aum Shinrikyo, the Japanese group led by Shoko Asahara (b. 1955)
that was responsible for the lethal release of sarin gas in the Tokyo subway system
in 1995. Putting a different spin on the relation between leader and followers, Lifton
argues that the guru “needs disciples not only to become and remain a guru but to
hold himself together psychologically. For the guru self often teeters on the edge of
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fragmentation, paranoia, and over psychological breakdown.”*” Lifton offers a more
psychologically subtle understanding of charisma than that proposed by Singer, Has-
san, or Storr, proposing that “at the heart of charisma is the leader’s ability to instill
and sustain feelings of vitality and immortality, feelings that reach into the core of
each disciple’s often wounded, always questing self.”>® But the array of additional
examples that he assembles under the rubric of “guruism,” including Charles
Manson, Jones, Applewhite, Timothy McVeigh, and Robert Mathews of the far right
violent revolutionary group, The Order, serves to heighten the suspicion of any indi-
vidual identified as a guru.

Analysts like Lifton and Storr raise serious questions about the potential psycho-
logical risks involved in accepting certain kinds of leadership, as well as about the
psychological health of some individuals who become leaders. They are less success-
ful, however, in telling us which specific cases those questions might profitably be
raised and when, on the other hand, they may well be inappropriate. Their explicit
and implicit generalizations tend to foster, whether they intend it or not, a general-
ized suspicion of all leaders who stand outside an implied “mainstream.” Such gener-
alized suspicion is a major analytical principle for anticult activists like Hassan and
Singer. When raised to its highest level of generality, well-founded criticism of a
few leaders is extended to @/l leaders, with a corresponding loss of specificity, accu-
racy, and persuasiveness. Such overgeneralization ignores the abundant diversity of
leadership forms in new religions on the assumption that all “cults” must be the
same. While there may be much to learn from the critical analyses of psychologists
like Lifton, the uncritical expansion of their carefully supported claims by others
obscures rather than clarifies the processes by which leadership is claimed, exercised,
maintained, and challenged in NRMs.

Evaluation of leadership in new religions need not be as critical as the polemics of
anticult activists or scholars like Storr and Lifton. Clearly those who accept and act
on the claims to leadership made by various individuals in NRMs find much that
is positive in their messages. In some cases, as with Jones and Koresh, followers
may even discount personal weaknesses and character flaws in their leaders because
of what they see as a true and compelling message. And that message may take on
a life separate from the leader who originally delivered it. Outside observers, as well,
have noticed positive aspects in the leadership of NRMs. More than a few observers
note that new and alternative religious movements often offer women more opportu-
nities to exercise leadership than is the case in mainstream religious groups. From
Ann Lee’s identification as the “Second Appearing of Christ in female form” by the
Shakers in the eighteenth century through Eddy’s founding of the Church of Christ,
Scientist, and Helena Petrovna Blavatsky’s establishment of the Theosophical Society
in the nineteenth century, to JZ Knight’s channeling of Ramtha and the profusion of
female teachers in both neo-Paganism and the broader feminist spirituality move-
ment in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, there are many examples of women
assuming leadership roles in new religions.”” Because new religions necessarily pose
alternatives to the religious status quo, among the arrangements that they may cri-
tique are the identification of God or the divine as exclusively male, the restriction
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of religious leadership positions to males only, or other forms of the subordination of
women. But new religions may also reflect the predominant gender dynamics of the
societies in which they originate; the mere fact of its newness does not guarantee that
a religious movement will be critical of the various dimensions of patriarchy.®’

NRMs may also offer an opportunity for marginalized racial or ethnic groups to
exercise religious leadership. The Nation of Islam, for example, provided leadership
opportunities for Elijah Muhammad, Malcolm X, and Louis Farrakhan, among
many others. These individuals would never have been able to lead groups in the
larger white power structure in the United States. Similarly, Afro-Caribbean reli-
gions, like Vodou and Rastafari, offer members a comprehensive religious framework
that both validates their racial identity and offers them contexts for the exercise of
leadership that they might not find elsewhere.

Evaluation of leadership in new religions thus depends very much on the lenses
through which it is viewed. For those who are suspicious of challenges to the status
quo, either because of personal experience or a more general anxiety about potential
social change, new religions might well represent the kind of “social problem” that
Singer and others think they are. For those more tolerant of diversity and pluralism,
NRMs may represent points along a spectrum of acceptable religious options. For
those who perceive themselves in one way or another to be disenfranchised by the
religious status quo, new religions may represent attractive alternatives in which pre-
viously frustrated aspirations can be actualized.

Therefore, all judgments are shaped by particular perspectives. Blanket statements
about the “menace” of new religions or invariably manipulative “cult leaders” need to
be balanced by careful attentiveness to the testimony of leaders themselves and their
followers. Any evaluative statement about leadership in new religions becomes part
of the field of claims and counterclaims within which leadership is always exercised;
it is never the last word.
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Affiliation and Disaffiliation Careers
in New Religious Novements

David G. Bromley

The study of New Religious Movements (NRMs) over the last several decades pro-
vides the opportunity to reexamine why individuals join religious groups of all kinds,
a process called conversion in many religious traditions. Basically, conversion refers
to changing from one religious tradition to another or from being part of no reli-
gious tradition to adopting any religious tradition. However, conversion usually has
a more specific meaning. Within religious traditions, conversions typically refer to
transformative spiritual experiences that result from encounters with the divine.
Accounts of such personal encounters with the divine are celebrated as a quintessen-
tial religious experience. Secular scholarship retained the notion of a radical, dramat-
ic, fundamental personal transformation without presuming a transcendent source.
A variety of metaphors, such as a “reorientation of one’s soul;” a transformation of
an individual’s “root reality,” a sense of “ultimate grounding, a “universe of dis-
course;” or a “paradigmatic shift” are employed to capture the essence of this trans-
formation." The objective is to distinguish these radical transformations from more
mundane changes in membership between socially and culturally similar religious
groups. Historically, there was less theory and research on leaving religious traditions.
Conversion was usually understood to be a one-way process, a discovery of “the
Truth” that then became the basis for one’s personal identity through life. There
has been, of course, some research on apostasy, which religious traditions usually
defined as “falling from the faith,” which carried a negative connotation, and which
was actively discouraged within religious traditions. In recent decades research on
leaving religious traditions grew as denominational membership switching has
became a more pronounced trend in contemporary western nations. Under these
conditions, individuals are likely to change religious affiliations throughout their
lives, much in the same way that people in western societies get married several times,
serially, before they die. Roof and McKinney estimate that about 40 percent of
Americans change denominational affiliation at least once during their lifetime.”
However, most individuals who change religious affiliations do not experience a
major identity shift. Instead, they remain within their faith traditions and move to
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a closely related branch of the tradition. While research on conversion traces directly
back to William James’s classic work, The Varieties of Religious Experience (1902),
there was a surge of interest in the topic over the past several decades.” Much of
the research on conversion was influenced by the appearance of controversial NRMs
during the 1960s and 1970s. There is little doubt that conversion is the most
researched topic in the study of NRMs and that most scholarship on conversion
occurred in the past several decades.* John Saliba (1990) identified over 200
published articles on conversion by the early 1980s, and virtually all of them were
published during the prior decade.” As the study of NRMs gained momentum,
researchers noted the high rate of membership turnover in most groups, and explora-
tion of the leave-taking process began.®

The study of NRMs created an opportunity to reexamine the question of how
individuals join and leave religious groups of all kinds, as well as the individual and
larger social meanings of such changes. The answers are somewhat surprising and call
into question traditional understandings of conversion, specifically whether the pro-
cess of joining and leaving religious groups is best understood through the theoretical
lens of conversion. For that reason the processes of joining and leaving religious
groups are referred to here as affiliation and disaffiliation. This approach considers
different types and degrees of affiliation and disaffiliation, as well as how much indi-
viduals and the groups with which they affiliate shape this process. This approach
also gives equal attention to affiliation and disaffiliation; linking the two processes
leads to the concept of affiliation-disaffiliation careers.” In this chapter I consider,
in turn, the affiliation and disaffiliation processes. Following a discussion of the find-
ings on those related processes, I examine the public controversy surrounding NRM
affiliation-disafhliation, the brainwashing-deprogramming debate.

AFFILIATION WITH NEW RELIGIOUS MOVEMENTS

Several questions dominated research on affiliation with NRMs: What is the sig-
nificance of affiliation for NRMs as organizations? What are the social and cultural
influences on NRM affiliation rates? How can the NRM affiliation process be best
described? Are there differing degrees of involvement in NRMs? Are there different
types of affiliation with NRMs? And what is the balance of individual versus group
influence in the affiliation process?

What Is the Significance of New Members for NRMs?

NRMs acquire new members in one of two ways, through birth or affiliation.
Since many contemporary NRMs typically formed with a leader and a small coterie
of young, unmarried followers, recruiting new members was the main way to grow,
at least initially. The most prominent NRMs that appeared early in the 1970s, The
Family International (originally the Children of God), the Family Federation
for World Peace (the Unificationist movement), and the International Society
for Krishna Consciousness (Hare Krishna) all began in this fashion. Each of these



44 _istory and Controversies

movements grew at a very rapid rate during the 1970s, attaining total memberships
of 5,000 to 15,000 members before either reaching a plateau or experiencing a net
loss of members. The stagnation of membership growth was largely a product of
the decline in numbers in the youth-based counterculture toward the end of the
1970s, which sharply reduced the pool of potential affiliates.

Membership increases can also be achieved through internal growth; that is, a high
birth rate. Most movements eventually encourage or permit family formation, but
NRMs typically deferred family formation during the movement development pro-
cess. Once family formation is encouraged, groups may experience a second wave
of membership growth if they can retain maturing children’s loyalty. Family size in
both Unificationism and The Family was larger than in mainstream families, with
the result that both movements’ size ultimately depended more on procreation than
recruitment. By contrast, the Osho movement (originally the Rajneesh) discouraged
marriage and childbearing. Had that movement not disintegrated, it would have
faced a significant challenge in maintaining growth. During its formative years, the
Hare Krishna movement both deferred marriage and childbearing and later was
not very successful in retaining children born within the movement. Therefore, the
movement’s membership base declined as recruitment rates fell off, and many teen-
age children left the movement. It is not surprising, therefore, that those groups that
grew most successfully over the long-term generally succeeded through a combina-
tion of procreation and conversion. Historically, the Mormons are a good example,
since their extraordinary growth is based on both active proselytization and larger
than average family size.

New affiliations confirm for group members the truth and power of their message
and way of life. A steady infusion of new members bolsters the confidence of existing
members that their movement will succeed and that their own sacrifices for the
movement are warranted during the long and arduous process of movement build-
ing. Further, convincing others of the truth of the message is reinforcing for the
recruiters themselves, heading off any doubts that might emerge. Successful recruit-
ment by NRMs thus energizes groups. Recent converts tend to bring to religious
groups intensity and commitment that may have dissipated among longer term
members. Particularly given the high membership turnover rates that characterize
most NRMs, successful recruitment means that the movements are populated by
eager young recruits for much of their early history. Second generation members
are likely to be less passionate. One of the dilemmas that religious groups face is
how to maintain a high level of commitment in second generation members. The
Family International was relatively successful in retaining young adults in the move-
ment, mostly by maintaining distance from the “corrupting” influences of main-
stream society and by giving young members a significant leadership role within
the movement.

Recruitment success has potentially negative consequences for religious groups as
well. Committing members to recruitment campaigns is costly, because the rate of
return typically is very low and defers other aspects of movement building that might
improve the membership retention rate. When all-consuming recruitment is
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required simply to maintain a movement, a likely result is that members will ulti-
mately tire of the incessant effort. The available evidence suggests that where NRMs
engage in public recruitment campaigns, they may well have to contact 1000 individ-
uals in order to gain one new member who will remain in the movement.” A major
problem posed by public recruitment of the kind that NRMs often employed is that
it is a nonselective process. New recruits are accepted largely on the basis of willing-
ness to make an immediate commitment to join the group. The source and depth of
individuals interest in the movement, the durability of their commitment, the per-
sonal assets and liabilities that they might bring to the group—all remain undeter-
mined for some time.

Another problem that accompanies recruitment success is how to create a place in
the organization for new recruits. If recruitment campaigns are successful, at some
point there must be viable organizational niches for new affiliates to fill. To the extent
that movements devote their primary energy to growth, they often defer building the
organization. Ironically perhaps, the push to create growth in the membership may
undermine the organizational work necessary to create long-term stability for mem-
bers. Unificationism solved one aspect of this problem by creating an international
network of corporations in which members could find employment within the
movement itself, producing a measure of integration between religious and work
life."

Finally, where affiliations involve leaving one distinct religious tradition for
another, and thus provide a shift in social and cultural moorings as well as personal
identity, affiliations are likely to bring the recipient groups into conflict with the
institutions (churches, families, political groups) that recruits left. Indeed, conver-
sions have the same potential for divisiveness and conflict that occur when individu-
als marry across class, racial, or nationality lines. This happened to a number
of NRMs that became the early focal point of social opposition, such as Unification-
ism, The Family International, and Hare Krishna. All three movements became
the targets of the anticult movement and governmental efforts to constrain their
activities.

What Are the Social and Cultural Influences on NRM Affiliation?

Although theory and research on affiliation focused largely on personal transfor-
mation, a variety of social and cultural factors may influence the rate of conversion
and affiliation because social and cultural factors influence both the availability of
movements and the availability of potential affiliates for them.

During the 1970s the age range of the population was a determining factor. There
was a surge in the young adult population. Young adults were more likely to join
social movements of all kinds because they had fewer institutional commitments,
such as property ownership, occupational careers, marriage, and children, all of
which constrain adults just a few years older. Teenagers and young adults also tended
to detach from family religious traditions once freed from parental control. The age
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groups between 15 and 30 typically had low rates of traditional forms of religious
participation, which created the potential for their recruitment by NRMs. It was,
of course, precisely in this age group that virtually all NRMs had their greatest
recruiting success.

Another factor that influences the availability of potential recruits is the extent to
which established institutions can successfully retain the loyalty of their members,
how legitimate those institutions are perceived to be, and how effective they are.
Much is written on the “cultural crisis” of the 1960s and 1970s. Robert Bellah
referred to this crisis in terms of a disruption of the very American civil religion that
endowed American culture and institutions with a sacred legitimacy, and Stephen
Tipton found a crisis in moral meanings."" Survey data from the 1960s and early
1970s demonstrate that this period was one of exceptional alienation from estab-
lished institutions, including churches. In his analysis of this period Robert Wuth-
now argued that, in response to a loss of legitimacy by established institutions, many
people experimented with new cultural and social affiliations, which he described as a
“consciousness reformation.”'* This, indeed, was a time of great ferment and exper-
imentation."? If NRMs, New Age groups, communal groups, and intentional com-
munities are combined, there is little doubt that the decade between 1965 and
1975 witnessed the greatest outpouring of collective experimentation in American
history. Alternative groups of diverse kinds were appealing to American youth,
whereas under other conditions they might have been less attractive. During the early
1970s, the combination of a large pool of young adults and alienation from estab-
lished institutions yielded a steady supply of potential recruits for NRMs.

But movements must also be available for growth to occur. In the case of contem-
porary NRMs, two factors were especially importance. One was the influx of Asian
movements in the wake of the Immigration Reform Act of 1965 that eliminated de-
cades of severe restrictions on Asian immigration. The result was a surge of Asian
immigrants and the establishment in the United States of a number of traditional
and new Asian religions. These Asian religions were attractive to potential affiliates
since they offered a profound critique of Western culture at the very moment that
there was a pool of alienated young adults exploring cultural alternatives.'* As cultur-
al outsiders, these Asian movements both attracted great interest and provoked sharp
opposition. The other element of movement availability involves the movement’s
ability to grow wherever they are planted. This quality is substantially influenced
by the strength of traditional, mainstream religious institutions in a given location.
In the continental United States, NRMs were most successful on the West Coast,
where established religions traditionally were weakest. Many movements started in
that region, then gradually spread to other parts of the country. Ironically perhaps,
immigration also sometimes altered NRMs. Hare Krishna is an interesting case. That
movement started largely with a youthful American membership. However, Indian
immigrants who often lacked access to Hindu temples discovered the movement,
and Hare Krishna gradually moved in the direction of becoming an ethnic tradition
for diasporic Indians.
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What Is the Meaning of Affiliations with New Religious Movements?

One of the central questions that has intrigued NRM scholars is how to under-
stand the ways that individuals affiliate with NRMs. Such dramatic shifts in identity
and loyalty have a mysterious and threatening quality about them. Among the vari-
ous explanations, two of the best involved focusing on the shift in social networks
and the shift in personal identities.

Work by John Lofland and Rodney Stark examined the shift in social networks."”
Based on their early participant observation research on the Unificationist movement
before it achieved its rapid growth in the 1970s, Lofland and Stark developed an
influential explanation for affiliation with religious movements. They argue that
individuals initially are predisposed to religious seeking because they are dissatisfied
with their present lives. Individuals might respond to this tension in a variety of
ways, such as entering secular therapy, making new friends, or altering their lifestyle.
However, if individuals identify the problem as spiritual in nature, then they are
adopting a “religious problem-solving perspective.” Having defined the problem in
religious terms, individuals are then likely to engage in religious seekership if they
are dissatisfied with their current religious affiliation. In addition, individuals are
most likely to identify a specific group with which to affiliate if they perceive a cul-
tural connection between their own world view and that of a specific group they have
encountered.

Even if dissatisfied with their lives, individuals will initially pursue solutions to
their life problems very diligently in the face of disappointment. They become more
motivated to change their relationship networks when they exhaust all possibilities
for satisfaction or success within their current relational networks. At this juncture
they reach what Lofland and Stark designate as a “turning point in life.” They now
become more open to creating social bonds with members of the new group they
have discovered. In bonding with a new group, Lofland and Stark observed that,
for Unificationism at least, people commonly created emotional bonds with other
movement members before accepting group doctrines; they also observed that preex-
isting friendship networks were a primary source of such bonds. As ties with the new
group were strengthened, individuals correspondingly weakened their previous rela-
tionship bonds, in part to avoid conflicts with friends and family. Lofland and Stark
assert that at this point in the affiliation process individuals are symbolically attached
to the group, professing belief and receiving acceptance. However, the process is not
complete until intensified involvement within the new group solidifies the individu-
als’ commitment beyond verbal professions of faith. In sum, then, from Lofland and
Stark’s perspective, the process of joining NRMs consists of a shift in their relational
networks.

David Snow and Richard Machalek describe NRM affiliation as a reconstruction
of personal identities.'® If individuals want to join a new group that operates on
the basis of a very different mythic system and conceives of individual essence in a
radically new way, then recruits must jettison their old identity and create a new self
that is consistent with group beliefs (biographical reconstruction). Recruits who
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reconstruct their identities are likely to be single-minded in the sense that they see the
cause of events, their own actions, and others’ actions as attributable to a single cause,
such as divine will or sinfulness. The other significant attribute new recruits exhibit is
the replacement of metaphorical with literal reasoning, so that recruits think that
they possess absolute truth. Put another way, recruits move from a relative to an
absolutist perspective on the world. Finally, recruits embrace the convert role by
redefining their personal interests as identical to collective interests of the group.

Lofland and Stark as well as Snow and Machalek explain affiliation with religious
movements from different perspectives, the former from a shift in social networks
and the latter as a transformation of the self. Lofland and Stark view symbolic iden-
tity (pledges and commitments to the group) as emerging out of the social relation-
ships forged between individual and group. Snow and Machalek conclude that a
joiner’s adoption of a role in the group emerges out of a redefinition of the self. These
two theories thus raise a number of intriguing possibilities. Since both theories have
many components to the process of affiliating with an NRM, people clearly exhibit
varying degrees of involvement in NRMs. Conversion is the final step in a sequence
and may or may not occur in any given case. The two theories suggest that a redefi-
nition of one’s self and an involvement in an NRM’s social network are critical,
although each emphasizes one over the other. However, taken together the two theo-
ries suggest that joiners can do the work of self-redefinition without becoming deeply
involved in an NRM social network or the reverse. This implies that joiners can fol-
low different types of affiliation. Finally, both theories suggest that joiner and group
each play a role in the process. If so, of course, the way that the process operates may
vary by group. It is precisely these issues that have been explored in other research on
conversion.

Are There Different Degrees of Involvement in NRMs?

If conversion incorporates both the identity transformation delineated by Snow
and Machalek and the social network transformation described by Lofland and
Stark, research suggests that many, and probably most, instances of joining NRMs
do not meet that standard. Individuals may make the kind of verbal professions of
faith that are expected by the group but may not experience the kind of internal
transformation that is conveyed by the concept of conversion. Alternatively, recruits
may participate in rituals and organizational activities without any transformation
occurring. A number of scholars suggest precisely these kinds of possibilities. Richard
Travisano, for example, distinguishes between conversion and alternation.!” Accord-
ing to Travisano, the two processes are qualitatively different: conversion involves the
complete disruption of a previous identity, while alternations consist of lesser trans-
formations of identity that can be accomplished within the individual’s existing “uni-
verse of discourse.” Other scholars draw similar distinctions, such as conversion and
adhesion and conversion and consolidation.

Research evidence suggests that NRM:s are populated by individuals with varying
degrees of involvement. Bromley and Shupe found that individuals who joined the
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Unificationist movement were typically attracted by any of several factors: one specif-
ic aspect of the movement theology, a specific member with whom they identified, or
a communal group living arrangement.'® Their involvement was limited as they
tended to act out movement role expectations in order to fit into the group, and they
varied significantly in their acceptance of group doctrines. Most never moved past
this initial level of involvement, which suggests a pattern of alternation rather than
conversion in most cases. Some members did move toward core member status,
embedding themselves in the communal group, learning and accepting the complex
theology, and enacting movement defined role expectations. However, the over-
whelming majority simply dropped out within a few months.'? Far from being
monolithic, NRMs tend to be composed predominantly of new recruits with differ-
ent levels of involvement and a substantial coterie of members who are in the process
of leaving. In the initial stages of their development, most NRMs probably have a
relatively small number of core members. Verbal professions of commitment and
conformity with role expectations mask this diverse and unstable mix.

Are There Different Types of Affiliation?

Connection to the group takes different forms. Several social scientists have
explored this possibility. One of the most useful analyses of participation in NRMs
was constructed by John Lofland and Norman Skonovd.?® They identify six types:
intellectual, mystical, experimental, affective, revivalist, and coercive. In intellectually
based affiliations, individuals experience little social pressure as they privately explore
the group’s doctrine through written materials or lectures. This process of intellectu-
ally exploring the movement’s beliefs is likely to take place over an extended time and
produces a sense of illumination as the person connects intellectually with movement
doctrines. As a result, those who enter a group intellectually accept the movement’s
belief system prior to actually participating in the group. Mystical affiliations come
the closest to fitting the traditional conception of a religious conversion as an instan-
taneous, radical transformation of individuals that permanently changes their sense
of reality. The archetypal transformation of this type in Christianity, of course, is
Saul, who experiences a radical transformation on the road to Damascus and
becomes the disciple Paul. In mystical conversions the group does little to determine
the outcome. Instead, individuals in a transformative moment are overcome by feel-
ings of awe, love, and fear in some combination and rededicate their lives to what
they understand to be a divinely ordained purpose. Again, a change in beliefs pre-
cedes a change in behavior. A closely related form is the revivalistic affiliation, which
resembles the mystical conversion in most respects. The distinguishing feature is that
group pressure is high as potential members are urged to make a choice that will save
their souls. The revivalistic affiliation therefore has a greater component of fear than
an unmediated mystical encounter with the divine.

In sharp contrast to mystical affiliations, experimental affiliations take place over
an extended time period, often weeks or months. However, like mystical affiliation,
there is little substantial group influence. People in this mode are motivated by
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curiosity to explore participation in the group, and they only gradually come to
accept group beliefs. Those who join from affective motivation are like experimental-
ists in that they also are drawn to a movement on a basis other than its beliefs, in this
case feelings of caring, support, admiration, or a sense of community. In the affective
situation, group pressure and emotional involvement are more intense than experi-
mental conversions. Internal group bonds draw the individual into an increasingly
closer relationship to the group and its members.

Lofland and Skonovd assert that coercive affiliations are rare. However, if they did
occur, they would resemble the brainwashing process that is described later in this
chapter. This would require intensive, long-term pressure by the group based on fear
for one’s personal or spiritual safety, a set of characteristics that most scholars who
study NRMs conclude are not typical of the NRMs they observed. Acknowledging
that people join these movements by different means is critical to understanding
these movements. The diversity of entrees into NRMs indicates that viable brain-
washing explanations are unlikely. This diversity also suggests that members are con-
nected to NRMs in different ways.

What Is the Balance of Individual and Group Influence in NRM
Affiliations?

There has been a sharp debate over the extent to which affiliations with NRM:s are
the product of individual choice or are the result of group and environmental influ-
ences on them. The overwhelming majority of NRM scholars rejected the “mind
control,” “coercive persuasion,” “brainwashing” explanations for affiliation that min-
imize individual initiative in the process, and adopted explanations that attribute pri-
mary agency either to the “religious seeker” or to an interactive relationship between
seeker and group.

In Radical Departures Saul Levine interviewed over 800 individuals who joined
NRMs.*! He concluded that his respondents were active agents who wanted to break
free of parental control and forge their own independent identities. Their actions
indicated individualism and autonomy, albeit through dramatic means. Consistent
with other findings on NRMs, most left the NRM within two years and resumed
more traditional lifestyles. Roger Straus highlights the seekership process in which a
potential joiner engages.** According to Straus, religious seekers search their personal
networks and the mass media looking for potential religious choices. They then
refine their search and begin experimenting with one or more religious groups. As
part of their experimentation, they learn appropriate insider language and symbolic
frameworks used in NRMs. They then engage in “bridge-burning acts” through
which they create distance from former relational networks. In some cases they go
on to actively represent the group and solicit other potential recruits.

Several researchers who began their research utilizing passive models of joining
subsequently shifted in the direction of more activist models. James Richardson
and his colleagues initially utilized a “thought reform” model based on Robert
Lifton’s work in studying the Jesus Movement but concluded that the data did not
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conform to that model.*® Richardson eventually became a staunch advocate of a
more activist perspective.”* Lofland and StarK’s initial and highly influential theory
of conversion based on research on the Unificationist movement presumed a passive
actor subject to a variety of social forces.”> Lofland later actively encouraged students
and colleagues to adopt a more activist model of conversion.”® A few other research-
ers moved in the opposite direction, but this position has not been widely adopted by
scholars of NRMs.*”

The emphasis on individual initiative in how people join NRMs should not
obscure the capacity of groups to socialize their members. Abundant evidence points
to the fact that groups have the capacity to shape members’ behavior in sometimes
profound ways.”® However, individuals do seek out groups, participate in their
own socialization, and retain their capacity for making choices. Were this not the
case it would be difficult to explain the process of leaving.

Leaving NRMs

Social scientists use a variety of terms to refer to leaving a religious organization or
tradition (exiting, withdrawal, defection, deconversion, leave-taking, apostasy, disen-
gagement), but there are only a few dozen studies on this topic compared with the
hundreds on how people join. Scholars initially focused on the joining process
because the popularity of NRMs was unexpected in light of social scientists’ predic-
tions of continuing secularization of society and in response to claims by anticult
movement activists that NRM members were brainwashed. As research on move-
ment development proceeded, it became apparent that for most people NRM
membership was temporary and experimental. This finding heightened interest in
determining how often, and in what manner, people left NRMs. Three of the major
questions related to leaving NRMs are as follows: What is the significance of leaving
for NRMs? What factors cause it? And what is the nature of the process?

What Is the Significance of Leaving NRMs?

The loss of adherents is just as important as the gaining of new members in the
initial stage of NRM development, because growth occurs only if joiners outnumber
those who leave. While a number of NRMs experienced extremely rapid growth
when they initiated aggressive recruitment campaigns, most also continuously lost
members. Eileen Barker found that of those individuals who agreed to attend a Uni-
ficationist movement sponsored workshop (a small percentage of the individuals
whom recruiters approached in public places) a mere five percent were affiliated with
the movement on a full-time basis a year later.”” Galanter reported similar results in
his research on Unificationism: only six percent of affiliates remained four months
after recruitment.” In both studies individuals left within days or weeks. Although
no systematic data on leave-taking exists for most contemporary NRMs, apparently
the rate of defections varied between 50 and 100 percent annually during the NRMs’
high growth periods. This means, of course, that NRMs grew only as long as
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recruitment rates remained very high. As soon as recruitment rates fell, movements
decreased in size and also had fewer members to deploy for recruitment or other
movement activities to stem these losses. This reversal of fortunes eroded members’
confidence in the ultimate success of the movement and the wisdom of their personal
sacrifices for the cause. A good example is the early history of Heaven’s Gate. After a
period of initial success in recruiting, the group leaders (“Herf” Applewhite and
Bonnie Lu Nettles) went into seclusion and sent members in small teams to recruit
new members. However, in the absence of their leaders, members were unsuccessful
in recruiting; discouragement, dissension, and defections soon followed.’

The loss of members may have different implications for NRMs, depending on
who the leave-takers are and how and why they choose to leave. In some cases indi-
viduals leave independently of one another over a period of time. By contrast, the
Branch Davidian movement, which recruited whole families during that movement’s
growth years, later lost whole families when discord broke out within the group. The
impact of whole families leaving on this NRM was immediate and substantial. The
effects of membership loss on a group also depend in part on the identity and stand-
ing of those who leave. For example, in the Hare Krishna movement, when an ini-
tiating guru left, devotees of that guru usually did so as well. The loss of leading
figures can change the direction of an NRM. In the early stages of Scientology’s
development, members disagreed over whether to treat practitioners’ reports of ex-
periences in past lives as credible. Scientology founder L. Ron Hubbard’s decision
to treat these reports as valid not only alienated several of his close associates but also
was one of the reasons that Scientology declared itself a religion rather than simply a
therapy. In some cases loss of members can pose a political threat. In 1973 a group of
young adult members of Peoples Temple, called the “gang of eight,” left the move-
ment. They assailed Jim Jones for his alleged racism and unorthodox socialism, and
movement leaders feared that the defectors would go public with their accusations
and bring the socialist leanings of the group to the attention of governmental author-
ities.>” Membership turnover may have some positive consequences for NRMs under
certain conditions. One positive effect is that turnover increases the opportunities for
recent recruits to assume leadership positions, particularly as established members
leave. Membership turnover also creates the potential for change in NRMs when
members with vested interests in current policies and relationships leave. Of course,
the reverse can also occur if high ranking leaders use the exit of midlevel leaders to
consolidate their own power. Finally, membership turnover creates a base of recent
recruits who bring energy to a movement and increase movement solidarity. In some
cases movements deliberately discouraged potential new recruits. Jones tried to create
defections so that the Peoples Temple would develop the kind of radical solidarity he
viewed as necessary for the sacrifices that members would be required to make.””

What Factors Lead to Leaving NRMs?

Case studies of NRMs identified many factors that lead people to leave NRMs.
These include challenges to charismatic authority, continuing demands for
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individual self-sacrifice for the NRM, crises and scandals within the NRM, and a
breakdown of NRM solidarity.>*

Charismatic authority in an NRM can be undermined in a variety of ways. One
potendially threatening event is the death of the founder-leader. While movements
typically succeed in surviving the founder’s death, there sometimes are membership
losses in the transition.>® This occurred in the Hare Krishna movement at the death
of Prabhupada in 1977. No other leader could match his charismatic authority, and
some members drifted away from the movement. Another potential source of con-
flict is prophetic failure, which erodes members’ convictions in the truth and power
of the NRM’s message. In the case of the Movement for the Restoration of the Ten
Commandments in Uganda, the failure of predicted apocalyptic events in 2000 pre-
cipitated rebellion by members, defections, and demands for repayment of dona-
tions. In this macabre case, movement leaders actually murdered several hundred
members in response to the rebellion.>® Another type of threat to charismatic author-
ity occurs when movement leaders conclude that their control over their followers is
compromised. When a set of upper echelon leaders began pursuing policies that The
Family’s founder, Moses David Berg, decided were contrary to his instructions, he
demoted many of them.?” Some of these leaders left The Family and became its pub-
lic opponents.

Some NRMs tried to strengthen group solidarity by requiring various types of
self-sacrifice. One of the most common forms is regulation of individuals’ sexual rela-
tionships. Particularly in communally organized groups, mandating either celibacy
or free love has the effect of thwarting relationships that would diminish individuals’
primary loyalty to the group. In the early years of Hare Krishna, for example, being a
renunciate devotee was regarded as the highest status in the group and “household-
ers” (married men) were regarded as having lesser commitment. Similarly, Unifica-
tionism members were required to invest several years in the movement as “brothers
and sisters” before being eligible for blessing (marriage) by Rev. Moon. Blessed mem-
bers typically lived apart, once they were married, resuming their missionary work.
Some members were unwilling to make the personal sacrifices required by the move-
ment and left while others engaged in secret sexual liaisons that led to their exit or
expulsion. By contrast, during one period of its history, The Family adopted the
practice of “flirty fishing,” where members (usually female) tried to recruit new
members by demonstrating God’s love for them through whatever means were nec-
essary. In many cases women in the group had flirtatious or sexual relationships with
potential converts. Many members left The Family International when this practice
was announced and when individual women felt pressured to participate.”®

Defections also occur in response to scandals. Janet Jacobs (1989) reports numer-
ous cases of members becoming disillusioned when they learned that leaders who
enforced demands for celibacy on followers had secret sexual relationships them-
selves.”® This was particularly alienating when the followers believed that they were
the sole object of leaders’ affections.® For the Branch Davidians, one of the factors
that led some members to seck outside intervention against David Koresh was his
sexual involvement with young girls as part of an initiative to create the House of
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David, children fathered by the messiah. In another case leaders of one branch of the
Hare Krishna movement were discovered to be financing their activities by distribut-
ing illegal goods, encouraging devotees into prostitution, and dealing in illegal drugs.
Although the leaders were punished, the result was member disillusionment with
what they regarded as inexcusable moral turpitude.*! In the Unificationist move-
ment, revelations that Rev. Moon fathered a child out of wedlock produced cynicism
and defections among followers who had remained celibate for years at his request.**
Although such scandals do not necessarily produce immediate defections, they often
lead members to reassess their commitments and then decide later to leave the NRM.
When members feel they were personally betrayed, they sometimes become public
opponents of NRMs once they leave and get either public sympathy or support from
governmental agencies to launch investigations of their allegations.

If movement solidarity breaks down, people will leave a NRM. One relatively
widespread practice in NRMs was to expand the movement to new parts of the
United States or to other nations so that NRMs could proclaim their global status.
When individuals or small teams of individuals were sent abroad, as both The Family
and Unificationists did, their contact with other members and the group’s daily life-
style was broken.*> Under these conditions members may gradually drift away from
the NRM or realize that life outside of the NRM is more pleasurable to them. In a
slightly different scenario, the leaders of Heaven’s Gate at one point informed mem-
bers that they themselves were leaving, and instructed small groups of members to
operate on their own. The result was that once members lost contact with the
NRM and its leadership, defections began to occur rather quickly. Connection to
an NRM is also weakened when members must engage in external employment in
order to finance the NRM. This occurred in Hare Krishna and Love Family, result-
ing not only in weaker individual ties to the movement but also economic inequal-
ities that alienated those with fewer resources.

What Are the Explanations for Leaving NRMs?

The explanations for leaving NRM:s are similar to explanations for joining. Again,
some researchers emphasized a change in social networks while others focused on a
shift in personal identity.

Bromley describes the process in terms of leaving the organization and reintegrat-
ing into conventional social networks.** This process begins with “disinvolvement”
based on doubt about NRM membership. Doubts may occur over doctrinal dis-
agreements, feelings of alienation, or disagreements over principle. Of course, a
degree of ambivalence is common in all social relationships and is common in strug-
gles for spiritual growth. As a result, first doubts are likely to be handled by resorting
to repression, avoidance, or rationalization. If doubts recur or intensify, members
may begin to distance themselves emotionally, symbolically by modifying distinctive
dress or language, or socially by strengthening relationships outside of the group.
NRMs counter these practices with either sanctions or encouragement, which may
temporarily interrupt the leave-taking process, or the individual may find a niche
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within the NRM that eliminates the source of conflict. Indeterminacy may continue
for awhile, however, since individuals may, for example, continue to accept move-
ment doctrine even while rejecting what are perceived as immoral actions (such as
financial or sexual improprieties) by some members or leaders.

If over time a resolution is not found, the leave-taking process moves to the pivotal
stage, “precipitating event.” A member’s continued dissatisfaction creates tension
within the group as well as personal tension for the member who is unhappy with
the NRM. That tension must constantly be managed on both sides. Therefore, at
some point the individual must either overcome his or her doubts or take steps lead-
ing toward a break with the NRM. In many cases the precipitating event appears to
be trivial to outside observers, but for the person, and perhaps the group, that event
symbolizes a conflict that cannot be resolved. The precipitating event, such as a sim-
ple disagreement over a work assignment or a personal relationship, provides the
impetus needed to propel the person across the membership boundary and into the
stage of “separation.”

For the large number of NRM members who were merely experimenting with
NRM membership, the transition back to life in the mainstream may be relatively
easy. The separation stage is filled with personal turbulence for longer-term members
who were more deeply invested in the group. They face rejection by their former col-
leagues, ambivalence about their own decision, and uncertainty about reentering
relationships they had rejected in favor of the NRM. Such individuals frequently
experience a sense of personal failure, loss of community, and severe feelings of anxi-
ety and panic. These problems tend to gradually moderate over time if individuals
can rejoin conventional society, but it is not uncommon for former members to seek
out counseling or ex-member support groups to ease this transition.

Skonovd describes the leave-taking process in terms of successive withdrawal of
self-identity from a movement.*> From this perspective, leaving begins with crises
brought on by factors internal to the movement (disruption of the movement envi-
ronment or isolation from the movement, interpersonal conflicts within the move-
ment, or exhaustion of energy and commitment) or external factors (the lure of
educational or employment opportunities or affective ties with family and friends).
These conflicts precipitate a reevaluation of one’s NRM identity and commitment,
which may be met with various types of psychological coping mechanisms (avoid-
ance, rationalization, withdrawal from the conflict). Lack of resolution moves the
individual to a state of disaffection, and the individual develops rationales for further
disengagement from the NRM. With the emotional bond now severed, the individ-
ual makes the decision to withdraw and develops a plan for leaving permanently. Fol-
lowing withdrawal, the individual is involved in cognitive transition between the
NRM and conventional society. Cognitive reorganization paves the way for reinte-
gration into a conventional lifestyle.

These two explanations for leaving show that the process of separating from a
NRM is as complex in nature as joining a NRM. The process involves both social
separation and identity separation. While these two processes typically occur in tan-
dem, that is not necessarily the case. It is not uncommon for NRM members to
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conclude that the NRM betrayed its own ideals and the members withdraw from
active involvement while continuing to believe in the doctrine and the rightness of
the NRM. In other cases members become extremely disillusioned and psychologi-
cally distanced from the movement but remain members because they are deeply
invested in the group or find the lifestyle alternatives unacceptable.

THE CONTROVERSY OVER BRAINWASHING AND
DEPROGRAMMING

In sharp contrast to the explanations for NRM joining and leaving that were
developed by scholars of NRMs, NRM opponents offered much more sinister inter-
pretations of these processes. Active opponents of NRMs saw these movements as
pseudoreligious cults deceptively taking advantage of the constitutional protection
afforded legitimate religions. The anticult movement drew on a strong popular cul-
ture acceptance of the concept of brainwashing and proposed that, rather than mak-
ing authentic spiritual choices, NRM members were subjected to systematic mind
control programs that compromised their capacity for voluntaristic, autonomous
behavior. As part of the anticult campaign, a countermeasure was developed to
reverse the effects of cultic programming-deprogramming. A debate ensued between
anticult activists (including some scholars of NRMs) and most NRM scholars that
has created continuing controversy over the meaning and significance of NRMs. ¢

Brainwashing and the Anticult Movement

The concept of brainwashing has a long history in popular culture that traces back
to the 1950s Cold War era. The term itself derives from a Chinese phrase (szu hsiang
kai tsao0) that roughly translates in English as “to cleanse (or wash clean) thoughts”
and refers to sociopolitical attitude correction. The concept became part of the pop-
ular parlance during the Cold War era when political trials in the Soviet Union pro-
duced public confessions by the accused, Chinese officials instituted thought reform
programs, and North Korean officials elicited public confessions to war crimes by
American soldiers who were prisoners of war (POWSs). Brainwashing was subse-
quently popularized in the 1962 film, The Manchurian Candidate, in which commu-
nist captors use hypnosis and drugs in an attempt to turn an American POW into an
undercover agent. In 1975 an apparently successful case of brainwashing came to
light when the Symbionese Liberation Army kidnapped Hearst publishing empire
heiress Patty Hearst. Months after her kidnapping she resurfaced as a convert to the
movement, participated in a bank robbery, and failed to escape her captors even
when she had opportunities to do so. At trial her attorneys did not actually use a
brainwashing defense but argued that Hearst was terrorized and collaborated out of
fear for her life. The jury was unconvinced, however, and Hearst served prison time
before receiving a presidential pardon.

Popular culture notwithstanding, the evidence amassed in support of brainwash-
ing was never impressive. The landmark study on brainwashing is Robert Lifton’s
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Thought Reform and the Psychology of Totalism. Lifton studied 25 westerners and
15 Chinese in Hong Kong who were subjected to thought reform programs. He
argued that eight “themes” are integral to totalistic behavior control: controlling
internal communication and eliminating external communication (milieu control),
manipulating individuals’ perceptions of their own behavior (mystical manipula-
tion), moral polarizing of insiders and outsiders (demand for purity), using confes-
sion rituals to expose unacceptable relationships and actions (cult of confession),
propounding totalitarian ideology as absolute truth (sacred science), utilizing emo-
tionally laden concepts that impede critical thought (loading the language), inter-
preting reality and other persons through group ideology (doctrine over person),
and elevating the group and its ideology as the highest value (dispensing of exis-
tence). While all 40 of Lifton’s subjects collaborated with their jailers, by condemn-
ing the United States in signed public statements or confessing to germ warfare, only
two reaffirmed their statements once they were released. Statistics on American
POWs during the Korean War show a similar pattern. Subjected to starvation and
torture, about one-third of the survivors collaborated with their captors in an effort
to survive the brutal conditions of life. However, only 21 of the nearly 4,500 Ameri-
cans refused repatriation at the conclusion of hostilities, and 11 members of that
group subsequently requested repatriation.

Brainwashing allegations resurfaced in the 1970s when NRMs began recruiting
predominantly white, middle-class, well-educated, young adults to their respective
movements. Opposition to NRMs soon mounted, particularly from the families of
NRM recruits.”” Two major wings to the opposition evolved, both secking to distin-
guish between legitimate churches and what they regarded as pseudoreligious cults.
The religiously based countercult movement had long opposed sectarian Christian
and non-Christian churches.*® For the countercult movement, NRMs were simply
new additions to their lists of opponents. For countercultists, NRMs constituted a
spiritual threat because they propagated heretical doctrines, and they typically
regarded NRM recruits as spiritually deceived rather than brainwashed. It was the
secular anticult associations founded by family members of NRM members that
adopted brainwashing as the explanation for people joining NRMs.*” Anticult ideol-
ogy disavowed religious prejudice and sought to distinguish cults from legitimate
groups on the basis that the former employed brainwashing techniques.

In its early forms anticult ideology depicted cults as rapidly growing, totalistic,
capable of dramatically altering individuals’ normal personalities, and emotionally
damaging. NRM members were supposedly rendered powerless by some combina-
tion of hypnosis, sleep deprivation, relentless indoctrination, altered diet, and
extreme isolation. These crude and easily disproven theories were succeeded by the
work of psychologist Margaret Singer and others.”® Singer’s theories served as the
foundation for anticult brainwashing ideology. Singer argued that six conditions
were central to the brainwashing process: (1) the group prevented individuals from
becoming aware that they were the targets of a mind control program; (2) the group
limited and shaped the information and contacts to which individuals had access; (3)
the group created a sense of fear, dependence, and powerlessness in those under its
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control; (4) the group eradicated the individual’s prior attitudes and behavior; (5) the
group imposed attitudes and behavior compatible with group priorities; and (6) the
group controlled the way individuals processed information by creating a closed log-
ical system that prevented individuals from challenging cult ideology. Singer’s theo-
ries were most influential within anticult circles and for a time in court proceedings,
but a variety of other theories also existed, ranging from cybernetic trauma, to
manipulative use of trance and hypnotic states, to relational disorders. These theories
were usually not accepted either by professional associations or the courts, but the
debate over brainwashing continues.”’ The overwhelming majority of scholars
actively studying NRMs employ more voluntaristic explanations in preference to
the brainwashing approach.

Among the many reasons that brainwashing theory was unpersuasive was that the
pattern of findings social scientists amassed were not compatible with what would be
predicted from a brainwashing perspective. One incongruous finding is that NRM
recruitment rates were always low and depended on intense recruitment campaigns
while turnover rates were always high. If brainwashing were correct, researchers
would find the reverse pattern to be true. NRMs are extremely diverse and generally
have little contact with one another. It is simply not possible that unrelated groups all
could have discovered and implemented brainwashing techniques at precisely the
same moment. Ethnographic accounts indicate that different wings within the same
NRM used different recruitment and socialization practices, and these practices fre-
quently changed. No explanation that assumes a homogeneous, coordinated pro-
gram of mind control would be able to account for such differences. In general,
NRM recruitment declined rather than improved over time, as the 1960s counter-
culture waned and the pool of potential recruits diminished. This pattern is difficult
to reconcile with brainwashing theory, which suggests that success rates should
increase as groups had an opportunity to perfect their mind control techniques.
Instead, NRMs displayed a pattern of factionalism, schism, and conflict that is
inconsistent with the compliance that one would predict with a brainwashing
explanation. Numerous programs were established by highly trained specialists to
control behaviors that were deemed undesirable (tobacco and drug use, mental
health problems, criminality, abuse, and violence), often with the active participation
of the affected individual. The success rate for all of these programs is uniformly dis-
couraging. It therefore seems implausible that NRMs could so dramatically alter
individual behaviors in a brief time, as is claimed by brainwashing theories. Finally,
most individuals who left NRMs do not claim that they were brainwashed, unless
they were deprogrammed or otherwise influenced by the anticult movement.

The Deprogramming Solution

The anticult movement produced two primary organizations, the International
Cultic Studies Association (originally the American Family Foundation) and the
Cult Awareness Network. These two organizations adopted a dual strategy of
informing the public about the danger posed by cults and leading the campaign
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against these groups. While this strategy could potentially have increased public
resistance to NRMs, it did not resolve the problem of families with relatives who
had joined an NRM. The mission of “rescuing” individuals who were supposedly
brainwashed by NRMs was undertaken by a group of entrepreneurs who referred
to themselves as deprogrammers. These individuals acted as agents of families and
worked to reverse the effects of cultic programming (brainwashing), and to liberate
individuals from the groups in which they had become entrapped.

It was Theodore Roosevelt “Ted” Patrick, Jr., who initiated the practice of depro-
gramming in 1971 after members of his family were approached by recruiters from
The Family International. “Black Lightening,” as Patrick was called, theorized that
brainwashing involved hypnosis through brain waves projected from a cult recruiters’
eyes and finger tips and then programming individuals’ minds through a combina-
tion of constant indoctrination, a totalistic environment, and self-hypnosis.”* Patrick
developed the practice of deprogramming to reverse the cultic brainwashing process.
Patrick’s deprogramming program bore a striking resemblance to the brainwashing
process it was designed to reverse. NRM members were physically abducted and held
in isolation for extended periods, often for several days or occasionally even several
weeks. During this period some combination of family members, deprogrammers,
and former NRM members would use guilt, concern, argumentation, negative infor-
mation about the group, testimonials from former members, and threats of contin-
ued confinement to convince the deprogramming client to disavow membership in
his or her NRM. Following a deprogramming, individuals were sometimes sent to
anticult sponsored rehabilitation centers and halfway houses to ensure a successful
transition back into conventional society. Deprogrammings were deemed “success-
ful” if they resulted in a renunciation of NRM membership. A succession of arrests
and prosecutions on civil and criminal charges ultimately forced Patrick to give up
deprogramming. However, by that time many other deprogrammers emerged, many
trained by Patrick, who carried on the activity.

It is impossible to estimate exactly how many deprogrammings occurred; the
number certainly is in the thousands. Patrick himself claimed to deprogram over
1,500 NRM members. Deprogrammers were successful about two-thirds of the time
in extracting individuals from NRMs, particularly those people who had not devel-
oped strong ties to their respective movements. The number of coercive deprogram-
mings declined rapidly toward the end of the 1970s as deprogrammers increasingly
faced legal liability, the number of new NRM recruits declined sharply, anticult acti-
vists discovered that noncoercive tactics were as effective as their coercive techniques,
and the continuing high rate of exiting from NRM:s reduced their membership bases.
Coercive deprogramming as an organized practice was brought to an end by a failed
deprogramming. A civil suit was brought against the Cult Awareness Network,
through which a deprogramming referral was arranged. The court judgment bank-
rupted the organization and eliminated the referral network through which depro-
grammers operated.

In the face of increased opposition to coercive deprogramming and the ever-
present possibility of family relationships being ruptured by an unsuccessful



60 _[History and Controversies

deprogramming, the anticult movement developed a new strategy for extracting
individuals from NRMs, which it termed exit counseling. While many exit counse-
lors have operated from a mind control perspective, the practice has become diverse,
and some exit counselors adopted a more educational approach. In either case, the
assumption common to all such techniques is that NRM members have lost the
capacity for independent thought and require “objective” information that will allow
them to leave on their own. The exit counseling process involves consultation
between family and the counselor to inform the family about the process and then
eliciting agreement from the NRM member to participate in the process on a volun-
tary basis. A key difference between coercive deprogramming and exit counseling is
that while NRM members may be confronted with a variety of moral, emotional,
or intellectual appeals and pressures, they may not be physically constrained. As in
the case of deprogramming, successful exit counseling may be followed up with addi-
tional counseling or time in a “rehabilitation” facility.

The practice of deprogramming proved important to both NRM:s and the anticult
movement in different ways. For most NRMs, deprogramming was not a threat to
their membership bases, but it did increase the wariness of NRM members and the
seclusiveness of groups, which ironically magnified one of the attributes that most
disturbed anticult activists. At the same time, deprogramming also increased NRM
solidarity. The abduction of members increased members’ internal solidarity, height-
ened their sense of persecution, and provided them with heroic figures if members
resisted deprogramming and returned to the NRM. Coercive deprogrammings also
yielded allies, primarily civil libertarians, in a time when NRMs had very few allies.

Deprogramming was useful to the anticult movement because it demonstrated to
activists that NRM members were, indeed, programmed and that the effects of cultic
brainwashing could be reversed. Although radical, the practice offered a resource to
families prepared to assume the legal and relational risks. In cases of successful depro-
gramming, former NRM members sometimes themselves became anticult move-
ment activists or even deprogrammers. The “atrocity stories” that they recounted
increased solidarity within the anticult movement and provided legitimation for
brainwashing theory and the necessity of deprogramming.’® Those who left an
NRM also proved very useful in generating sympathetic media coverage and support
from governmental agencies. Finally, successful deprogrammings were useful to both
deprogrammers and family members. Deprogrammers could use successful depro-
grammings to market their services, and family members were able to provide a pub-
lic account of a rescue from a predatory cult rather than an errant youth failing to
accept adult family and occupational responsibilities.

CONCLUSION

The proliferation of NRMs reopened inquiry into the nature of religious joining
and leaving. NRM:s provide a particularly interesting set of cases because these are
radical groups that do not resemble traditional churches and are not connected
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socially and culturally to mainstream social institutions. Given the radical quality of
NRMs, it is easy to assume that joining such movements involves a transformation of
personal identity and a categoric shift in social networks. The evidence from a sub-
stantial body of research on NRMs, however, indicates that membership in NRMs
is relatively brief and experimental in nature and that new members have various
types and levels of involvement. Most researchers concluded that individual mem-
bers are not the products of mind control programs orchestrated by NRMs but
rather are active agents. Because most NRM members have less than total commit-
ment to the movements they join, it is important to understand the leave-taking
process. Studies of NRMs indicate that movements face a variety of challenges to
maintaining organizational stability and member loyalty, and that members fre-
quently begin withdrawing their identities or social involvement in movements after
a period of experimentation with membership. This pattern can be seen as a career of
both joining and leaving, and it is critical to understanding NRMs. Far from being
the monolithic organizations that they appear to be to outsiders, NRMs are a mix
of incoming recruits and outgoing dissatisfied ex-members, with varying types and
levels of commitment. Many NRMs are unable to maintain continued growth and
development because they are unable to maintain high rates of recruitment or avoid
high rates of leave-taking, which has left most movements without the membership
base to create a major niche in the American religious economy.
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James T. Richardson

New Religious Movements (NRMs) relate in important ways to the law and the
legal system that implements the laws of any modern society. This essay examines
the major ways NRMs are affected by the law, as well as the way that NRMs, either
directly or indirectly, affect the development of law and the legal system itself. Thus,
the essay has as its theme the interaction between the world of NRM:s and the greater
society, particularly a society’s legal structure.’

While the analysis focuses on the United States and more recent decades, it also is
comparative and historical in nature, bringing in relevant material from other soci-
eties and time periods. This broader approach means that the term NRM has a larger
meaning than a typical definition. The term NRM, which is much debated and
somewhat ambiguous, typically refers to religious groups that have developed, or at
least come to the attention of the general public and political authorities in recent de-
cades in the United States. However, when one examines the situation outside the
bounds of the United States, the term should include some not-so-new groups in
other societies, mainly because groups such as the Jehovah’s Witnesses, the Latter-
day Saints (Mormons), and many evangelical Protestant groups often get lumped
with NRMs in other countries. Some scholars use terms like “minority religion” to
encompass this broader grouping, but herein I use “NRM,” but with the broader
attribution.

We begin the discussion with an assessment of the role that NRMs play in defin-
ing the boundary between church and state in various contemporary societies, begin-
ning first with some comments about the various possible arrangements of church
and state relations. Afterward a number of areas of the law germane to NRMs are
discussed, as well as one brief case study from the United States to demonstrate
how the law has and can be used to exert control over NRMs. The essay closes with
remarks about how NRMs use the law to defend themselves and promote their own
agendas.
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NRMS AND CHURCH/STATE RELATIONS

There are many variations in the way that religious organizations relate to govern-
ments in the modern world. Such arrangements run the gamut from situations of
near-total dominance by a religious tradition (Iran) to situations where religious
expression and affiliation are forbidden (much of the former Soviet Union). These
extreme arrangements are rare in the contemporary world, however, and most soci-
eties fall in between, even if there may be tendencies in one direction or the other.
More specifically, many modern societies demonstrate marked religious pluralism,
with many different traditions present and vying for space in the public square.
The United States is a modern society that has found a way to accommodate consid-
erable religious pluralism; this essay examines its often emulated legal structure and
the American experience with NRM:s since the term first gained credence in this soci-
ety in the 1960s.

First, we discuss the role of NRMs in the extreme situations mentioned above
before addressing the more common societal contexts such as Western Europe,
Australia/New Zealand, and the United States, which involve considerable pluralism
and public space allowed for religion and religious groups.

Total domination of a society by one religious tradition means that the institution-
al structure of society, including the legal system, was organized to promote and
defend the dominant religion. An NRM attempting to gain a foothold in such a
society would encounter considerable difficulty. Laws might be passed to make par-
ticipation in activities of the NRM illegal, with punishments that could vary up to
the ultimate penalty of death. Law enforcement agencies could be directed to expend
considerable resources on enforcement of such laws. Practitioners of the NRM might
find themselves excluded from gainful employment or educational opportunities.
The media would be expected to promote the official view, as well. In short, the
NRM would have no space in the public square, and penalties for seeking a place
could be severe. What has happened to the Baha’i in Iran during recent decades
exemplifies this difficult sicuation for NRMs. Also, treatment of some Christian-
oriented groups such as the Jehovah’s Witnesses in countries like Islamic Uzbekistan
illustrates such religious totalitarianism.

Communist regimes in the former Soviet Union as well as China are examples of
the other extreme, where systematic efforts are made to implement an official policy
that would stamp out all religion. In both situations the effort was never totally suc-
cessful. In China some official traditional churches were sanctioned under commu-
nism but kept under severe control by the government by various governmental
policies, including the appointment of top church personnel by the government.
These policies are reflected in the legal structure developed within China.

In the Soviet Union and its broader sphere of influence success of the program
to do away with religion varied considerably, depending on the society. The Catholic
Church was too embedded in Polish society to be stamped out, and actually
gained strength and influence during Soviet times, becoming a not-so-loyal opposi-
tion to the communist regime. But in other nations such as East Germany and
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Czechoslovakia the official policy was much more successful, as evidenced by its
lingering effects on the religiosity of citizens years after the fall of the Soviet
Union.

NRMs trying to operate in societies dominated by communism encountered
severe problems, with heavy-handed persecution often occurring. Indeed, some west-
ern-oriented NRMs cannot function in China at all and could not in the former
Soviet Union, as well. In the case of China the problem of the antireligion posture
of the state is illustrated by Falun Gong, which involved a number of laws being
passed quite rapidly to make participation in Falun Gong rituals illegal, as well as
other actions by the legal and judicial systems that made it clear to all that this was
a forbidden movement.” The result was that thousands of Falun Gong practitioners
were incarcerated and dozens if not hundreds died while in the hands of communist
officials. The persecution of participants in so-called “house churches” and the
destruction of those facilities in China also demonstrate the reaction toward NRMs
of any unofficial stripe under the Chinese communist regime.

With the fall of the Soviet Union, the situation for NRMs changed remarkably in
Russia and other societies in the region that had been under Soviet domination. New
laws were passed and constitutions established modeled after Western ones that were
more cognizant of religious pluralism in the modern world. These constitutional
provisions and laws were more conducive to religious freedom, and in this new
climate NRMs flourished, at least for a time, particularly in some former Soviet
dominated societies.

Those new laws and constitutional provisions were not fully embraced in the hin-
terlands of the former Soviet Union, and were never embraced in some parts of that
formerly vast nation.” Also, conflicts soon developed in Russia and other former
Soviet national governments concerning the rapid influx of NRMs from outside
these countries. Pressures mounted to change the laws dealing with religion in ways
that limited the incursion of foreign NRMs as well as development of indigenous
NRMs. This was especially the case in Russia, and in 1997, after considerable
lengthy political conflict over the issue, a much more restrictive law was passed.
The Russian Orthodox Church (ROC) colluded openly with conservation politi-
cians (many of them former communists) to achieve the limitations of the new law,
which narrowly defined religious freedom as accruing not to individuals, but to a
limited set of traditional religious organizations, with the ROC being the “first
among equals.” Similar efforts were made in some other former Soviet-dominated
countries with varying degrees of success. In Poland, the Catholic Church supported
more rigorous registration laws and other provisions making it more difficult for
NRMs to develop, and officials in France promoted those more restrictive laws.
However, these efforts did not succeed, although the government bureaucracies deal-
ing with religious groups sometimes made it difficult for such groups to function. In
Hungary efforts were also defeated to pass more restrictive legislation dealing with
religious groups, and NRMs have flourished there compared to the situation in some
former Soviet-dominated countries.
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WESTERN EUROPEAN TREATMENT OF NRMS

These latter examples of legal developments in former Soviet-dominated countries
demonstrate an important trend: former Soviet countries emulated Western Euro-
pean democracies as they shed the yoke of communism. Some of those countries
were already quite westernized, especially Hungary, but others wanted to rejoin what
they thought was their traditional home region, with its culture and values. Thus,
there was a tendency for some of these societies formerly dominated by the Soviet
Union, particularly those in the western part that had traditionally practiced some
form of Christianity prior to the Soviet Union’s establishment, to adopt language
from Western legal documents such as the European Convention on Human Rights
into their own constitutions. Also, statutes that were passed often were similar to
those in Western European countries. It is also worth noting that Western European
documents and legal institutions have had a major impact on other countries around
the world concerning how religion is treated and religious freedom defined. Australia
and New Zealand are examples of more westernized nations that look to Western
Europe for guidance in areas such as religious freedom. Given this fact, a review of
the overall situation in Western Europe concerning NRMs would be useful in the
context of discussing church-state relations, and to this we now turn.

There is considerable variety among Western European nations in terms of
church-state relations, but most have well-established traditions of religious freedom,
even if the specific manner of implementing religious freedom varies from one soci-
ety to the next. Most have some variant of an established church, whether official or
not, with some countries such as Germany and the Netherlands having more than
one with the official establishment of both Catholicism and some form of Protestan-
tism. Great Britain has an officially established Anglican Church, and even requires
that its monarch be a member. France, despite its official /zicite, allows a special
and privileged role for the Catholic Church while officially disavowing any special
place for religion in French society.

This remarkable variety within an ambit of Western values that include religious
freedom suggests differences in how these societies relate to NRMs. The differences
are not easily explicable, but are nonetheless quite dramatic.* Although there is an
ebb and flow to the way Western European societies define and treat NRMs, we
can see some easily discernable patterns. France, Belgium, and Austria have demon-
strated considerable animus toward NRMs, as reflected in governmental actions of
various types, including the passage in France of statutes criminalizing “mental
manipulation,” a term referring to recruitment efforts by unpopular NRMs, as well
as the passage in Austria of statutes clearly establishing a legal hierarchy of religious
groups with significantly different levels of privilege. In both France and Belgium
governmental studies resulted in development in the 1990s of lengthy lists of forbid-
den religious groups. Those lists had a very dramatic impact on NRMs in those soci-
eties, affecting their ability to function and fueling efforts to drive some out of these
countries. The lists effectively redrew the boundaries between church and state in
Belgium, France, and Austria, and limited religious freedom for NRMs and their
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participants in those two nations. The quasi-legal status of the lists was questioned,
and a court decision in France led to an official withdrawal of the list. However,
the impact of this decision has yet to be fully ascertained.

Other societies in Western Europe such as the Netherlands, Italy, and Switzerland,
as well as Scandinavian countries, are much more tolerant of NRMs, and have
refrained from passing special laws designed to exert social control over such groups,
even if some NRMs attract considerable negative media attention and are unpopular
with the general public. Some official attention was paid to NRMs in these societies
and occasional government reports submitted, but these have not usually led to pas-
sage of limiting laws, thus allowing NRMs to function openly within those societies
without official harassment.

Germany is a special case, adopting a paternalistic attitude toward NRMs from the
outset in the 1970s, and engaging in official efforts over the past several decades to
discourage participation in them. Federal agencies issued publications and mounted
media campaigns warning the citizenry about “the dangers of sects.” The official ani-
mus has been focused especially on Scientology, which experienced strong efforts at
social control within Germany. The animus toward Scientology contributed to the
establishment by the German Parliament in 1996 of an Enquete Commission on
“So-Called Sects and Psychogroups.” This Commission issued its final report in
1998, after much effort that included a fact-finding visit to the United States and
the sponsorship of several research projects designed to answer questions about the
possible harmful effects of NRMs to German society and its citizens. That research
did not find harmful effects of participation in NRMs, but the Commission none-
theless recommended some new laws to exert more controls over such groups. These
recommendations were ignored, however, until the tragic attacks on the World Trade
Center in New York on September 11, 2001. That event contributed directly to pas-
sage of a Commission-recommended new law making it easier to dissolve religious
groups thought to be associated with terrorism. The new law has been applied spar-
ingly, however, belying the outcry from some NRMs (especially Scientology) when it
was passed hurriedly after the 9/11 event.

AMERICAN INFLUENCES ON LEGAL TREATMENT OF NRMS

Much of what happened in Western Europe, Australia and New Zealand, and for-
mer Soviet dominated countries was influenced by the experience of NRMs in the
United States. Some of that influence was direct, as when an NRM sent representa-
tives or missionaries to these parts of the world or American anticult movements
extended their efforts to other nations. There are examples of both activities occur-
ring over the past decades since NRMs first came to the attention of the American
public. Several of the more controversial and well-known NRMs in the United States
such as the Unification Church (UC), the Children of God (COG), Scientology, and
the Hare Krishna (HK) spread into Western Europe and other parts of the world
fairly rapidly, with a significant spurt of expansion after the fall of the Soviet Union
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as these and other groups moved into those countries formerly a part of the Soviet
bloc. An immediate reaction to this missionizing activity followed, and the reaction
was typically not positive. The NRMs coming into Western Europe in the 1970s
and 1980s were not well known initially, but it soon was clear that they challenged
traditional religions and cultural values in those nations. Also, those four listed
above, as well as others categorized as NRMs in other nations, carried an American
taint, even though the UC and HK were not actually American products.

Concern about the influx of NRMs from the United States, and the development
of some indigenous NRM groups, caused a reaction, leading to the development of
governmental attention to this new phenomenon, as well as the establishment of pri-
vate and sometimes church-related groups in opposition to the NRMs. Some Amer-
ican anticult groups noted this reaction and engaged in their own form of mission
activities, sending materials and representatives to Western Europe and later to
nations of the former Soviet Union to support efforts to control NRMs. The joint
efforts of Western European and American anticult oriented governmental agencies
and private individuals and organizations led to many actions being taken within
Western European countries, with mixed results, as discussed above. A number of
governmental studies were done on NRMs, quite often informed by American anti-
cultist ideologies, and some laws were passed, including a few quite punitive and
ambiguous ones such as the French statute criminalizing “mental manipulation.”
That concept was related to and derivative of an American cultural product known
as “brainwashing” (discussed below), a term developed as a major weapon in the
“cult wars” that developed in the United States from the 1960s through the 1990s.

Because of the considerable influence of developments in the United States, we
now examine in some detail the history of NRMs and legal developments associated
with NRMs. Those developments include efforts to apply extant law, such as conser-
vatorship statutes, in a novel manner to NRM participants, efforts to promote novel
legal concepts such as “mind control” and “brainwashing” for use in social control of
NRMs, attempts to pass statutes at the federal and state levels making NRM:s illegal,
the use of civil as well as criminal legal actions in social control, and the development
of self-help approaches to the “cult problem” that included kidnapping and “depro-
gramming” of participants.

Before discussing these specific legal issues some background information is perti-
nent. The First Amendment to the United States Constitution with its religious free-
dom and antiestablishment clauses places severe limits on what can and cannot be
done when religious groups and practices are at issue. Unlike the situation in a num-
ber of other modern democracies, the federal government lacks the authority to
intervene directly in things religious. To do so opens federal authorities to charges
of preferring one religion over another—a possible violation of the antiestablishment
clause—or of limiting the religious freedom of religious groups and adherents
to those groups—a possible violation of the freedom of religion clause (and per-
haps the freedom of association and expression clauses of the Constitution as
well). It is noteworthy that most states also have analogous provisions in their state
constitutions.
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These constitutional provisions limit (but do not entirely preclude) governmental
actions against NRMs. This has contributed directly to what can be termed “self-
help” solutions to the perceived (by some) problem of NRMs in American society.
This includes such legally questionable practices as kidnapping and deprogramming,
as well as efforts to use the courts via civil suits or conservatorship actions against
unpopular NRMs. The constitutional prohibitions against many types of govern-
mental actions concerning religion in the United States do not obtain in many other
countries. Thus, many European and former Soviet countries can and do sanction
action by governmental agencies that are intended to exert social control over
NRM activities, and therefore act toward their citizens in a much more paternalistic
manner than is the case in the United States.

CONSERVATORSHIP LAWS AND NRMS

Most states have statutes referred to as conservatorship or temporary and perma-
nent guardianship laws, which make it possible for courts to allow the management
of assets of older persons who are incapacitated in some way and deemed by the
courts to be unable to manage their financial affairs and health care. When NRMs
became controversial, creative efforts were made to extend the application of these
laws to young people who chose to participate in NRMs. This novel application of
such laws was accepted in some states for several years, allowing parents who were
unhappy about the religious choices of their children to be granted temporary or per-
manent custody and legal oversight over their children, sometimes in ex parze hearing
(which means the party being discussed was not present). These court orders were
granted even though the children were usually of legal age. Thus, incidents of law
enforcement officers appearing at the door of an NRM with a court order to remove
a specific person from the group and deliver this person to the custody of his or her
parents occurred with some regularity for a decade or so.

However, this approach caught the attention of human and civil rights groups and
others who supported freedom of religious expression. NRMs began to challenge the
application of such laws to NRM participants, as did members of NRMs who expe-
rienced the application of such statutes, and groups such as the American Civil Lib-
erties Union (ACLU) and the National Council of Churches opposing this broad
interpretation of such laws. In 1977 a decisive case (Kazz v. Superior Court 73 Cal.
App. 3rd 952) was won against the use of these laws in California, and this case
became a persuasive precedent for such cases around the country. The case involved
three members of the Unification Church (UC) who were taken from a UC com-
munity by legal authorities and given to their parents for “deprogramming.” A trial
court had granted the conservatorships, but the case was appealed to the California
Court of Appeals, which ruled in favor of the plaintiffs, thus dealing a fatal blow in
California and elsewhere to the application of such laws to youth who joined an
NRM. After this decision, which focused on the age of the participants and their
rights to practice the religion of their choice, even against their parents’ wishes, the
use of such laws in the NRM arena lessened considerably.
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“BRAINWASHING,” “MIND CONTROL,” AND RELATED
JUSTIFICATIONS FOR INTERVENTION

The underpinning of efforts to apply conservatorship laws to NRM participants
was clearly normative and ideological in that parents and other authorities in
American society did not like the new, high-demand religions that were attracting
American youth. As noted above, the first Amendment to the United States Consti-
tution precluded most direct overt action against religious groups because those
groups and their adherents were guaranteed religious freedom. Given this situation,
efforts were made by anticult groups and individuals to develop other justifications
for intervention, as self-help remedies were sought for the perceived problem of
NRM recruitment and growth in American society.

One legal scholar, Richard Delgado, made a strong case in a series of law review
articles that participation should be invalidated because of lack of informed consent
at the time of joining an NRM.” His argument was that some NRMs were deceptive
in their recruitment and did not fully reveal who they were and what their intentions
were when recruiting members. He relied on and overgeneralized a situation that
might have obtained for a while with UC recruitment in northern California. How-
ever, the quite open recruitment of virtually all NRMs and the fact that nearly all
recruits were of legal age undercut Delgado’s argument, which never had much
impact in legal cases. He also offered another theory: that participation in NRMs
violated the Thirteenth Amendment of the Constitution prohibiting slavery. This
line of legal reasoning also was not persuasive, however, and is now viewed as a good
example of overreaction that occurred during the early days of the American “cult
scare.”

These attempts to develop a legal theory to undergird efforts to exert social control
over NRMs may have failed in an overt sense, but they were not entirely unsuccess-
ful. They dovetailed with and were supportive of what became the major ideological
weapon against NRMs, the development of the concept of “brainwashing” and
related terms such as “mind control.” These pseudoscientific notions were promoted
by a few mental health professionals opposed to the spread of NRMs and became
widely accepted within the mental health community and among the general public.
These and related concepts were used effectively in legal actions against NRMs for
over two decades, undergirding civil actions against NRMs and serving as a part of
the defense when “deprogrammers” were sued for false imprisonment or charged
with violating kidnapping statutes.

Brainwashing is a term that opponents of NRMs often used to describe the
recruitment process of NRMs. It derived from early efforts by Central Intelligence
Agency operatives to characterize the techniques used by the Chinese communists
in their efforts to resocialize Chinese citizens after the communists won control of
China in 1950. Mind control was another term also from that era of the Chinese
communist takeover. The term was used in anticult battles to refer to the process that
ensured recruits would remain in the group once they were recruited. Yet another
pseudoscientific term that was promoted as a new psychological syndrome was



New Religious NMovements and the faw 73

“destructive cultism,” a term referring to the entire context of joining and participat-
ing in an NRM, which some in the mental health field defined as a very problematic
and negative experience.

Terms like brainwashing, mind control, and destructive cultism appeared in pro-
fessional publications in the mental health field and became predominant for a time.
A few mental health professionals were quite successful in promoting these terms,
and had them added to publications such as the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual
of the American Psychiatric Association, which thereby sanctioned their use in legal
actions. The self-interest of certain mental health professionals in promoting these
ideas was perhaps most evident in the case of “destructive cultism,” a term added to
the lexicon by Eli Shapiro, a psychiatrist whose son had joined the Hare Krishna,
resulting in a long battle between the father and the HK over control of the son
and his financial assets. The article describing this new syndrome was published in
a major journal with no explanation of the personal situation that led to develop-
ment of the term and the writing of the article.®

A number of self-help legal actions against various NRMs that were based on
brainwashing/mind control ideas resulted in significant judgments against the
groups, mainly because judges and members of the general public serving on juries
often accepted the basic claim that no person in his or her right mind would join
an NRM. Therefore there must be some special psychosocial processes that coerced
people to join and remain members. Also, when deprogrammers and parents were
sued by NRMs or members after kidnapping and deprogramming members of
NRMs, something that happened thousands of times in the United States in the
1970s and 1980s, brainwashing ideas were used to explain why it was deemed neces-
sary to take such actions. Again, judges and juries were prone to accept such defenses
and find the defendants not guilty.

Brainwashing theory spread around the globe through actions of some govern-
ments and anticult organizations.” The concept justified paternalistic governmental
action to control NRMs in countries such as Germany, became the basis of govern-
mental reports about NRMs, and proposed laws designed to exert control over them
in a number of nations. The “mental manipulation” law in France is a significant case
in point, not only because of the demonstration the law made about attitudes toward
NRMs in the nation, but because France made such an effort to promote its
approach to NRMs in other countries, including Poland, China, and many others.
It is ironic, of course, to see brainwashing related terms being used in China, for
instance against the Falun Gong, given that the term itself derived from the era of
the 1950s and efforts by the United States to define and deal with the new commu-
nist government there.

In the United States, brainwashing and related concepts lost favor in the last de-
cade, even as it diffused around the world and became a popular ideological under-
pinning of governmental actions in other nations. After a number of years when such
evidence was accepted by American courts, some key decisions made in federal courts
called into question the use of brainwashing-based legal actions. There was consider-
able controversy over the demise of brainwashing based legal actions, with a number
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of professional organizations and scholars involved. Indeed, two proponents of the
use of brainwashing in the courts even sued a number of scholars (including this
author) and some professional organizations involved in efforts to get such evidence
disallowed in courts.® One suit was a federal civil RICO (Racketeer Influenced and
Corrupr Organizations Act) case filed in New York and the other was a civil action
for defamation filed in California after the federal RICO case was eventually dis-
missed. The legal battle over these two suits demonstrates the extent to which social
control efforts against NRMs made use of the legal system and the courts.

CHILDREN, NRMS, AND THE LAW

Just as brainwashing-based legal efforts were fading from common use, another
approach to social control came to the fore that also made use of the legal system.
As NRMs matured and developed second and even third generations, they were sus-
ceptible to the many statutes and agencies dealing with children in American society
and elsewhere. The rapid development in recent decades of concern about the wel-
fare of children made the use of such laws and agencies against NRMs possible. Such
efforts were facilitated by a few sensationalized stories about child abuse in religious
groups, including some where children had died.

This new approach to NRMs took several forms. The most common was when
children were involved in custody disputes. This typically involved an NRM couple
with children, one of whom decided to leave the NRM. The issue of child custody
nearly always arose, with the former member seeking to take the children from the
group and the other member of the couple seeking to retain custody and keep the
children in the NRM. Some of these battles were quite heated, and sometimes led
to accusations of child abuse by the nonmember seeking custody. Such accusations
almost automatically brought in governmental authorities whose responsibility it
was to safeguard children. These authorities were often quite uninformed about the
NRM and child rearing methods in the group, and they tended to assume the worst
and accept accusations made by the parent seeking custody and others outside the
group. Some of these cases garnered considerable negative publicity in the United
States as well as other countries, as the media was often willing to publish even the
most outrageous claims made by NRM critics.

Controversy also arose over how children were educated, a concern especially in
some European countries, many of which do not have a tradition of homeschooling
of children as does the United States. Some NRMs whose beliefs opposed enrolling
their children in public schools were under constant scrutiny by authorities, and in
France and Germany, two European countries without a homeschooling tradition,
severe conflicts with authorities ensued. In these countries rigorous efforts were made
to obrtain legal custody of the children of one group because of refusals by the NRM
to send their children to public school.

The gravest legal issue dealing with children in NRMs concerns accusations of
child abuse, including claims of severe physical punishment being used, as well as
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child sex abuse. Such sensational claims led authorities in several countries to raid
NRM communal houses and take hundreds of children into custody. In Vermont
in 1982 the Island Pound NRM was raided early one morning by dozens of social
welfare personnel and armed state troopers who came onto the group’s property
and took over 100 children away. The raid was provoked by a well-known depro-
grammer and anticult organization working in concert with Vermont authorities.
Custody battles and claims of severe corporal punishment of children apparently
served as the catalyst for the raid. A judge released the children back to the parents
later that day after finding that there was no evidence of the children being harmed
or in danger. Thus, this traumatic effort at using the legal system against an NRM
was “self-correcting,” with one judge making certain that the law was being followed.
In Argentina, France, and Australia such rapid handling of similar episodes did
not occur with a series of raids on communal homes of The Family (formerly known
as the COG). After large contingents of law enforcement and child welfare personnel
raided the homes and took away hundreds of children, parents spent months trying
to regain custody of their children. In the Argentine case some parents languished
in jail before a courageous judge ordered their release and the reunification of the
parents with their children. In Australia the children were also returned after a
lengthy trial in which the child services officials were roundly criticized for their pre-
cipitous actions, which occurred in coordinated raids in two states in Australia. Even-
tually The Family won damages from the government over the raids in Australia.
These raids were provoked by claims of ex-members of child sex abuse occurring
in the group’s homes, claims that derived in part from earlier group practices that
involved considerable flexibility concerning sexual contact between members and
even with nonmembers. As noted above, when such claims are made authorities
must respond, and their response is often colored by a propensity to accept lurid
claims about unfamiliar and unpopular NRM groups. This was especially true where
organized ex-member and anticult groups work together to promote negative views

about NRMs.

OTHER AREAS OF THE LAW AFFECTING NRMS
Tax Status of NRMs

There are myriad ways in which NRMs become entangled in the laws of any mod-
ern society. Tax status is nearly always an issue, as certain rules must be followed for
such groups to enjoy tax exempt status. The problem that arises over tax status is that
traditional religious groups have accrued privileged status over the years or even
centuries of existing in a society, but new groups must earn such privileges from
sometimes biased political authorities. NRMs are often opposed in their efforts by
traditional religious groups, and the authorities making such decisions are influenced
by their socialization, which would usually have a built-in bent in favor of traditional
groups. In one major American case with which the author was involved, the Internal
Revenue Service first granted tax exempt status to a Jesus Movement NRM and then
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later changed its position and sent a tax bill of over one million dollars to the group.
This claim was contested but, after much legal action and several trials, was enforced
and contributed directly to the demise of the NRM.

In Western European countries tax status is also a major issue, especially given the
more pervasive welfare state approach of those nations. For citizens in those nations
something equivalent to the American Social Security tax must be paid by someone
on behalf of the individual if that person is to participate in such services as health
care and retirement benefits, which are much more generous than in the United
States. NRMs, especially those from the United States, sometimes have not under-
stood this requirement and assumed that such taxes do not need to be paid. Also,
income tax status is an issue in some European countries. For instance, in France,
the Jehovah’s Witnesses were listed in the now-infamous list of some 80 religious
groups that were designated in the 1990s as sects and cults by a government-spon-
sored study. Because of this listing, the tax authorities withdrew tax exempt status
from the Witnesses and sent them a tax bill for the equivalent of over 50 million dol-
lars, claiming that contributions were not tax exempt. Also, the authorities said that
the organization could not accept donations from members to cover the tax bill,
since those also would be considered taxable income by the state. This case is still
being litigated in the courts in France, and the outcome is uncertain. However, the
case clearly illustrates the power that authorities can exercise in nations where the
political and cultural climates are opposed to NRMs.

Immigration Laws and NRMs

Immigration laws also play a major role in exerting control over NRMs that are
multinational, as are all the more controversial ones such as the UC, the HK, The
Family, and Scientology. And, of course, such groups as the Jehovah’s Witnesses,
Protestant evangelical groups, and the Latter-day Saints are treated as NRMs in
countries where they are new and in the minority. Authorities in the United States,
Western European countries, and nations formerly under Soviet domination all have
made use of immigration laws against NRMs and their leaders. The Reverend Moon
of the Unification Church was denied entry into a number of nations in recent de-
cades, and Scientologists also had considerable difficulty with immigration status,
especially in some European countries.

In the United States, efforts were made to stop the influx of UC members from
South Korea, but this was eventually stopped through vigorous legal action by the
UC. The United States also used immigration law in efforts to exert control over
the leader of the Rajneesh group in Oregon. In a rather humorous moment, immi-
gration officials told this author that since the Bhagwan Rajneesh had taken a vow
of silence, and everyone knew that preachers were supposed to preach, this meant
that the law allowing religious personnel into the United States could be enforced
against him. This effort to have the Bhagwan deported did not succeed.
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Zoning and Property Laws and NRMs

NRMs in the United States have considerable freedom to locate and operate where
they choose. However, some NRM:s occasionally have problems with zoning require-
ments enforced by local governmental entities. Such decisions are usually local in
nature, although the Supreme Court has made decisions affirming this posture
toward zoning and land use planning. Thus, some communal NRMs have been pre-
cluded from establishing themselves where they desired because of local ordinances
against multifamily dwellings or against unrelated individuals living together in a
given neighborhood.

In some European and former Soviet countries, as well as other more centralized
countries, the situation is much more controlled. In France and Belgium, for
instance, those groups that appear on the infamous lists mentioned earlier have diffi-
culty renting private facilities, and have also been precluded from renting space in
public facilities. Definite hierarchies of religious groups have been established in
some Western European countries (Austria, for example) and in a number of former
Soviet nations. These hierarchies sometimes mean that NRMs (broadly defined to
include such groups as the Jehovah’s Witnesses) do not have legal status and cannot
own or rent property. Indeed, some of them in Islamic areas of the former Soviet
empire cannot legally function at all, much less occupy a public space. Similar
restrictions apply in China, where “home churches” are often raided, with the partic-
ipants arrested and the facilities destroyed.

FUND RAISING AND SOLICITATION REGULATIONS

All NRMs must find ways to support themselves, and their methods are almost as
varied as the groups seeking sustenance. This has become an arena of considerable
controversy in the United States and elsewhere, and it is usually circumscribed by
statutes of various kinds.” In the United States Supreme Court cases were heard on
the issue of solicitation, with the Court usually affirming open solicitation to support
religious groups without permission from local authorities. In one major case the
Court ruled (but only by a five to four margin) against a Minnesota statute requiring
any religious group raising more than half its funds through public solicitation to
seek permission from the state to do so. The statute was openly aimed at curbing
the UC’s fundraising efforts, which depended on street solicitation or selling flowers
and other small objects to the general public. This and other court decisions have led
to a situation in which solicitation by NRM:s is allowed under most circumstances
without local regulation.

In a related case, also from Minnesota, the HK were severely limited in fundraising
at the Minnesota State Fair, an annual event attended by large numbers of people.
The HK had a history of using airports and other public places and events as venues
to raise money by promoting their books and other products to those who visited the
facility or event. In the Minnesota case the Supreme Court allowed a local time and
place restriction on HK fundraising, based on the logic of public safety. This resulted
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in HK fundraisers being limited to booths in facilities or events, and this method of
group support thus lost its effectiveness for the HK.

When NRM:s do various work to raise funds for group support they may run afoul
of IRS statutes that force them to pay what is called an “unrelated business tax” on
the proceeds from such efforts. This was the situation described above with the Jesus
Movement group studied by this author many years ago. In Western European coun-
tries some NRMs sometimes experienced restrictions on the sale to the general public
of goods they produce. Sometimes the media has joined in or directly promoted
campaigns against NRMs who are selling group products, helping convince the pub-
lic that such products should be avoided.

OREGON AND THE RAJNEESH GROUP: A CASE STUDY OF LAW
AND NRM SOCIAL CONTROL?™

When the Rajneesh group bought a large ranch outside of Antelope, Oregon, in
1980 and moved its international headquarters to this isolated place in the north-
western United States, this immediately gained the attention of political authorities
in that state. Although apparently the Rajneesh leaders thought that by moving to
this isolated spot in eastern Oregon they could develop a community as they saw
fit, this turned out not to be the case at all. The local county jurisdiction in which
Antelope was located had considerable power through such things as zoning regula-
tions, and the State of Oregon had, it turned out, tremendous power to supervise
the finances of the locale where the group settled, especially when supported by the
federal judiciary.

The Rajneeshees bought most of the property in Antelope and renamed the town
Rajneesh. The group built a number of major facilities on the ranch property and
moved hundreds of people to its new headquarters, which it called Rajneeshpuran.
The new facilities themselves became a point of controversy, as local county author-
ities asserted that proper permits were not obtained, and thus the buildings were in
violation of local ordinances. This assertion of authority over the NRM became a
point of major controversy, as the Rajneeshees attempted to take over the local gov-
ernment by registering members to vote and even imported a number of homeless
people from other areas so they could register and vote in local elections. This effort
resulted in much bad feeling between the group and local and state authorities.

Because the town of Rajneesh was an authorized public entity in Oregon, it
received state tax revenues to operate its schools, law enforcement, and other public
services. This flow of revenue was stopped, however, by the issuance of an official
opinion from the chief legal authority of the State of Oregon, the Attorney General
(AG). In a novel argument he asserted that, since the Rajneesh group owned all the
property within the town, and therefore controlled access for nonmembers, to send
state tax revenues to the town, authorities would violate the establishment clause of
the Oregon and United States constitutions. This opinion was used to define the
relationship between the Rajneesh group and the state, thus stopping all state services
and the flow of revenue from the State. The AG’s opinion was eventually affirmed by
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the federal district court, bringing the weight of the federal judicial system to bear in
favor of the State of Oregon and against the Rajneesh group.

This tremendous pressure brought by the confluence of efforts by local, state, and
federal officials led to a strong reaction among Rajneeshee leaders, which included
various illegal activities, including even the poisoning of several hundred citizens by
Rajneesh operatives who placed salmonella in salad bars of some restaurants in Ore-
gon. This ill-advised action led to severe reaction from state and federal authorities
and to the eventual demise of the group in this location. Thus, the possible extent
of the use of the law and the legal and judicial systems was well-illustrated by this
problematic episode involving a prominent, although quite controversial, NRM in
the United States.

NRM USES OF THE LAW AND LEGAL SYSTEMS

Much of this essay has demonstrated the ways that authorities use the law and legal
systems in their societies to exert control over NRMs that are unpopular. Indeed,
authorities often actually rewrite and reinterpret laws to allow greater control over
NRMs. And, even in the United States, with its First Amendment protections of reli-
gious groups and practices, there have been a number of demonstrations showing
how the governmental bodies and judicial systems can be used to cause difficulties
for NRMs, even if ultimately the climate in the United States is one that allows con-
siderable religious freedom within broadly defined boundaries.

In this closing section, we address the issue of how NRMs have made use of the
law and legal and judicial systems to promote their own interests and defend them-
selves. In some societies NRMs have virtually no access to the courts because they
have no legal standing. But in societies where they do have access, some have made
creative use of the law in those legal systems.

Some NRMs are quick to defend their interests by filing suit against those per-
ceived by the group as seeking to harm them. Scientology has the most litigious
approach, with a number of legal actions filed against individuals and governmental
agencies over the years of the group’s existence. This tactic resulted in many people,
including some scholars, being wary of studying or even commenting on Scientol-
ogy. However, Scientology cases have done much to define religious freedom in some
countries, especially Australia and Italy. And in the United States, the IRS capitulated
to Scientology after dozens of suits were filed demanding tax exemption for the pro-
ceeds of its auditing. This demonstrates the power of this more aggressive approach
for this NRM.

The UC also has shown over the years an ability to bring legal prowess to bear on
local authorities seeking to limit solicitation and federal authorities trying to limit
immigration into the United States of UC members. The UC has also filed a number
of suits against deprogrammers and those who hire them to kidnap UC members for
purposes of resocialization. Other groups have been slower to take such overt actions,
but have been forced on occasion to defend themselves in legal actions against them
by private citizens (the “brainwashing” based civil actions against groups by former
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members) and by government authorities (e.g., when children are taken away by
authorities, because of refusal to register the group in former Soviet countries, and
for suits against tax authorities in France by the Jehovah’s Witnesses). In some of
these defensive actions the NRMs have sometimes been assisted by important “third
party partisans” such as the National Council of Churches or the ACLU, as well as
scholars and scholarly professional organizations willing to file amicus (friend of
the court) briefs on behalf of the NRM being sued or attacked.

Some NRMs that have encountered legal difficulties in Western European coun-
tries, including those from countries of the former Soviet Union that have joined
the Council of Europe have availed themselves of access to the European Court of
Human Rights (ECHR). The Jehovah’s Witnesses especially have taken this
approach, filing a number of successful appeals with the ECHR over the years,
involving various member nations of the Council of Europe. Scientology has also
attempted to use the ECHR, but with much less success. In individual countries such
as the United States, Canada, and Australia, appeals to the highest courts in those
nations have sometimes resulted in decisions favorable to NRMs, as well.

CONCLUSIONS

The major conclusion to be drawn from this rendition of interactions between
legal systems and NRMs in the United States and elsewhere is that the law has
become a powerful focal point of social control of NRM:s by their host societies. This
should not be surprising given the importance of law in modern societies, but the
extent of legal social control over NRMs may disturb some who view contemporary
times as being supportive of religious freedom. The way that a society treats its weak
and unpopular religious groups is perhaps the best measure of religious freedom in
that society. Using that measure, it is clear that even in this age of emphasis on
human and civil rights, many nations are wanting in terms of religious freedom.

We have seen some very restrictive laws passed and actions taken by governmental
bureaucracies that are quite restrictive of NRMs and religious freedom for their par-
ticipants. We have also seen examples of reinterpretations of laws in ways that ham-
per the functioning of NRMs. The effort to use conservatorship laws in the United
States against NRM participants is an example, as are Supreme Court decisions
allowing the time and place restrictions on fundraising by NRMs. In other countries,
sometimes with impetus from the United States, we have seen other strong efforts to
develop legal social controls over NRMs. One impressive example occurred in France
with its criminalization of “mental manipulation,” a development with clear lines of
derivation from the American concept of “brainwashing.” And in China the massive
law enforcement reaction to the Falun Gong that has included new laws and judicial
procedures is of grave concern to those who believe NRMs should be allowed to exist
and even flourish.

Certainly religious freedom is prospering in some nations more so than in the
past. The opening of the former Soviet-dominated nations to religious expression is
just one such example, albeit a very significant one. And the functioning of
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transnational entities such as the European Court of Human Rights offers some
solace to those who would espouse religious freedom, even if most decisions grant
considerable leeway to nations in the Council of Europe as they deal with NRMs.

This last point also illustrates another major conclusion of note. When the ECHR
deals with a case that has been brought to it by an NRM, this demonstrates that
NRMs themselves have access to the legal systems in many countries. China is a
major exception, with Falun Gong practitioners being allowed no access to legal
defense, and attorneys who seek to defend them are themselves subject to prosecu-
tion. But in most modern societies NRMs can and do use the legal system to defend
themselves and promote their agendas. This means, of course, that the NRMs are
agreeing to abide by the rules (and outcomes) of the legal system. But this stricture
has not been too high a price to pay from some NRMs, and thus we have seen very
effective use of the legal system in some countries by NRMs like Scientology, the
UC, the HK, and more long-term NRMs like the Jehovah’s Witnesses who have
blazed a trail of successes in the United States, in Canada, and with the ECHR. Even
in Russia several NRMs have won key decisions from the Constitutional Court in
that country, over the protest of the Russian Orthodox Church and important poli-
ticians.

So, the picture is decidedly mixed, and varies considerably by society. In the
United States and a number of European countries NRMs have considerable free-
dom to operate, even if they must accept some restrictions on their activities. As
the rule of law and concern for human and civil rights diffuses around the globe,
even places like China and some of the extremely controlling Islamic countries may
grant more freedoms to NRMs. However, progress seems slow, and in such countries
the legal and political apparatus is being used at this time in a sometimes very harsh
manner to exert control over NRMs.
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New Religious Novements and
Globalization

Jeffrey Kaplan

INTRODUCTION

The study of New Religious Movements (NRMs) is a small but vital subset of reli-
gious studies and of the sociology of religion, with a diverse number of scholars with
other backgrounds being drawn into the mix. NRM:s attract relatively few adherents,
and they tend to form ephemeral organizations, rarely outliving their founding
prophet.' But they are important groups to study because they often provide a
microcosmic lens with which to better understand the cultural mainstream of any
society and, of even greater import, they often anticipate impending religiocultural
changes that are as yet undreamed of in the cultural center. NRMs thus offer a
remarkable insight into the forces that drive the globalization process in the post-
Cold War world.

NRMs have always dreamed globally, even if they were obliged to act locally.
Reformers do not dream small; rather, they seek to revitalize whole faith commun-
ities—Dbe they congregations, denominations, or religious traditions. Prophets found
faiths with the aim of global redemption. This vision fired the adherents of NRM
long before the seeds of globalization had taken root. From the nineteenth century
to the present, a few new NRMs have, indeed, become actors on the global stage,
finding adherents throughout the world and coming to master the technologies upon
which the globalization process is built. Others, less successful perhaps, have mission-
ized internationally, or simply sought refuge on foreign shores. Most, however, are
left to dream of finding a place in the emerging world of global culture.

Any discussion of globalization and NRMs must of necessity wed #wo massive
bodies of literature: that centering on the process of globalization and that dealing
with NRMs. This chapter attempts to bring these academic genres together by
blending theory into case studies as seamlessly as possible. What follows concentrates
on three of the better known NRMs—The Children of God, which became the
Family, the Unification Church, and The International Church of Scientology—
rather than on smaller, more exotic NRMs with whom many readers might be
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unfamiliar. It opens with a brief theoretical overview, but the primary discussion of
theory takes place only after the case studies are presented. This approach has been
adopted to illustrate better the thesis that NRMs have always thought globally and
that some have acted globally in ways that presaged—or mirrored—the globalization
process itself.

GLOBALIZATION THEORY AND NRMS?

In the 1980s, globalization theory started to bubble to the top of European aca-
demic discourse. European integration was becoming the favored project of the gov-
ernmental and bureaucratic elites in Western Europe, and thus much thought was
given to the political and economic aspects of globalism—an integrated global mar-
ket place that would transcend state boundaries and would of necessity push govern-
ments into greater degrees of political integration. The discourse soon attracted
North American scholars, and those from other regions joined in as well. Academic
discourse, after all, was always globalized.

According to Encarta, globalization is a

...comprehensive term for the emergence of a global society in which economic, politi-
cal, environmental, and cultural events in one part of the world quickly come to have sig-
nificance for people in other parts of the world. Globalization is the result of advances in
communication, transportation, and information technologies. It describes the growing
economic, political, technological, and cultural linkages that connect individuals, com-
munities, businesses, and governments around the world.?

Religion scholars wanted to be included in the discourse, and so a literature focus-
ing on some aspect or another of religion and globalization was born, which devel-
oped and by the 1990s had become quite voluminous. Much of this literature
examines religion as a topic, and a great deal of ink has been spilled in the discussion
of Christianity and globalized culture. As is their wont, NRM scholars insisted on
bringing their studies to the intellectual table, and a small but vital literature focused
on the globalization process and NRMs has emerged in recent years.” The following
section discusses the high points of this literature, but, first, several caveats are in
order. The key point to be made is that there is no such thing as a new story or motif
in religion. NRMs have yet to create a religious belief, doctrine, or creed that had not
been thought of before. Second, the process of religious globalization that we now
consider is conceptually nothing new.” We have seen these processes before many
times.

NRMS AND THE MANY ROADS TOWARD GLOBALIZATION
Evangelization and the “Parochial Cosmopolitans”

In an insightful commentary on the globalization process, Peter L. Berger borrows
g ry g p g

from James Davison Hunter the term “parochial cosmopolitans” to identify business,

political, cultural, and religious elites who travel the globe in a bubble, never really
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contacting the cultures that they seek to influence. As Berger observes: “...this Amer-
ican ‘cultural imperialism’ has about it a quality of (not necessarily endearing) inno-
cence. It comes out clearly when these people are genuinely surprised by hostile
reactions to their efforts.”> This description was written in 2002 about a post-Cold
War world in which instantaneous communication links people into global net-
works, transnational corporations increasingly operate on a global rather than a
national scale, and economic and political integration is occurring at what only a
few years ago had been an unimagined pace. But it speaks to an older reality, and it
unintentionally captures a fascinating dynamic in one path toward the “globaliza-
tion” of several modern NRM:s.

Religious ideas have never been confined by international borders. Ideas leap cul-
tural and linguistic boundaries with ease, although in the process they may undergo
considerable change as they come in contact with new cultures.® In religious terms,
personal evangelization has been the most important channel in which these ideas
are transmitted and new adherents sought. The process of evangelization worked well
enough for Christianity, although it took almost a millennium to complete the
Christianization of Europe.7 New religious movements (NRMs) are well aware of
this dynamic and could be expected to export their ideas in much the same way that
they imagined Christian missionaries might have carried out the conversion of
Europe (although modern sensibilities being what they are, some 900 years would
seem rather a long project to undertake). What follows examines through the experi-
ence of one group, the Family International, or simply the Family (previously the
Children of God and the Family of Love, later the Family Care Foundation), one
approach to the globalization of an NRM. The path did not prove fruitful, bur it
was in many ways prophetic.

Imagine for a moment, a religious movement whose prophet feels unappreciated
at home, or whose movement is undergoing a period of real or perceived persecution
by religious or political authorities. Taking all or a part of his flock, the prophet flees
and seeks to find a safe haven abroad. But he wants more than that. Sensing a poten-
tial mission field, the prophet and his church seek to find more than a safe haven.
Perhaps he will find a nation more receptive to his message than was his own country.
Or better, might there be an opportunity to achieve the kind of influence—or power
—that had been denied him at home?

The conversion of an entire nation is a daunting task. How much more so the con-
version of the world? It is the work of more than one person’s lifetime and a work
that is a/most invariably doomed to failure. The Family is a case in point. The Chil-
dren of God, an early 1970s vintage Christian Fundamentalist “Jesus People” move-
ment, was founded by David Berg in Southern California.® The group quickly
attracted organized opposition in the form of FREECOG (Free the Children of
God), which became an early part of the larger anticult movement in America.’
Soon, stories of sexual evangelization, aka “flirty fishing” or “FFing,” came to public
notice, as did darker stories of pedophilia practiced by members of the group and
sanctioned by the writings of David Berg through his Mo Lezters. The publication
of the Davidito Book with its graphic descriptions of child sex and pictures of a young
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boy being sexually abused by several women sealed the group’s fate in the United
States.'”

What followed was an exodus from the United States, first of David Berg and his
immediate entourage, and later of many Family members. The history of the Chil-
dren of God/Family of Love/Family then becomes chaotic,'" but two primary
themes emerge, and both speak to the heart of any discussion of globalization and
new religious NRMs. David Berg believed that it was necessary to find supporters
among local elites who would use their influence first to protect the group and then
to provide access to the centers of power in the host country. Sex seemed to Berg the
natural entrée to the halls of power, just as the practice of flirty fishing seemed a log-
ical way to attract (male) converts to the group. Some rather clumsy attempts were
made to use sex to convert key military and political leaders in the Third World.
For example, in a letter written by Maria, David Berg’s wife, which was particularly
addressed to women in the Family, the efficacy (not to mention the cost effectiveness)
of using flirty fishing to gain a foothold in a country is offered as a model for emula-
tion:

In a small “test-tube” pioneer situation, we have recently discovered how the FFing min-
istry can be greatly enhanced & made even more effective by placing more emphasis on
the Word & really feeding those to whom we’re witnessing! A mere handful of our women
(in Marianne’s Home) have been able to reach, influence & win for the Lord not only a
few key men in a certain Third World nation’s military organisation, but have reached
literally the entire Armed Forces of that country!—Yet only one officer has actually gone
to bed with one of our girls!...

Many of these officers have become so turned on by the Word of God & the girls’
faithfulness in feeding it to them, that they beg our teams to come & perform musical
shows for large gatherings of their men, to pray with their staffs & lead them to Jesus,
to give them personal Bible studies, write speeches for them etc. etc.! Many have person-
ally stood up against opposition, persecution & vicious lies against the Family from our
jealous religious enemies, defending us much the same way the blind man of old
defended Jesus & told His self-righteous accusers, “Whether He is a sinner or no, I know
not.—But one thing I do know, once I was blind & now I see/” 12—]0/7;1 9:25.

This somewhat exaggerated triumph was short-lived. Flirty fishing proved a poor
evangelization strategy—men tended to enjoy the messenger rather more than the
message. Even so, the Family claimed that the FF ministry won 113,000 converts."
Enticements or bribes of any sort, however, will not permanently change attitudes.
As a result, the Family has been hounded from country to country, and their homes
were the targets of global raids by police seeking evidence of sexual abuse of children
living in the homes.'* This brings us to the Family’s second, more common, form of
premicrochip religious globalization: old fashioned witnessing and evangelization,
undertaken one soul at a time.

From the time of the Family’s diaspora in roughly 1972," the group lived every-
where and nowhere. They existed as small, self-sufficient, and self-contained units
moving from country to country witnessing and litnessing (the handing out of
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literature—primarily Mo Letters—as a form of witnessing or evangelization),'® which
by 1975 included 140 colonies in 40 different countries around the world."” They
made converts as they went, and the group soon became markedly international in
composition, with members communicating primarily in English and rarely living
in one place for long.

This peripatetic existence is documented in the letters, interviews, and memoirs of
Family members past and present. The emphasis of scholars and commentators on
the titillating details of FFing has rather served to obscure the reality of constant
travel—of the kind of rootlessness felt by so many Family members. Typical is the
testimony of “Abner,” who recalls members living the lives of “Christian Gypsies.”'®
Summarizing his story, James Chancellor notes:

Mexico, Canada, Equador, Peru, Chile, Bolivia, Paraguay, Uruguay, Argentina, Brazil,
Columbia, Panama, Costa Rica, the United States, Bangladesh, India, Japan, France,
Belgium, Romania, Bulgaria, Hungary, Switzerland, and back to Canada. This is not
an unusual story. Truly, they are just passing through."”

In essence, the Family—a group whose ministry from the beginning was apocalyp-
tic, believing the “End Times” to be very, very near—was a kind of transnational elite
of End Time missionaries. In this sense, the Family presaged the globalized elites of
the present day who, in the wonderfully evocative description of James Davison
Hunter and Joshua Yates, live in a bubble, traveling constantly and meeting with fel-
low elites whose lives are hardly distinguishable from those of their distinguished
guests. They rarely change environments—meeting in the same kinds of offices and
board rooms, staying in the same kinds of hotels, and coming into contact with the
host cultures hardly at all, save for the acquisition of souvenirs to bring home a bit
of local color.*® Of course, Family colonies existed at a much less elite level than do
the globalists described by Hunter and Yates, but for the most part their interactions
with the host cultures were no less superficial. No matter in what country they were
located, colonies were organized along the same lines, and these communities had lit-
tle in common with their neighbors, be they in Europe, Asia, or South America. For
members of the Family, life in one colony was almost indistinguishable from life in
other colonies. The personalities changed; the life style did not. Worship, ritual,
beliefs, and the distinctive biblically inspired styles of speech and expression hardly
varied, regardless of the country in with the colony was located. The Family evange-
lized among people, but the exchange was by and large just as superficial. A few
became interested (especially in the FFing ministry), but for most of the local people
with whom they came in contact, the Family were simply an exotic addition to the
scenery.

This sense of global mission has not been lost in the modern Family. Despite the
group’s many changes, they are a people apart. They—like the globalization process
itself—originated in the United States, but they are no longer American. They are
a global ministry with no particular center of gravity and no single nationality or eth-
nicity. No better illustration of this global world view can be offered than a visit to
the Family’s homepage, where in June 2005 six country reports are front and center



New Religious Novements and Globalization 89

(the United States is not among these) and a link brings the visitor to the worldwide
ministry, which includes no less than 97 countries or locales.”'

The Family’s experience of living in a bubble is not unique. Even without the
FFing ministry, the Family saw themselves as missionaries. Missionaries proselytize,
and the process of proselytization brings them in contact with host cultures. The
contact may be superficial, but it is communication of a sort, and it does allow the
missionary to learn something of the locality in which he or she operates. Compare
this for a moment with other NRMs whose “bubble” is far more impermeable than
that of the Family. A group like the International Society for Krishna Consciousness
(ISKCON), or more popularly, the “Hare Krishnas,” for example, is much more iso-
lated. In its initial stages in the 1970s, ISKCON was a missionary movement very
much along the lines of the Family. But its distinctive dress, worship style, and
monastic way of life marked the group’s adherents as more distinct from their con-
temporaries than the members of the Family in the same period were from their host
cultures. Following the death of its founder, Swami Prabhupada, in 1977, the group
ISKCON entered a phase of reorganization that led effectively to its partial with-
drawal from the kind of missionizing of its earlier days, so that members increasingly
used the tactic of handing out “free” literature in airports and other public thorough-
fares in return for a donation.*?

In terms of globalization, ISKCON came to resemble very closely the bubble cul-
ture in that a major international airport in one country is pretty much the same as a
major international airport in another country. Briefly contacting (or annoying)
international travelers in New York was no different from contacting travelers in
Zurich or New Delhi. The contacts were fleeting and peripheral, but on a deeper lev-
el, for travelers the devotees became themselves interchangeable parts of the décor.
Whether one was in Washington or London, Berlin or Bangkok, the devotees looked
and acted the same. In each city, they lived in the same kind of temples, with the
same ritual and worship life. They opened the same kind of restaurants, and they
handed out the same pieces of literature. They lived in an impermeable bubble that
knew neither borders nor boundaries. They followed an Indian faith, spoke in Eng-
lish, ate foods prepared in the same ways, and took no notice of the cultures with
whom they came in contact.

One could note here too more oppositional groups who sought to act globally, but
who were, in fact, imprisoned in an impermeable bubble of their own making. To
name but one, the Peoples Temple led by the Reverend Jim Jones in the 1970s had
a global vision of utopian socialism, but the Reverend Jones’s flock was composed
almost entirely of Californians intermixed with a few old-time true believers from
the Midwest. They withdrew from America to the jungles of Guyana, maintaining
only contact offices in Guyana and the United States. They dreamed globally, and
they made contact with and got a visit from a representative of the Russian Embassy
in Georgetown, the Guyanese capital, but they lived as they died—alone.*® As noted
by David Chidester, even their bodies were treated as toxic by American author-
ities.”* In death as in life, they personified the most extreme manifestations of the

“bubble culture.”
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Cross-Cultural Marriage: The Path Least Traveled

In the United States, you would hardly notice it. In a cosmopolitan European city,
it would be invisible. But in small, homogenous Helsinki, Finland,?’ at the turn of
the millennium, it was remarkable. In a suburban district on one of the last stops
on the subway line, a small but vibrant congregation of the Unification Church came
together for worship. The news that Finns worship at all would be remarkable
enough given the nation’s advanced state of secularization, but the Unification
Church stood out for more than its overt religiosity. The young congregation—
primarily twenty-somethings with a scattering of relative graybeards in their early
forties (at most)—were a remarkably international lot.® Young couples were either
all or half foreigners, that is, were either foreign nationals married to other foreign
nationals, Finns married to foreign nationals, or Finns engaged to be married to for-
eign nationals. The language of worship was English, which, to be charitable, only
the Finns seemed to have a command of. Upon closer inquiry, the language of the
international marriages was English as well.”” These couples were important to the
Church, and in the view of the Church, to the world. Indeed, the Reverend Sung
Myung Moon first came to broad public attention in the early 1970s with the mass
weddings—or more technically, Blessings**—which joined up to 100,000 people
in arranged marriages presided over by him and his wife, Hak Ja Han. In fin de siécle
Finland, the import of the project was striking.

The Unification Church’s Blessings suggest the NRM path to globalization that is
least traveled; intermarriage that attempts to create a postnational identity by joining
partners from different nations, cultures, or races. The homogeneity that this process
envisions may not have great appeal to most Westerners, given the West’s idealization
of individuality. Indeed, in the United States, the mosaic rather than the melting pot
has become in recent years the marker of contemporary “Americanism.”*’ But the
idea would have a natural appeal to a Korean minister, given Korea’s marked homo-
geneity and the unifying power of Han, a kind of shared sense of national conscious-
ness and cultural unity.”® In an early interview, Rev. Moon tied the themes of Korean
culture, homogeneity, and chosenness together:

Korea has several unique characteristics. First of all, the Korean people are a homoge-
nous, united people. Second of all, they are very religious. They naturally have a deep
religious understanding. Third, they understand suffering...

They are important characteristics for a people to be chosen by God—because they
match His own personality.®!

The Blessings are, in fact, the most visible manifestation of the global unification
project that gives the Church its name.>? Moreover, the process fits in well with the
larger messianic aspirations of the Church, although it is only one aspect of a remark-
ably complex theology, the centerpiece of which is the Church’s sacred text, the
Divine Principle. These aspects are examined more closely in the next section, under
“Organizing Globalization: the Overt, the Covert, and the False Flag Syndrome.”

To be sure, international and intercultural marriage is not unusual in an NRM. It
is a common enough practice in the Family. Nor is it unusual in other NRM:s such as
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Scientology or Sokka Gokkai. But in the Unification Church, the practice is con-
sciously designed as a vital step in the creation of a new, unified world in which all
peoples will be one; the spiritual children of the “True Parents,” Rev. Moon and
Hak Ja Han, whose own marriage completes the unfinished mission of Jesus, making
their wedding date the beginning of what Unificationists call the Completed Testa-
ment Era.®® As such, it deserves some attention here, but it is important to note that
it is not new. Women were the unsung engines of conversion in early medieval
Europe, and royal marriages—every bit as “international and cross-cultural” as those
of the modern Unification Church—did more to secure the success of the Christian-
ization project than any number of charismatic missionaries or pious martyrs.>*

Much ink has been spilled in describing the Unification Church.?® In contrast to
the thriving genre of Children of God/Family social practices literature, however,
marriage patterns in the Unification Church have received comparatively scant atten-
tion,>° although the cult wars have raged in books and journals over the recruiting
practices, political activities, and financial dealings of Rev. Moon’s Church. The
explanation for this dearth of sources is obvious enough: where the Family’s Flirty
Fishing ministry and its internal sexual practices in the 1970s went over the line into
true antinomianism (the belief that religious laws are no longer binding), the Unifi-
cation Church turns out to be hypernomian (the belief that every religious law is
binding and must be followed to the letter). Although arranged marriages to partners
with whom one has had little previous contact seems odd to Westerners, it is, in fact,
the norm in much of the world. Even less titillating to observers, sexual abstinence is
mandated for Unificationists for several years after joining the Church, and absti-
nence from sexual contact with marriage partners continues for a time even after
the formal Blessing takes place.

In Unification theology, the Blessing is seen as part of the Restoration, a millennial
process aimed at restoring God’s place on earth.”” The stated aim of the process is to
unite all races and peoples under a single, divinely mandated moral order. Unifica-
tionists believe that Rev. Moon’s own wedding in 1960 completed the mission begun
by Jesus, and in every sense represents a millennial event. However, not every mem-
ber of the Church takes part in the Blessing. Married couples joining the Church
together remain together, and they can, if they wish, take part in the Blessing to be
“married within the Church®—a highly desired end as to take part in the Blessing
absolves the couple of original sin.

To take part in the Blessing, a church member must undergo a period of three to
six years of celibacy. When he or she is ready to get married, the time for marriage
comes, a church member fills out a questionnaire and attaches a photo to the form
stating the applicant’s racial and other preferences. Ideally, Rev. Moon himself makes
the selection, which is important in that by marrying Rev. Moon’s choice, one is in a
sense spiritually marrying Rev. Moon himself.*® Anyone, however, may refuse a part-
ner, and although this escape clause is seldom exercised, it exists and is occasionally
invoked. Partners often prepare for the selection of a mate with fasting and prayer.
Susan Palmer reports that this anticipation process often results in what she calls
“instant attraction” when the partners finally meet, although after six years of
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premarital celibacy, and up to three years of celibacy within the marriage,”® alternate
explanations for the experience of instant attraction suggest themselves. After the
Blessing, the couple then separate, and the marriage is not consummated until each
has made a contribution to the “Indemnity Fund” and has brought three spiritual
children (or “converts”) to the movement. After such a long period of preparation
one might assume they will be particularly motivated to do this, thus swelling the
ranks of the Church and, not incidentally, furthering the process of global homoge-
nization. When the great day comes and the marriage is consummated, the wedding
night is ritualized even to the level of prescribed sexual positions, with each having an
important symbolic value.*°

Organizing Globalization: The Overt, the Covert, and the False Flag
Syndrome

In the 1970s, as the cult wars in America heated up, I was in Eastern Europe learn-
ing about the Cold War. It was an interesting time, and it gave me an interesting per-
spective on the study of NRMs at home and around the world. Two books, of later
vintage, spoke to the Cold Warrior in me and offers some fascinating insights into
the hardest globalizing strategy to document: the creation of organizations—both
overt and covert—through which an NRM seeks to influence public opinion and,
through this influence, to impact the course of world events. The first of these, Paul
Hollander’s Political Pilgrims, describes the process of political tourism through
which totalitarian regimes curried favor with idealistic American intellectuals.!
The second text is very much a dated product of the Cold War era, Dezinformatsia
[Disinformation]: Active Measures in Soviet sztegy.42 The text describes the process
of combining such things as agents of influence, front groups, and the use of various
propaganda techniques to influence public opinion in the target nation. Of course,
in the Cold War the western powers brought intellectuals from the socialist world
to the West in much the same way that Hollander’s political pilgrims went East.
The Fulbright Commission and International Research and Exchanges Board
(IREX) in the United States were devoted to the process. Equally self-obvious is
the fact that the United States engaged in a propaganda war of its own. Most obvious
of all is the fact that the Cold War ended and the massive amount of effort and re-
sources that the Soviets devoted to the active measures campaign availed nothing,
while the impact of idealistic intellectuals on the United States—then as now—is
at best marginal. But the model uncannily fits some of the more successful NRMs.
This section looks at two of the most advanced of these: again the Unification
Church—itself a Cold War enterprise of the first magnitude—and the Church of
Scientology International. In keeping with the theme of the chapter: we have seen
all this before.

The Reverend Sung Myung Moon may be the most politically astute leader of an
NRM in modern times. He was very much a creation of the Cold War. At the same
time, like Mirza Husayn Ali (1817-1892), founder of the Baha’i movement, he
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attempted to create a synthesis of existing religious faiths. Unlike the Baha’is, how-
ever, Rev. Moon had a global political vision and a detailed program to realize that
vision. That political acumen sets Rev. Moon apart as an NRM leader.

Other politically savvy NRM leaders come to mind, but each differs in important
respects from Rev. Moon and the Unification Church. The Reverend Jim Jones of
the Peoples Temple was able to master, at least for a time, local politics in San
Francisco in the 1970s.%> He dreamed globally in the Cold War context, but he
made not a ripple in world affairs.** On another level, the two-year mission require-
ment for young members of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints
(Mormons) has brought the Church literally in contact with the entire world and
has resulted in a significant number of conversions, but this movement exercises
political influence primarily in Utah and to a lesser extent during Republican admin-
istrations in the national politics of the United States.*> More successful are what
might be called Jewish Relatively New Religious Movements (RNRM:s), the most
interesting of which in the context of this discussion would be Chabad (the Luba-
vitchers), an Hasidic or heredi (ultra-Orthodox) group that uniquely focuses on the
revitalization of world Jewry. Chabad has proven brilliantly adept at political action
in the United States and Israel; acting simultaneously on the world stage and with
grassroots-level politics where, through the efficacy of block voting, the movement
enjoys an influence in New York City far beyond what their numbers would
suggest.*

By his 1970s appearance on the Western stage, Rev. Moon had both a strategic
global vision and a highly developed tactical approach that mirrored the kind of
Cold War era influence attempts described by Hollander in Political Pilgrims and
by Schultz and Godson in Dezimphormatia. So well formed were the international
undertakings of the Unification Church that a number of contemporary observers
openly wondered how closely tied Rev. Moon’s movement might be to the authori-
tarian government of Park Chung Hee and the South Korean external security appa-
ratus, the KCIA. Confronted with the questions, Rev. Moon responded directly to
the issue in the early 1970s, and his answers over time have not deviated from his
early denials.”” However, anyone with even a passing background in intelligence
and national security studies would be forgiven for assuming that if Rev. Moon did
not have some professional organizational advice, he was at the least a brilliant auto-
didact. The Unification Church’s use of overt and covert front groups, knowing and
unknowing agents of influence, and the acquisition of media outlets in nations in
which the Church is active provides an uncanny microcosm of the Cold War battle-
field for hearts and minds.*®

Early on, Rev. Moon identified the United States as the focal point of the Church’s
ideal emerging global order and American intellectuals as the primary catalysts for
the changes that the Unification Church hoped to bring about. The vision of the
United States as the winner of the Cold War and the engine of global change was
visionary—it presented a sophisticated portrait of the process of globalization as we
know it today at a time when few observers could see beyond the boundaries of the

Cold War:
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Today America is a microcosm of the world. America’s destiny will sway the destiny of
the world and God’s provenance. He definitely has a central mission that he is working
to unfold in this country.*’

Less acute was the Church’s belief that academics in a popular culture as anti-
intellectual as that of the United States would be the most desired constituency to
cultivate:

Even though the press and media are very important in terms of influence, in the long
run the intellectual and academic communities, professors and students, are more
important. Therefore, I have put a great deal of emphasis in this area. We have started
a students’ movement and a professors’ movement...>°

In this respect, Rev. Moon’s vision recalls the model of the intellectual “political
pilgrims” described so well by Paul Hollander. Those earlier generations of American
intellectuals shared a common dissatisfaction with American society, despising its
materialism and what they considered to be its cultural shallowness. They looked
abroad for an ideal society, with many finding Stalinist Russia and a few becoming
enamored of pre-War National Socialist (Nazi) Germany, as the antidote to the per-
ceived ills of American life. Such idealists were cultivated by the governments they
admired through invitations to tour the country, to meet with professional or trade
organizations in the host nation, or to attend international conferences in which
the interests of the host nation would be presented as sympathetically as possible.
The visiting intellectual would often return home edified by the experience and eager
to bring the good news to friends, colleagues, and students. In the best of all possible
worlds from the point of view of the host nations, the visiting intellectual would go
so far as to join special interest organizations such as friendship societies or interna-
tional academic organizations that would formalize and make ongoing the relation-
ships forged in the visits and conferences.”'

Despite the effort and resources that went into the process of political pilgrimages
during the Cold War, the pilgrims themselves had little impact on the policies of the
American government and less impact still on the views of the American public. Sim-
ilarly, American academics who attended Unification Church conferences, or were
moved to join—often unknowingly—Church sponsored organizations, have had lit-
tle impact on the extremely negative view of the Church held by the American pub-
lic.>® Nor were these academic champions of much help in softening the view of the
American government toward the Unification Church. The Reverend Moon was
indicted by the U.S. Justice Department on a very questionable charge of tax evasion
and served 18 months in prison beginning in 1982.”> By contrast, the Church of Sci-
entology gained infinitely more mileage from a single Hollywood star—Tom Cruise
or John Travolta, for example—than the Unification Church would get from all the
professors it attracted to conferences put together. But there was no faulting the
Church’s zeal in creating academic and other front organizations, or in tirelessly
appealing to American academics.

The Unification Church Web site publishes a list of some of the overt organiza-
tions founded by the Church.>* Prominent among them are academic organizations
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and/or peace organizations (another bit of Cold War nostalgia—Soviet front organ-
izations invariably had the word “peace” somewhere in the title).”® One of the earliest
of these is the Professors’ World Peace Academy (PWPA), which was formed in
1973.°° The organization has held annual conferences and produces an academic
journal, as well as books, which are published by Paragon House, a Church-created
publisher that began in 1982.”” The PWPA is quite open about its Church affilia-
tion, the publisher much less so. Least open of all are highly paid lectureships for
world leaders and programs held by the Church under false flags, seeking to obscure
any role of the Church in the organization of the event. One of the more embarrass-
ing recent examples was the public chagrin experienced by Sen. John Warner of Vir-
ginia who in 2004 arranged for the use of a Senate Office Building reception room
for an event that he was led to believe was for a constituent group. Instead, it was
the occasion for Rev. Moon to declare himself publicly to be the Messiah, leaving
an embarrassed and exasperated senator to complain that he had been “deceived.”*®
It is this overlapping of open, ambiguous, and covert (white, grey, and black)
Church-affiliated groups that is most reminiscent of the program of Soviet Active
Measures in the Cold War.

This frantic organizing on a global level was the natural outcome of the universal
import of Rev. Moon’s messianic mission.”” It was the guiding spirit behind the
closed ceremony in which Rev. Moon and his wife crowned themselves “Emperor
and Empress of the Universe.”®® This same sense of universal import was behind
the promotion of Rev. Moon’s late son, Hueng Jin, who supposedly was recognized
by no less a personage than Jesus Christ as the new Regent of Heaven until such time
as the Rev. Moon completed his earthly mission.®’ And it provides an important
model of a pre-Internet globalizing NRM.

Scientology International, by contrast to the Unification Church, followed no
established models in its rise to global prominence.®® From the beginning it was an
exercise in inspired imagination on the part of its prophet, L. Ron Hubbard who,
by trial and error, has emerged as perhaps the best positioned of the post-WWII
American NRMs to reap fully the benefits of globalized culture.® Serendipitously,
the rise of Scientology coincided with the maturation of the generation of American
Baby Boomers, whose self-absorption led to the development of what has been called
the therapeutic culture.** Hubbard’s Dianetics, which has sold an estimated 20 mil-
lion copies worldwide,®> was a masterful sel-help book, and the length of time that
it stayed on the bestseller lists reflects the resonance of Scientology’s appeal to Amer-
icans who reject the primacy of the medical—especially psychiatric—establishment.
In the process, Scientology’s call to healthy eating practices, including the avoidance
of adulterated or chemically treated foods, meat from cattle or poultry dosed with
antibiotics or other additives, and the like were well ahead of its time.®® And for
many people, Scientology’s programs have worked, and made positive differences
in their lives, their health, and their relationships.G7

Today, Scientology is a global concern, although estimating its membership accu-
rately is virtually impossible. The Church itself claims some eight million members
globally with 3,000 churches in 133 countries around the world.®® More realistically,
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the core organization of the Church, the Sea Org, claims 5,000 adherents.®” The
international aspect of the Church was present from the beginning. Although observ-
ers found that the Church strongly reflected American ideas and values, in the depth
of the Cold War era of the early 1950s, American ideas were a prized export, and
American culture, as portrayed by Hollywood films and increasingly by American
television, was already sweeping the world. By 1952, Hubbard found groups of
devotes to Dianetics in England, Ireland, Israel, Australia, and New Zealand, the lat-
ter becoming the site of the second Church of Scientology in the world.”® By the last
half of the decade, the Church had spread to the non-English speaking world,
becoming a global concern. In those years, the founder lived for extended periods
in England. He then left the United States altogether, living on one of a fleet of
three ships. This nautical phase of the Church’s history gave its name to the leader-
ship of the Church—Sea Org—and the veterans of that time lead the Church to this
day.”!

Just as Scientology quickly gained an international following in the 1950s, it also
inspired a remarkable degree of opposition in Europe and in both Australia and New
Zealand. That opposition was invariably spearheaded by psychiatrists or psychiatric
associations, confirming to Church members that their feelings of persecution by
medical authorities were well founded. Gordon Melton traces the earliest formal
governmental actions against the Church to the 1962 recommendation by the Chair
of the Victoria (Australia) Mental Health Authority that the actions of Scientology
be curbed in that country. In January 1963, the United States Food and Drug
Administration mounted a raid on the Church headquarters in Washington, seizing
e-meters (the Church’s device for detecting and clearing negative energy sources that
effect the mental and physical well being of people)72 and a trove of documents, and
with this action, the Scientology Wars were on.”? The battle lasted another three de-
cades, with fronts in a number of countries and with a major battlefield emerging on
the Internet.”*

The Scientology Wars, combined with the brilliant use of celebrity adherents to
keep Scientology in the news and to promote Scientology views, provide the best
framework to analyze the stunningly successful globalization of Scientology. Of the
NRMs of the twentieth century, Scientology has best understood, adapted to, and
benefited from the processes of globalization. It has not hesitated to challenge the
power of states, nor has it wavered when states have challenged it. As the United
States emerged from the Cold War as the engine of globalization, Scientology—that
most quintessentially American of movements—was perfectly positioned to reap the
benefits of the new “American century.” What are the “quintessentially American”
aspects of the Church of Scientology International?”> To name but a few aspects of
this inherent Americana:

* Its science fiction—inspired faith in the future and the promise that the faithful will have a

part in that future;”®

* Its faith in the primacy of science over revelation as a source for religious knowledge, which

dovetailed neatly with the post-Darwinian trends in mainstream American religion;77
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Its gleaming self-help technology in the form of e-meters, auditors, and graduated courses;

Its shrewd understanding of economics—i.e., that people value what they pay for and that

what they pay most for is what they most value;”®

* Its championing of the causes of pure food and its opposition to drugs, both licit and illicit;
* Its sophisticated use of the political process on the local, national, and international levels;
and

* Its Vince Lombardi-esque understanding “that the best defense is a good offense” and its

Chuck Colsen-esque faith that “when you have them by the balls, their hearts and minds

will follow”;”?

Its uninhibited zeal for litigation;80 and

* DPerhaps most American of all, its inherent sense of manifest destiny.

The Church’s faith in the inevitability of its ascendancy is perfectly captured in
Chapter 37 of its comprehensive reference work, What is Scientology?

For more than forty years, those who perceive Scientology as a threat to their vested
interests have attempted to curb its expansion. Today, Scientology has expanded to the
point where it cannot be stopped, and a summation of battles fought and won demon-
strates the persistence of Scientologists and their active involvement to preserve religious
freedom and the rights of man, not just for Scientology, but for everyone...

Many battles have been fought over the last three decades. And ... all have been won.
Scores of court decisions now affirm the religious bona fides of Scientology throughout
the world. In every instance, those who would seek to destroy Scientology eventually dis-
appear, while the Church continues to grow across the world.

Indeed, in every instance where Scientology has met resistance, the Church has emerged
stronger, larger, and with ever greater impact on society, testament to its validity and
legitimacy. Any other movement subject to the magnitude of attacks sustained and over-
come by Scientology would have long since ceased to exist.®!

Given how authentically American the Church of Scientology really is, that it
managed to overcome the antipathy of the American government should not be sur-
prising. Scientology’s relationship with that government was, for many years, the
Cold War in miniature, in which U.S. government agencies investigated the Church,
mounted raids on several occasions, and battled Scientology in the courts over the
all-important tax exemption granted to religious institutions. The courts also wit-
nessed litigation over the expansive medical claims asserted by the Church. All this
conflict was transformed over the course of a few short years into a rapprochement
within the United States and an entente abroad. In terms of the latter, the American
government intervened decisively in the ongoing Scientology wars in Europe, with
countries such as Sweden agreeing to end litigation against Scientology and a more
recalcitrant Germany finding itself the focus of American criticism of its climate of
religious freedom vis-a-vis Scientology.®” This is a remarkable story, and a textbook
example of the successful globalization of NRMs.

As noted above, the Scientology wars grew out of the conflict between the Church
and the American medical (primarily psychiatric) profession in the United States in
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the 1950s. At stake in the battle were both the authenticity of the claims of the
Church regarding its therapeutic program and its prized tax exempt status. At the
same time, governments around the world had begun to move against Scientology,
primarily at the urging of local medical associations. However, where most NRMs
hired lawyers and laid low when confronted with the power of the state, the Church
of Scientology quickly took the offensive. In 1966 the Church established the
Guardian’s Office, and the Church began to fight back aggressively.*> What followed
was best described by J. Gordon Melton as something out of “a Cold War spy nov-
el %4 complete with covert operations, overt and covert propaganda (Soviet Active
measures again), black and gray front groups, and open battles in the courts and with
the news media. In the contest with the American government, Scientology proved
to be both durable and resilient, and their eventual victory was thus well earned.
Most impressive was the success over a period of years of the Guardian’s Office in
infiltrating U.S. government agencies and purloining documents.®> Victims of this
operation included the Internal Revenue Service (IRS) and the FBI (who really
should have known better).®® The Guardian’s Office was also deeply involved in
gathering a Nixonian “enemies list,” with files on opponents of the Church real
and potential. By the time the inevitable crackdown came, Scientology was sitting
on top of a mountain of material, was embroiled in an unresolved battle with the
IRS over the Church’s tax exempt status, and its inner leadership cadre faced pro-
longed prison time. The breaking point in the United States came on July 8, 1977,
with simultaneous raids on Church offices in Washington, D.C., and Los Angeles.
When the dust cleared, 11 members of the Guardian Office, including the founder’s
wife, Mary Sue, and the head of international operations for the office, Jane Kember,
were imprisoned.?” L. Ron Hubbard was left to pine for “a friendly little country

where Scientology would be allowed to prosper (not to say take over control).”®®

“WHEN THE GOING GETS TOUGH, THE TOUGH GET GOING":8°
THE MANY FRONTS OF THE SCIENTOLOGY WARS

A setback like the raids and subsequent trials of Scientology’s leaders would have
doomed a lesser movement, but Scientology hardly missed a beat. Its vision was from
the beginning global, and it acted on a world rather than a national stage. The first
step though, was to secure the home front. To this end, the Guardian’s Office was
eliminated®® and the IRS case was settled. According to legend, David Miscavige,
the Chairman of the Board of the Church’s Religious Technology Center, and several
associates were walking by the offices of the IRS in Washington one day in 1993 and,
on the spur of the moment, wondered why a quarter century of hostile litigation
could not be settled in a gentlemanly fashion. A knock on the door produced an
equally reasonable IRS Director, and a handshake later, all was well. The story
seemed unlikely since neither organization was known for such delicacy in the past.
For its part, the Church denied the story of such an impromptu visit, although the
New York Times noted that the story originated in a 1994 Scientology publication.”!
Whatever the facts of the case, there were meetings between the Church and the IRS,
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and a settlement was reached. The Church paid the government $12.5 million as
part of a broad settlement agreement, and the government dropped litigation dating
back to 1967.7

Once the battles with the American government were largely won—and with the
diplomatic support of the U.S. government—the focus of the Scientology wars
now shifted to a global battlefield. Some of the adversaries were familiar—national
governments’> and the early archnemesis of the group, Interpol.”* Other oppo-
nents—defectors and dissatisfied customers—were more diffuse. The battle against
these opponents was waged both in the courts and, increasingly in the late 1990s,
on the Internet. Two issues were contested here: religious freedom and (fascinatingly
given the evolution of computer technology) copyright law. Regarding copyright
terms, conflict arose over the right of a religious organization to keep its scriptures
from being disseminated to the general public. The issues that this battle raised
in the mid-1990s presaged the battles over music and video file sharing technology
a decade later.”® The dispute also brought into sharp focus the contention of
many of the Church’s critics—and of most European governments—that the
Church is a business venture rather than a religious organization and should be taxed
accordingly.”®

The issue of Scientology’s right to keep its innermost teachings secret, and of the
responsibility of scholars regarding those secrets, illuminates how much the world
has changed in the years since the debate was joined. In the pre-Internet dark ages
of the early 1990s and the eons that went before, the issues dealing with both privacy
and copyright matters were simpler to deal with. It was generally accepted that reli-
gions had the right to keep doctrinal secrets. Shamans, after all, own their stories
and rites, as do Native American tribes. The Western and Eastern religious traditions
are rife with esoteric traditions that are not revealed to the general public. Scholars of
religion are generally amenable to not revealing privileged information stemming
from fieldwork and have, in general, respected the privacy of oral or written sacred
texts that are shared with them in the course of research if so requested by a religious
group. Why Scientology should not be afforded this consideration is not immedi-
ately clear.””

Stephen Kent takes the opposite position. Having questioned Scientology’s stand-
ing as a religious group rather than a transnational business enterprise,”® he argues:

...Indeed, in arguing for Scientology’s right to restrict access to doctrinal material,
[Bryan R.] Wilson and his sociological colleagues seemed to have forgotten comments
that a founding figure of their discipline offered nearly nine decades earlier. Georg Sim-
mel spoke insightfully in his 1908 essay when he observed that “the secret is often ethi-
cally negative...” (Simmel, 1908, 331). Sociologists such as Wilson must realize that
groups can use secrets to control, manipulate, and harm, which means that they and oth-
er researchers should be opposing rather than defending efforts to restrict access to infor-
mation that becomes available in legal and ethically defensible circumstances.”®

The quote from Simmel is, however, a product of a simpler time—a time when
Western Christian civilization was more sure of its essential “rightness,” when non-

Western cultures were considered to be “primitive” at best, “demonic” at worst,
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and when a thriving body of religious literature in the United States deemed the
Catholic Church to be a representative of the anti-Christ on earth and any deviation
from the norms of mainline Protestant Christianity to be dangerous “cultic” activ-
ity.'® None of these ideas would be taken seriously by a modern audience, but they
were very much products of the intellectual world in which Simmel lived. Times
change, and so do our most deeply held certainties. More recently, scholars and the
general public are less certain what is and is not “ethically negative” in religion. An
explicit point of contention in this debate regards the Scientology practice of charg-
ing hefty fees for the dissemination of esoteric knowledge. However, religious leaders
and religious institutions in every tradition accept remuneration in some form for
their services. Outside of cash economies, shamans do it, medicine chiefs do it, and
in the East so do Buddhist monks and Hindu priests. Closer to home, imams, rabbis,
and priests are paid to marry and bury the faithful. The Mohel who performs the
Jewish rite of circumcision does not clip without a tip, and New Agers expect to
pay (handsomely) for their various initiations. These transactions do not invalidate
the religious standing of any of the traditions noted here. Why should Scientology
be held to a different standard?

To protect these inner teachings, Scientology engaged in an intense, multifront
war that, like the Internet itself, spanned the globe. We look briefly at some of these
battles, but the observer is left, after all is said and done, with the conclusion that Sci-
entology’s netwars have been much ado about not very much. Once the documents
containing these upper level teachings became public, the question of keeping the
materials secret became effectively moot.'®" They were everywhere, and anyone
who wished to read what appeared to be a science fiction adaptation of the ancient
Manichaean myth was able to do so."”” The Church of Scientology, like the record-
ing industry a decade later, won all of the key court cases, but at this writing (July
2005) a simple Google search will still, in the space of a moment, provide links to
all of these download ready texts'%? as easily as any decent P2P (peer to peer) pro-
gram will produce the latest recording of any act one could imagine. Technology
knows no boundaries, and to block access in one direction merely provides incentive
to find an alternate technology through which to accomplish the same goal. For all its
sound and thunder, the Church is tilting at windmills.

The first shots of the Scientology netwars were fired in on the Usenet site alt.
religion.scientology, which came into existence in 1991."* The Usenet is a vast bul-
letin board through which individuals can discuss topics of mutual interest. In the
early 1990s, it was anarchic even by the standards of the Internet—intemperate lan-
guage and flame wars (personal attacks) were the order of the day.'®> An active center
of argument was alt.religion.scientology. Then, on Christmas Eve 1994, portions of
the Church’s upper level manuals appeared in anonymous postings, which were
traced to high ranking Scientology defector Dennis Erlich. In response, the Church’s
Religious Technology Center instituted the first of what became a significant number
of lawsuits in 1995 against Netcom On-Line, the internet provider through whom
alt.religion.scientology was posted. The suit was successful, as were the suits that fol-
lowed against individuals, Web sites, and service providers.'%
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Resourcefulness on both sides marked the netwars, with perhaps the most innova-
tive tactic on the anti-Scientology front taken by Zenon Panoussis, who in 1996 uti-
lized a Parliamentary open-records law in Sweden to archive Scientology materials in
a public forum from which they were accessible to anyone.'” The American Trade
Representative was apprized by Scientology of the issue, and representations on Sci-
entology’s behalf were made to the Swedish government. The Swedish state—[as
always (in the author’s view) publicly critical and privately obsequious to any and
all demands of the United States]—moved as quickly as its cumbersome machinery
of state could accommodate, and a new law was passed protecting the privacy of
intellectual property such as the Scientology texts, which were deposited by the
Swedish Parliament in the national library.'®®

The Scientology netwars have not abated since 1991. As with file sharing technol-
ogy, suits against individuals may silence a person, at least for a time, but it avails
little to stem the tide. Scientology’s materials, copyrighted or not, are as readily avail-
able now as they were a decade ago. Scientology is no doubt correct in claiming that
the Church has taken up a position in the forefront of the battle to protect intellec-
tual property, not only for itself, but for all copyright holders. The truth of this claim
demonstrates again how the Church instinctively anticipates the processes of global-
ization. For example, the Church of Scientology was best poised to act on the Digizal
Millennium Act, which Scientology’s litigation may well have inspired.

But the netwars were only one front in the larger Scientology Wars. Scientology
was at the same time challenging nation states themselves and doing so with the dip-
lomatic support of the American government, as demonstrated in the successful cam-
paign against the Swedish Parliament’s actempt to make the Church’s upper level
manuals available by archiving them in the national library. Scientology as always
not only thinks globally, it acs globally. And it does so with the sophistication of a
particularly heavy handed transnational corporation. Once again, Scientology’s
vision and audacity are wholly remarkable.

By the mid-1990s, Scientology had few battles left to fight in the United States.
The IRS problems were resolved, the State Department was ready to assist the
Church in its battles in Europe under the banner of religious freedom, the Com-
merce Department was on board under the banners of free trade and copyright
law, and the most vociferous of the Church’s anticult critics, the Cult Awareness Net-
work, was now being staffed by Church of Scientology officials.'®” It was time to
turn to challenges in Europe.

By the mid-1990s, Scientology’s conflicts with European governments had sim-
mered for three decades with no resolution in sight. But the world had changed even
if the terms of the disputes were much the same. The Cold War had ended, leaving
the United States as the sole remaining superpower. In the United States, the resur-
gence of conservative Christian political activism, which was first felt internally in
1979, had been enshrined in American law as the International Religious Freedom
Act of 1998 (HR2431). In its preamble, the Act mandates the United States to
actively promote religious toleration abroad:
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To express United States foreign policy with respect to, and to strengthen United States
advocacy on behalf of, individuals persecuted in foreign countries on account of religion;
to authorize United States actions in response to violations of religious freedom in for-
eign countries; to establish an Ambassador at Large for International Religious Freedom
within the Department of State, a Commission on International Religious Freedom, and
a Special Adviser on International Religious Freedom within the National Security
Council; and for other purposes.' '’

The Act was intended to support embattled Christians around the world.'"" How-
ever, with the end of the Cold War, a booming export market developed for Ameri-
can-centered religious faiths of every sort,''* and as with all other forms of
commerce, the American government had an interest in defending its missionaries
and the emerging religious communities around the world. Of course, no one who
voted for the Act intended NRMs specifically to benefit from the American support
mandated by the legislation, but under U.S. law, what covered one covered all. Once
again, Scientology was perfectly poised to benefit from the new policy.

For their part, European states found much to dislike in the sudden volre face of
the Americans with regard to Scientology. In their view, the United States was rather
selective in its adherence to the global human rights regimen,''? while the tragedies
involving NRMs in the 1990s from Waco to Heaven’s Gate to the Solar Temple' 14
were too recent for the public to forget. Also in the mind of the press and the public
were the Scientologists’ infiltration of government offices in the United States, a tac-
tic replicated in several European countries.''”> Moreover, every European nation’s
reaction to the proliferation of sectarian groups (including most NRMs) within its
borders was born of its own unique history and was affected by its governmental
and legal systems. The epicenters of the battle were in France, Belgium, and Ger-
many—each of which found themselves engaged in running diplomatic battles with
the United States, legal challenges from the various minority religious groups within
their borders, criticism from the international cadre of NRM scholars, and the target
of high profile campaigns by celebrity adherents of the groups from abroad.'® And
while France, Belgium, and Germany were at the center of the conflict, battles flared
in a number of European nations from Britain to Greece''” to Bulgaria. Govern-
ments—often through parliamentary committees—compiled lists of “sects” (cults
in Americanese, but intended more to conform to the Weberian/Troelchian model
of church-sect-cult) who were deemed either dangerous or nonreligious, and who
were not afforded legal standing as religious institutions.

The particulars of these battles are cataloged at length elsewhere.''® Of interest
here is the Church’s response to these challenges in the context of the processes of
globalization. But in exactly this context, one observation needs to be made that does
not feature prominently in the voluminous literature emerging from Scientology’s
battles in Europe. This chapter argues that Scientology is the most inherently Amer-
ican of NRMs. Scientology is also the American NRM that has been most under
attack in Europe. These observations are not unrelated. Before the 1990s, the pri-
mary thrust of the anti-Scientology activity in Europe centered first around its med-
ical and psychiatric claims, and then second around the theme of brainwashing and
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mind control."" But times have changed. The rise of the New Age movement in the
1980s in Europe'* demonstrated the attraction of alternative therapies. By compar-
ison, Scientology’s use of alternative techniques appeared less threatening to the med-
ical establishment. Scientology’s offensive against psychiatric drugs continues to
rankle, but it is no longer a voice in the wilderness. The cult brainwashing thesis
was largely discredited in the 1980s, leaving its academic adherents to rally around
the more sophisticated but less polarizing idea of coercive control.

None of these changes, however, did much to soften Scientology’s public image in
Europe. The leading European charge against Scientology now is that it is a business
enterprise, not a religion. This view is summarized concisely in a letter to the United
States Congress written by the German Ambassador, Jiirgen Chrobog:

The [German] Federal Labor Court ruled in 1995 that Scientology was not a religious
congregation, but a commercial enterprise. The court quoted one of L. Ron Hubbard’s
instructions to ‘make money, make more money—make other people produce so as to
make money’ and concluded that Scientology purports to be a ‘church’ merely as a cover
to pursue its economic interests. Therefore, Germany does not consider the Scientology
organization a religion. It is not alone in this assessment: Belgium, France, Great Britain,
Ireland, Italy, Luxembourg, Spain, Israel, and Mexico, to name a few, share this view.!?!

Whatever the merits of the ambassador’s argument, observers should be struck
by the tone, as well as the underlying assumption upon which it rests, that profit
and faith are mutually exclusive concepts.'** Indeed, much of the European
anti-Scientology discourse follows this line of argument, and in so doing, it reflects
generally held popular anti-American stereotypes of greed, obsession with material-
ism, cultural shallowness, hypocrisy, aggressiveness, and the increasingly common
use of the term “Hollywood” by Europeans as an adjective to describe virtually
every aspect of American life.’*® It would seem that, as Berger argues, globalization
is in a very real sense homogenization, and the forms which that global, homogen-
ized culture take are based primarily on American models.'** Antiglobalization
has therefore naturally taken on increasingly anti-American dimensions."'?
The European backlash against Scientology—that most American of religions—
might in this sense be thought of as a microcosm of a much greater cultural divide
between the two civilizations, that of the United States and that of the European
continent.

As we have noted throughout this discussion, Scientology has never hesitated to
vigorously defend its interests. The aggressive use of the American court system has
been one avenue of redress. Front groups, white, grey, and black, have been a feature
of these protective reaction campaigns as well. The Church’s use of the global “cul-
ture of celebrity,” which is most pervasive in the United States, has given whole
new dimensions to the term “agents of influence”—agents who are the diametric
opposite of the Cold War’s covert supporters of one or the other superpowers. Aca-
demic NRM specialists were mobilized individually and collectively in support of
Scientology’s many battles in Europe.'?® And most impressive of all, the Church’s
own Office of Human Rights mirrors other human rights nongovernmental
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organizations (NGOs) and takes part in governmental and private sector initiatives
focusing on issues of concern to the Church.'*”

From its earliest days, the Church of Scientology understood that it could amplify
its voice in national and international policy debates, as well as to market its services,
through businesses, organizations, or interest groups that had no visible ties to the
Church. Church critics today list more than 100 such front organizations,'*®
although this figure seems greatly exaggerated. Some of the Church’s service groups
do not carry the name Scientology in their titles, but are well known as Church
organizations. These service groups, housed since 1988 under the aegis of the Asso-
ciation for Better Living, include Narconon (founded in 1966) and its sister organi-
zation Criminon.'*” By the 1990s, these programs were thriving international
concerns whose Web pages do not obscure the involvement of the Church of Scien-
tology.'?® More controversial is the Applied Scholastics curricular development pro-
gram, which has met with some resistance in the United States, but which is global in
scope.'!

The Citizens Committee on Human Rights (CCHR) inhabits more of a grey
area.'?” This organization was established by the Church in 1969 to spearhead the
Church’s offensive (or more accurately perhaps, counteroffensive) against the psychi-
atric profession. This is the cause that Scientologists invest with their greatest
passion, and today, as its high tech multimedia Web page indicates, is a full fledged
global offensive peopled by concerned citizens and survivors or relatives of “psychiat-
ric abuse” real or imagined. How many of these members or subscribers are Scientol-
ogists is impossible to estimate. The bottom of the top page of the CCHR Web site
carries, in small letters, the line: “Established in 1969 by the Church of Scientology.”
The top page also carries in much bigger boxes links to every region of the world. It is
significant that the top page also (as of July 2005) offers a lavish 48-page report avail-
able for download in PDF format titled “Harming Artists” with a picture of the late
singer Kurt Cobain.'*® Twenty more of these reports, including one on the CCHR
organization itself, and others on such topics as the damage done by psychiatric
drugs, the responsibility of psychiatry for racism and terrorism, and sexual abuse of
patients perpetrated by psychiatrists, are available as well.'**

The most public and most resonant front in this, the oldest battlefront of the Sci-
entology wars is that which pits Scientologist artists against the psychiatric profes-
sion. In 2005, for example, almost four decades after the founding of the CCHR,
actor Tom Cruise made international headlines with his outspoken criticism of the
psychiatric drug Ritalin. In one interview, Cruise achieved more publicity for a crit-
ical tenet of Scientology belief than all of the Unification Church’s academic confer-
ences put together. The general public was not greatly moved by Cruise’s arguments
—especially when he focused criticism on actress Brooke Shields for taking the drug
for postpartum depression. But the issue suddenly became front-page news when it
became the focus of discussion in major newspapers and national news programs
around the world.'*

The Church’s organizing zeal hardly stops with organizations like the CCHR. Sci-
entology’s takeover of the Cult Awareness Network (CAN) was noted above, but
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CAN’s current Web pages say almost nothing about the Church of Scientology’s
involvement, and its continued use of the CAN name might well be construed as
deceptive. When the takeover occurred, a number of recognized academic authorities
were approached to become Board members by Nancy O’Meara from Scientology’s
Church of Spiritual Technology. None of these Board members remain today,
according to the CAN Web page accessed in July 2005:

The Board has consisted of from 5-9 people since the beginning of the organization.
The Chairman of the Board is a Baptist minister named George Robertson. The Secre-
tary of the Corporation was originally Mark Lurie a member of the Movement for
Spiritual Inner Awareness. It is now Stan Koehler a Buddhist. The Treasurer of the Cor-
poration is Nancy O.Meara [sic], a Scientologist. Other Board members include a wom-
an with a degree in psychology and man who is Jewish.'*®

The identification of Ms. O’Meara is the only time the term “Scientology” appears in
the CAN top page.'””

Other Scientology front groups that seem to be less than overt include Ebony
Awakening (a putative African-American civil rights group),138 the Concerned Busi-
nessmen’s Association of America,'*” and the World Literacy Crusade.'*® All may do
laudable work, but none carry any clear identification with the Church, and all are
given generic titles. The uninformed might think these organizations have no con-
nection to the Church and might join the group in the belief that they are taking part
in an independent interest organization focused on an issue that is important to the
new member."*!

Scientology’s Celebrity Centers are arguably the most important Church organiza-
tions. The Church lists 13 such centers, with the mother ship located naturally
enough in Hollywood. All offer the normal range of Scientology services, but with
additional courses designed specifically for artists in every field.'** Whether a result
of living in Los Angeles during the golden era of Hollywood, or because of it may
have been evidence of the genius of L. Ron Hubbard, or because it may be yet
another example of the Americanness of the Church, as early as 1955 the Church
focused on serving celebrities great and small.'*?

The Church was strikingly successful in bringing actors, musicians, writers, and
artists from a number of fields into the fold, and it has gained much from the associ-
ation. Conversely, much of the literature, and virtually all of the press coverage, cen-
tering on the celebrity Scientologists is strikingly negative, with the Tom Cruise vs.
Brooke Shields Ritalin debate and the actor’s using the publicity tour for the “War
of the Worlds” film to publicize his Scientology beliefs only the latest chapters in
an ongoing saga.'* But lost in the debate is the fact that whatever the merits of Sci-
entology’s religious technology or whatever the depth of its theology, for these very
successful people, Scientology works. It hardly seems to detract from their art, and
given the tabloid nature of life in the spotlight,"*> celebrity Scientologists appear to
lead rather exemplary lives.

They also make a great deal of money. Recall the American nostrum that we value
most that which is purchased most dear. Scientology definitely does not provide its
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services for nothing. But of greatest value of all to the Church, in a culture of celeb-
rity, fame opens the doors of power. Thus, celebrity Scientologists have found the ear
of the rich and the powerful, and are able to lobby for Scientology causes with greater
effect than, say, Rev. Moon’s professors or the Family’s attractive but anonymous
Flirty Fishing women. In the forefront of these efforts, working with professional
lobbyists in battling the European anti-Scientology legislation, and in the halls of
the American Congress (and the Clinton White House, unsurprisingly), such high
profile Scientologists as Isaac Hayes, John Travolta, and Chick Corea have made con-
siderable impact, although they have not enjoyed a great deal of success outside the
United States.'“® In this as in virtually every other aspect of the Church, Scientology
anticipated the processes of globalization with uncanny prescience.

A THEORETICAL REPRISE: WHAT HAVE WE LEARNED?

The dominant thesis regarding the contemporary process of globalization is syn-
thesized neatly by Peter Beyer:

The globalization thesis posits, in the first instance, that social communication links are
worldwide and increasingly dense. On perhaps the more obvious level, this means that
people, cultures, societies and civilizations previously more or less isolated from one
another are now in regular and almost unavoidable contact. This leads to a twofold
result. On the one hand, we see the conflicts that arise as quite diverse and often contra-
dictory cultures clash within the same social unit. On the other hand, globalizing socio-
structural and cultural forces furnish a common context that attenuates the differences

among these ways of life."*”

Deriving from the observation that the quickening pace of interaction brings pre-
viously isolated individuals, social groups, and cultures into increasingly intimate
contact is the idea, also posited by Berger and Huntington, that “...increasingly there
is a common social environment shared by all peoples on earth, and that this global-
ity conditions a great deal of what happens here...”'*® Globalization theory there-
fore suggests a marked degree of discontinuity between what was then and what is
now.'® The three cases that we have discussed here—the Family, the Unification
Church, and the Church of Scientology, however, do not seem to fit so easily into
this paradigm. Particularly for the latter two, much continuity exists between the
Cold War then and the globalized now. To understand why, we must descend deeper
into globalization theory.

Beyer points out that the globalization thesis is built upon the framework of the
modernization thesis, which holds that in the Western world, radical social changes
have brought about a new type of society with the following characteristics:

1. a capitalist model and modern intuitional base which has been exported throughout the
world;

2. the nation-state model;
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3. the ascendance of scientific rationality as a zeitgeist [world view] which underpins the
explosion of modern technology; and most important

4. the emergence of a “new social unit that is much more than a simple expansion of western
g
.7 5150
modernity.”"?

Implicit in the modernization thesis is homogenization. Think again of Hunter’s
image of a global elite jetting around the world, but in every country landing in iden-
tical airports, staying in international hotel chains, and meeting in interchangeably
decorated board rooms."! Applied to religion, Beyer says that under globalizing
pressures to homogenize, religious globalization must follow one of two possible
paths. On the one hand lies the particularist path—the view that the fundamentals
of a religious tradition are unchanging, and that extrinsic changes in response to
globalizing pressures will be viewed and adapted to the tradition through the lens
of a particular religious faith. Down this path lies religious “fundamentalism” and
perhaps Samuel Huntington’s dreaded “clash of civilizations.” '>* More hopeful from
Beyer’s point of view is a universalist (my term) response that embraces global cul-
ture.'”® Noting that globalization in the western world is an indigenous process cul-
minating centuries of sociopolitical development while in the rest of the world it is
an exogenous process, imported and in a very real sense imposed by the political,
economic, and cultural power of the West, Beyer sees both the globalizing and partic-
ularizing paths as likely, with the reaction of a given religious tradition conditioned
on the geography and stage of development of the society being impacted by global
culture.'>*

Which brings us to the point at which we began this study: how is (if at all) the
globalization process reflected in NRMs in general and in our three case studies in
particular? Lorne L. Dawson provides the best capsule summary of the sociological
literature beginning with the secularization debate and leading through the literature
on cults to the literature on globalization. However, most pertinent to this discussion
is a point to which Dawson only alludes: with modernity there has always been a per-
sistent substratum of seekers whose quest is to “remagicalize” the world."*> Going
further, as Colin Campbell stated so well in the early 1970s, in every society there
is a “cultic milieu” of seekers whose quest for ultimate truth produces a diffuse oppo-
sitional milieu which will resist assimilation into the dominant culture.'>® Ironically,
the revolution of communications technology that fuels the processes of globaliza-
tion has served to bring this oppositional milieu into greater contact with the domi-
nant cultures than ever before."”

What does this mean when applied to our three case studies?

The Family certainly appears to bear out the homogenization (or universalist to
use a more amenable term) thesis. Having emerged from their antinomian period
in the post-David Berg era, the group increasingly resembles an apocalyptic Chris-
tian communal group that operates on a global scale. They seldom proselytize, while
the practice of internal sexual sharing appears to be limited to consenting adults, and
not extended to children, prospective converts, or even to new members of the
group. The organization is dealing with—albeit with difficulty—the immense
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damage that was done to the children growing up in the Family during the antino-
mian period.158 Their theology remains imprinted with the American experience,
but given the fact that Americanization is so much a part of the globalization process,
this is hardly a handicap. Moreover, with the creation of the Family Care Foundation
that claims to offer relief services in over 50 countries,'>” the radical makeover of the
group from a true cult to a religious NGO appears to be well underway. This would
seem to be a case of Beyer’s homogenization of a religious tradition via the process of
globalization writ large.

Although the process is far less advanced, the Unification Church, too, seems to
bear out the universalist/homogenization thesis—a process that will undoubtedly
accelerate when Rev. Moon passes from this world into the heavenly regency cur-
rently occupied by his son, Hueng Jin. Like the Mormons before it, the Unification
Church has become increasingly mainstream in the United States. Through the
Washington Times, the Church has a voice in public affairs in Washington, D.C.,
the American capital, and it is becoming increasingly hard to differentiate from other
elements of the Republican faith-and-values coalition. Its academic outlets teach a
curriculum not much different from those of secular universities, and its theology
in the post-Moon era will, like that of the Family, become ever more difficult to dif-
ferentiate from that of any other conservative Protestant denomination.

For both the Family and the Unification Church, the key to their following Beyer’s
homogenization in response to globalization strategy lies in their Christian roots, to
which they are inevitably returning. Evangelical and Pentecostal forms of Christian-
ity are, after all is said and done, the United States’ most successful global religious
export.'®

Scientology, on the other hand, has not responded to the pressures of globalization
by becoming universalist in any sense of the term. Scientology mirrors many of the
facets of global culture less as a reaction to the process of globalization than as a result
of having presaged these processes long before they came on the radar screen of aca-
demic theorists. Scientology—so deeply immersed in the business, entertainment,
communications, and global politics of globalization—remains nonetheless as deeply
oppositional as it was in the heady days of the original Sea Org, sailing seemingly
aimlessly over the seas under the idiosyncratic command of L. Ron Hubbard himself.

When, in some not so distant future, the Family and the Unification Church have
become indistinguishable from, say, a fundamentalist/evangelical campus ministry
like the Campus Crusade for Christ, Scientology will remain, unique and alone, zeal-
ously guarding its patents and scrutinizing with an eye on legal redress every word
said or written about them. Sea Org members will look forward to fulfilling every
clause of their 100,000-year contracts, and a new generation of celebrities will sing
the Church’s praises, while new generations of disillusioned apostates will carry on
the battle against a faith in which they have invested so much. Should the entire
world become a virtual monochrome dream of look-a-like franchises run out of iden-
tikit corporate boardrooms, and should all of the world’s governments find common
cause—at least in the interest of preserving the power of local elites—there will
always be a Church of Scientology to look into the distant future and see another
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way. In a fascinating irony for this most American of faiths, the emerging global cul-
ture that the Church in so many ways portended will not be the kind of place where
Scientologists, with their passion for privacy, secrecy, and the primacy of intellectual
property will find amenable. They remain defiantly particularist in the face of global
homogenization, and for that even their severest critics might one day find some-

thing about the Church to grudgingly admire.
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J. Gordon Melton

As New Religious Movements (NRMs) arose, beginning in the sixteenth century
when a variety of Anabaptist, mystical, and apocalyptic movements appeared in
Europe, a critique simultaneously appeared. In general, that critique was specific, tar-
geting each group both for its believed theological deviance and negative social affect.
Thus, Thomas Miintzer (d. 1525) and his followers were targeted for their premil-
lennial beliefs and their participation in a violent revolutionary movement. The
Anabaptists were charged with deviation on a variety of doctrinal points and for
attacking the authority of both the bishops and the magistrates."

This form of critique continued into the nineteenth century. In each country, a
single church remained the church of the majority and had more or less official con-
nections with the state. Each of these churches saw itself as speaking for the
entrenched powers that governed society, protecting the social order, and maintain-
ing the religious identity of the public. Those assumed roles of former state churches
continue in most European countries to the present and pervaded the thinking of
North American church leaders well into the twentieth century.

Through the nineteenth century in the United States, intense polemics were pro-
duced against what were perceived as false deviant religions, the Latter-day Saints
(or Mormons) and Spiritualists being the primary targets, though by the end of the
century, Christian Science and Theosophy came on the scene as well. Then, at the
end of the nineteenth century, a change occurred. Some of the critics of the growing
number of NRMs began to see them as a collective and perceived them as a threat to
the stability of the social order and the identity of the nation. And the new social
threat was given a name—cults—and as the century came to a close, Episcopal
minister A.H. Barrington produced the first book dealing with the problem, Anzi-
Christian Cults.”

THE BEGINNINGS OF COUNTERCULT CONCERNS

The development of a view that a group of “cults” existed that threatened Chris-
tianity found a response within the emerging Fundamentalist movement in the late
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nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Mainstream Protestantism experienced a
major transition as intellectual leaders grappled with the implication of the new sci-
ences and the development of comparative and critical tools for the study of religion.
As individual ministers and seminary professors professed their acceptance of biolog-
ical evolution, historical views of the development of the Bible, and doubts about the
miracle stories of the New Testament, conservative voices complained that the very
people to whom they should be looking for guidance were accepting heresy and
should be removed from office. In the context of the time, conservatives believed that
considerable damage could be done to the faith of churchgoers by people who were
pouring completely new content into Christian language or dropping Christian lan-
guage altogether for some alien religion.

As World War I drew to an end, a countercult movement emerged within the
bounds of Fundamentalism, its first text generally being viewed as Timely Warnings
by William C. Irvine (1906-1964), frequently reprinted over the next half century
under its later title, Heresies Exposed (1973).2 Timely Warnings was unique in that it
attempted to catalogue all of the current heresies and offer a refutation of each. Irvine
gave priority coverage to Modernism, the group the Fundamentalists accused of
dropping traditional Christian affirmations that they claimed were incompatible
with the findings of modern science and historical research. Also, as Irvine noted,
most of the NRMs of the day retained some claim on the Christian heritage, however
much they diverged from the orthodox theological tradition. Mormonism added a
new revelation, Christian Science poured new meaning into old symbols, and Uni-
tarianism merely discarded a few of what it considered outdated Christian doctrines.
Even Spiritualism, which among the NRMs of the time most departed from the tra-
dition, attempted to picture itself as a biblical faith by drawing on accounts of
human intercourse with spiritual entities from the spirits of the deceased to angels
in the biblical record.”

Irvine set the direction of future critiques of NRMs—evaluating each group
according to how much it deviated from orthodox Christian standards. That critique
could begin with those doctrines considered fundamental to the faith—the Trinity,
the virgin birth of Jesus, Christ’s substitutionary atonement—and then continue to
more detailed contradictions with specific biblical passages interpreted literally.
Many later works simply compiled biblical quotations placed against quotations
from an NRM’s literature.

Irvine’s book spawned a number of Fundamentalist texts, some concentrating on a
specific heresy” and others expanding coverage of the spectrum of groups.® These
books led directly to the most influential countercult text, The Chaos of Cults by
Christian Reformed minister, Jan Karel Van Baalen (1890—1968).” Van Baalen’s text
is noteworthy for the serious manner in which he approached the topic. He obvi-
ously conducted considerable primary research on each group and attempted to
present a clear picture of the group’s history and beliefs. He also suggested that each
group’s appeal was due to its focus upon a single truth (i.e., Christian teaching),
which contemporary Christians largely neglected. Spiritualism, for example, called
attention to the existence of a spirit world and life after death. Van Baalen also
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introduced an idea to which later countercultists continually returned. Should
Roman Catholicism, with its continued accumulation of traditions with little or no
biblical base (for example, the heightened veneration of the Virgin Mary), be
included in the consideration of deviant cults?

The Chaos of the Cults went through numerous reprints, had at least three major
revisions, and led to the production of a second, smaller volume summarizing its
contents. It was in place as the Fundamentalist-Modernist controversy ended in the
1930s with the withdrawal of many theological conservatives from the larger
denominations and the setting up of a number of Fundamentalist denominations.®

THE RISE OF CONTEMPORARY COUNTERCULTISM®

By the end of the 1930s, the Fundamentalist community divided into three
camps. First, a number of them remained in their positions within the larger Protes-
tant denominations. Second, some separated from the older denominations
while insisting that no contact continue with those who remained behind. Third, a
far larger group left the denominations but continued fellowship with fellow Funda-
mentalists who for a variety of reasons could not leave their denominational home.
During the 1940s, this third group became the new Evangelicals. Evangelicals
created an identity around a school (Fuller Theological Seminary), a magazine
(Christianity Today), and an ecumenical fellowship (National Association of
Evangelicals). 10

The three groups that became quite visible in the 1940s had reasons to draw
sharp boundaries between each of the warring camps. The Fundamentalists and
Evangelicals had the toughest job—simultaneously justifying their withdrawal from
established denominations while distinguishing themselves from each other. The
Evangelicals had the harder task, holding fast to traditional affirmations while
attempting to be theologically creative and pursue a dialogue with the modern fast-
changing intellectual world and its culture. In spite of the loss of its organizational
base, by engaging the world, Evangelicals hoped to continue to be an influence in
transforming it.

The perceived need for boundary maintenance by Fundamentalists and Evangeli-
cals set the stage for the emergence of Walter Martin (1928-1989) and a new level of
concern for cults. For just as Fundamentalists and Evangelicals strove to define them-
selves against the larger reality of the old denominations, Martin called attention to
an equally important threat, the growing attraction of people to groups that looked
Christian but which, on closer examination, denied the essentials of the faith—just
as did the Modernists.

The countercult movement as it emerged in the 1950s is best seen as a boundary
maintenance movement. It found its dynamic in the common orthodoxy shared by
Fundamentalists and Evangelicals opposed to doctrinal deviation. The founding
members of the movement, with one foot in Fundamentalism and one in Evangeli-
calism, tried to say that just as modernism in the older churches was a great threat
to orthodox faith, so was the growth of cults—theologically deviant NRMs.
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THE CAREER OF WALTER MARTIN

By far the leading voice in developing contemporary countercultism was Walter
Ralston Martin, a Fundamentalist Baptist minister who began his cult-fighting career
in 1955 with a small volume, The Rise of the Cults: An Introductory Guide to the Non-
Christian Cults. He quickly followed with a set of more substantive books on what he
saw as the major cults then active in the United States: The Christian and the Cults
(1956), The Christian Science Myth (1956), Jehovah of the Watchtower (1959), The
Truth about Seventh-day Adventists (1960), and The Maze of Mormonism (1962).

In 1960 he founded an independent ministry, Christian Research Institute (CRI),
to facilitate his special ministry concerning cults. By the time Martin published his
more comprehensive volume, 7The Kingdom of the Cults (1965),'! he was the titular
leader of a small but growing movement of Evangelicals who wanted to draw distinc-
tive boundaries between Christian orthodoxy and the various unorthodox,
non-Christian options that were becoming more well-known in the culture. The
countercultists hoped to convert members of such groups to their Evangelical faith.

Martin’s track record positioned CRI to respond when cults became a high profile
issue in the larger society in the 1970s. In 1974, he moved to California and over the
next decade emerged as the patriarch of a burgeoning popular movement built
around literally hundreds of small organizations and individual ministries devoted
to evangelizing members of the growing spectrum of NRMs. While most of these
remained focused on Mormons and Jehovah’s Witnesses, several of the new organiza-
tions, such as the Spiritual Counterfeits Project based in Berkeley, California, also
attempted to handle the broad gamur of religions that came from Asia after 1965.

Just as the countercult movement was growing, its position as the primary move-
ment critiquing NRMs was challenged by a new secular activist movement that was
focused entirely on the new generation of NRMs then emerging as the Baby Boom-
ers came of age, as immigration laws relative to Asia changed, and as a new genera-
tion of homegrown religions arose.

The development of new and alternative religions in the United States was altered
by a series of laws passed in the first decades of the twentieth century that prevented
migration from Asia. The culminating Asian Exclusion Act of 1924 was in force until
the fall of 1965. With barriers to immigration removed in that latter year, hundreds
of thousands of Asians moved to the United States and included in their numbers
some religious missionaries (usually arriving under such titles as swami, bhagwan,
yogi, guru, pir, sensei, or master). This wave of teachers encountered the postwar
Baby Boomers, who, unable to integrate into the culture (especially the job market),
developed a new subculture, the street-people culture. The street people were espe-
cially visible along the Pacific Coast, and each summer their numbers were swelled
with college kids (especially those rich enough not to have to work all summer)
who idealized the lifestyle of the street people and chose to spend their summer hol-
iday with them.

Thus in the United States, as NRM leaders began to pour into the country at the
end of the 1960s, they joined those indigenous leaders already actively working with
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this self-selected “lost” generation living on the streets. Swami Prabhupada (1896—
1977) (Hare Krishna) began in Greenwich Village, Yogi Bhajan (d. 2004) (Sikh
Dharma) in Los Angeles, and the Unification Church in Eugene, Oregon, and Wash-
ington, D.C. They were joined by several groups founded in the United States, most
prominently the Church of Scientology and the groups of the Jesus People move-
ment, as well as the imports from Europe (Wicca, Friends of Meher Baba). Earlier
Alan Watts (1915-1973), who became the great popularizer of Zen, migrated from
England. Each of these groups adapted itself to the generation on the streets, and
their love of psychedelic drugs, and took a high percentage of their initial recruits
from among them. The actual number of young adults who stayed in the NRMs
was low, but just enough dropped earlier career plans that by the early 1970s a few
upset parents began to voice their anger publicly and quickly found that they were
not alone. The first networks of what was to become a national movement began

12
to emerge.

DEVELOPING THE CULT AWARENESS MOVEMENT

In the early 1970s, informal groups of parents began investigating a Jesus People
group formed in Southern California by David Berg (1919-1968). Following some
months of wandering across the United States, Berg emerged as Moses David and
his followers as the Children of God."? In 1972, parents concerned about their off-
spring’s involvement in the group formed The Parents Committee to Free Our Sons
and Daughters from the Children of God, later shortened to Free the Children of
God (or FREECOG), the first of the new generation of secular cult awareness
groups. When parents failed to woo their children from the group, they tried more
coercive measures, including the intervention of law enforcement agencies.14 Their
efforts were somewhat blunted when most of the Children of God left the United
States in 1974. However, FREECOG's efforts brought out support from parents
whose young adult offspring affiliated with other new groups. Thus FREECOG
evolved into the more broadly based Volunteer Parents of America, which in turn
was superseded by the Citizens Freedom Foundation (CFF), arguably the most suc-
cessful of the 1970s cult awareness groups. CFFE, based in California, inspired similar
groups around the country.

By the mid 1970s, attempts were made to construct a national umbrella organiza-
tion that could coordinate the efforts of the many local groups and make some larger
impact. In 1976 the Ad Hoc Committee Engaged in Freeing Minds was able to
entice Senator Robert Dole (R-KS) to hold hearings at which parents and others
could present their complaints. However, both the committee and a second national
organization, the International Foundation for Individual Freedom, proved unable
to overcome loyalties to local groups and soon passed from the scene.

This cult awareness movement (sometimes called the anticult movement or ACM)
of the 1970s never satisfactorily resolved its essential internal conflicts. First, some
parents opposed NRMs because they did not want their offspring to associate with
any group other than the one in which they were raised. Others, seemingly the larger
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percentage, were angered that their young adult offspring rejected the direction
offered by their parents, stopped work on building “normal” careers in business or
the professions, and instead joined NRMs for whom they became full-time workers.
Neither concern was of particular interest to government authorities. Since parents
needed the coercive power of the government to remove their children from NRMs,
they began to strategize on ways to get the government aligned to their concern.

Meanwhile, as the secular cult awareness groups formed, the Christian countercult
movement was well underway. In fact, prior to the mid-1970s, the countercultists
produced almost all of the material on the subject of cults, certainly that circulating
outside of sociology departments in universities. Additionally, a few of the Christian
countercult groups had both a stable organization and a national distribution system
for their literature. At one level, it appeared that a strong coalition was in the making.
However, Christian countercult literature also presented problems for the new anti-
cultists. Since the latter could not build a program around their true concern (disap-
proval of their children’s choices), they had to generate a polemic against cults in
general. Christian literature also broadly attacked cults, but centered the attack upon
some older, more successful groups and included some large influential groups such
as the Mormons and Unitarians, and even Roman Catholics. Each time the cult
awareness movement gained an audience with legislators, asking them to act against
cults, their efforts were undermined by the Christian literature. When that literature
was circulated around a state assembly, outspoken legislators tended quickly and tact-
fully to withdraw support from any legislation that suggested disapproval of the reli-
gious affiliation of their fellow legislators.'

At the same time, some of the more prominent Christian writers on cults, such as
Martin, clearly understood that those who branded conversionist groups like the
NRMs as manipulative and deceitful could easily turn on Evangelical Christian
groups and attack them on the same ground."® Thus, only a few Evangelicals joined

sociologist Ron Enroth in aligning themselves with the new anticultists."”

PROGRAM AND IDEOLOGY

Even before finding a perspective that provided a launching pad for a broad assault
upon NRMs, anticultists found a tactic that offered some alleviation of their prob-
lem—deprogramming. In its very first newsletter, the CFF defined deprogramming
as

... the process of releasing victims from the control of individuals and organizations who
exploit other individuals through the use of mind control techniques. Once released, the
victims, rid of the fear that held them in bondage, are encouraged to again think for
themselves and to take their rightful place in society, free from further threats to their
peace and security.'®

Not covered by the formal definition, deprogramming, as touted by CFF, involved
the detaining of the subject (sometimes kidnapping the subject off the street) and
forcing him/her to participate in an intense harangue denigrating the subject’s
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religious group and its founder/leader. The victim of deprogramming was suddenly
cut off from any support supplied by other members of the group and confronted
with the emotional outpouring of parents and other family members begging them
to renounce the group and straighten up their lives. By the late 1970s, the number
of deprogrammings was increasing steadily. Ted Patrick, the man who “discovered”
the deprogramming process, quit his job with the State of California and became a
full-time professional deprogrammer in late 1971. His book, Ler Our Children Go!,
describing and popularizing his work appeared in 1976."”

By the mid 1970s, the leaders of the cult awareness movement freely used the term
“brainwashing” to describe the process of becoming and remaining involved in an
NRM. Potential members were described as psychologically vulnerable individuals
who combined an intense youthful idealism with an inability to adjust to their social
situation, especially in college.

According to the developing polemic, it was this naive young individual who was
attacked by the cult. The first step was, through deceit, to trick the person into
attending a group event. There, without revealing their true goals, group leaders
began a subtle process of manipulation that included staged smiles, openness, and
happiness expressed by members of the group. Before the potential recruit could
think about what was occurring, he/she would be enticed (coerced) into membership
and then held in that membership by the repeated application of subtle psychological
techniques. The recruit gradually lost his/her ability to choose another way. The
understanding of this process was, in fact, developed from a superficial presentation
of the recruitment process of one group, the Unification Church of Rev. Sun Myung
Moon (b. 1920), which often recruited street people by first inviting them to dinner.
Only after the potential recruit gained a favorable impression of the group did a dis-
cussion of group belief and practice begin. However, as a whole, NRMs had a more
standard approach that began with an introduction to the group. There was, in fact,
no way to hide what was occurring when one first visited a Hindu temple whose
members adopted Indian dress.

Early anticultists found substantiation for the use of brainwashing as a descriptive
term from psychologist Robert Jay Lifton’s book, Thought Reform and the Psychology
of Toralism,*® which described the processes of thought control used in Korean prison
camps on American POWSs imprisoned during the Korean War and compared them
with the various practices operative in different social groups, including revivalistic
religious groups.

Not only was deprogramming seen as necessary to “freeing” a person psychologi-
cally trapped in a group, but some form of continued postdeprogramming counsel-
ing was also recommended. This added perspective on the problems of people who
were deprogrammed led to the formation of several rehabilitation centers, the most
famous being the Freedom of Thought Foundation in Tucson, Arizona, and they
continue to be an important part of deprogramming efforts.”'

In spite of the developing secular argument against the cults, government author-
ities as a whole turned a deaf ear to parental pleas. The 1970s were fast coming to a
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close, and the cult awareness movement appeared to be dying a slow death. Then
everything changed.

JONESTOWN AND THE REVIVAL OF ANTICULTISM

On November 18, 1978, Congressman Leo J. Ryan (1925-1978), those who had
accompanied him to Guyana to visit the communal settlement of the Peoples Tem-
ple, and some 900 followers of the Temple including its leader Jim Jones (1931-
1978) died in combined acts of murder and suicide. In spite of the many books that
have appeared, including several by survivors, what occurred at Jonestown is still far
from clear. Some facts, such as how many died by murder and how many by suicide,
may never be known. Whatever questions remain concerning the events at Jones-
town, the tragedy of Jonestown played a key role in the revival of the cult awareness
movement. As the story of the disaster at Jonestown began to unravel in the media,
the group suddenly became a cult. It was the subject of a U.S. Senate hearing and
then a Congressional investigation, and, over the next two years, cult awareness advo-
cates worked to turn it into the symbol of everything that was bad about NRMs. The
year 1979 became a bumper year for books on the issue of cults. Attacks on NRMs
through state legislatures were launched, and, finally, a more or less stable national
cult awareness organization finally emerged.

Senator Robert Dole took the lead in responding to Jonestown. Even before Con-
gress prepared for hearings on Congressman Ryan’s death, Dole organized a set of
hearings based upon the suggestion that Jonestown was a harbinger of tragedies
about to break forth from youth-oriented NRMs such as the Unification Church.
The hearing, originally designed to provide a platform for cult awareness spokesper-
sons, turned into a sideshow as spokespersons for NRMs demanded equal time, and
as civil libertarians and a new group of scholars who studied NRMs through the
1970s emerged in public to counter the major accusations against the cult with the
data of their research. Dole’s zeal and public support for the anticultists was consid-
erably softened by the entrance into the hearings of a senator from Utah, Orrin
Hatch, who happened to be a Mormon.

Also, in the wake of Jonestown, anticult bills appeared in Massachusetts, Illinois,
Minnesota, Connecticut, Pennsylvania, Texas, Maryland, Oregon, and, most impor-
tantly, New York. These bills varied widely in their sophistication and support. Most
were defeated at the hearing stage as civil libertarians, representatives of mainline
churches, and experts on NRMs mobilized against the legislation. The one exception
was New York, where the Unification Church, the best known and most disliked of
the several NRMs, had its headquarters and seminary. The Unification Church was
an issue in the state as it pursued a state charter for the seminary at Barrytown; and
in 1977, a state assemblyman sponsored one of the more frivolous anticult bills that
would have made it a felony for anyone to found or promote a “pseudo-religion,”
whatever that was. The 1980 New York legislation, generally known as the Lasher
bill for its author Assemblyman Howard Lasher, would have amended the mental
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health codes to allow parents widespread powers of conservatorship for purposes of
deprogramming their offspring, specifically adult offspring, who joined one of the
NRMs. The bill passed the assembly twice but was vetoed by the governor on both
occasions. By the time of the second veto, it had become obvious that such legislation
was not going anywhere nationally, and further efforts that were taking a significant
amount of anticult resources were abandoned.

Most importantly, the Jonestown tragedy revitalized the cult awareness movement
and provided the motivation for its reorganization. Taking the lead in that restruc-
turing was the old Citizens Freedom Foundation (soon to become known as the Cult
Awareness Network, or CAN) and the relatively new American Family Foundation.
In November 1979, a date appropriately chosen to coincide with the first anniversary
of Jonestown, 65 people from 31 cult awareness groups met in Chicago, Illinois, to
reorganize the ineffective International Foundation for Individual Freedom. IFIF
was too decentralized to accomplish its self-assigned task, but participants reached
an agreement to seize the initiative provided by Jonestown. After some debate they
decided to reorganize around the Citizens Freedom Foundation, the strongest of
the regional groups. CFF became the Citizens Freedom Foundation—Information
Services, and the 1979 meeting was designated as the first of what became annual
national meetings. Regional affiliated groups in Minneapolis, Minnesota, Pittsburgh,
Pennsylvania, and Southern California agreed to assume different tasks.

The new organization still did not provide the strength many felt was needed by
the movement, and in 1983 a five-year plan was placed before CFF’s leadership. It
suggested that CFF needed to build a more stable organization, one that could gain
legitimacy in the public eye as the most knowledgeable source of information on
cults. Four specific goals were set: gain financial stability, develop professional man-
agement, create an efficient communications system, and publish a quality newslet-
ter. As a first step in implementing this program, in 1984, CFF changed its name
to Cult Awareness Network of the Citizens Freedom Foundation and soon became
known simply as the Cult Awareness Network (CAN). A central headquarters was
established in Chicago, and an executive director hired (Cynthia Kisser remained
in her position from 1987 until CAN was closed following the Scott case in 1996).
The national office was organized to respond to inquiries from the media, academia,
and individuals. An aggressive public relations program was initiated to place CAN
before the public.

Simultaneously with the reorganization of CFF, the American Family Founda-
tion (AFF) was founded under the leadership of John Clark. Clark (d. 1999), a
psychiatrist in practice in Weston, Massachusetts, was the leading public spokesper-
son for the cult awareness movement through the 1970s, but was largely silenced
after receiving a formal reprimand from the Massachusetts Psychiatric Association
related to his anticult activities. In contrast to the more activist approach of CFF/
CAN, AFF was conceived as an organization of professionals who focused upon
research and education. It provided a place where academics, psychological profes-
sionals, and social scientists could relate to the movement and launched a program
of public education and issued a set of publications centered upon 7The Advisor,
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its newsletter, and the Culr Studies Journal, modeled upon standard academic
journals.

The emergence of AFF and the reorganization of CAN signaled an important
transition in the cult awareness movement. The many cult awareness groups that
formed across the country in the 1970s were created and led largely by parents con-
cerned with the membership of their sons and daughters in the more controversial of
the NRMs. These groups were relatively small, and at any particular moment, a
small minority of parents was concerned about their offspring’s association with
these groups. By the early 1980s, only a few were able to sustain any zeal, either
because their problem was resolved or because they decided to live with the unhappy
situation.

However, along the way, parents discovered a variety of experts willing to join their
cause. The most important of these were psychological professionals, some of whom
were quick to identify with the plight of the disturbed parents. These professionals
became expert witnesses in court cases and addressed the legislative hearings attempt-
ing to investigate the cults. Meanwhile, through the early 1980s, in large part as CFF
implemented the goals of its five-year plan, these professionals also assumed control
of the new CAN. After 1984, the majority of the board members and speakers at the
annual conference were professionals (a natural change given the attempts of the
organization to gain legitimacy). Though CAN and AFF developed as quite separate
organizations, they worked together on many fronts, developed interlocking boards,
and combined lobbying efforts in Washington, D.C. Outsiders had difficulty distin-
guishing them.?* Basically, while AFF focused upon public education, CAN assumed
a more activist role in spreading the cult awareness perspective in the media and
relating directly to parents who had relatives in various NRMs.

The transition to professional control of CAN was also somewhat dictated by the
intense controversy over deprogramming, which hit CFF in the early 1980s. The
spread of deprogramming created a strong reaction. People who were successfully
deprogrammed denounced the treatment they received from deprogrammers. Chris-
tian countercult spokespersons criticized deprogramming for its use of “un-Christian
tactics.” Most importantly, CAN’s leadership realized that it was legally vulnerable
for the activities of members, including deprogrammers. Already in 1981, the organ-
ization took steps to separate itself from the practice of deprogramming and advo-
cated what is usually termed “exit counseling,” a form of counseling into which the
member of the cult enters voluntarily.

In the United States, by the mid-1980s, the actual number of deprogrammings
dropped significantly, though they continued to occur with the aid of the informal
network built around CAN’s most activist members across the country. Through
the 1980s, CAN’s office in Chicago, while formally denying any association with
deprogramming, freely referred people to activist members known to keep lists of
deprogrammers. These activists then referred members to deprogrammers. Depro-
grammers, especially those who lacked a public profile, relied upon referrals through
the CAN network for a steady supply of paying clients.*
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THE RISE AND FALL OF BRAINWASHING?*

In the mid-1970s, the primary understanding of destructive cults as centers
engaged in brainwashing their members through what was variously termed “coer-
cive persuasion,” “mind control,” and/or “thought control” was developed. Central
to that development was the trial of newspaper heiress Patty Hearst (b. 1954) in
San Francisco, California, in 1975. Hearst was kidnapped by a radical political
group, the Symbionese Liberation Army, and endured an intensive indoctrination

»

program that included considerable personal abuse. However, eventually Hearst con-
verted to the group and participated in a bank robbery where she was photographed
carrying a weapon. When finally captured, she was tried for armed robbery.”

During the trial, the defense suggested that Hearst was brainwashed and thus not
responsible for her actions. The jury rejected that argument and convicted her. How-
ever, Margaret Singer (1921-2003), one of the psychologists who testified at that
trial, even though for technical reasons was not allowed to speak on the brainwashing
issue, testified the following year as an expert in a case in which a conservatorship was
sought over five members of the Unification Church. She testified that the members,
all young adults, were victimized by artful and designing people who subjected them
to a process of coercive persuasion. As a result, the five should, she recommended,
be sent for a period of reality therapy to the Freedom of Thought Foundation in
Tucson.

Singer later founded a counseling service for former members of NRMs, most of
whom were separated from their groups through deprogramming. Through the early
1980s she developed her concept of brainwashing, which became the keystone of the
cult awareness polemic against cults. The testimony of Singer and several colleagues
who accepted and reinforced her perspective was crucial in a series of multimillion
dollar judgments against a string of NRMs. She became a professional witness who
devoted herself full-time to legal consultation.

Singer’s work became the subject of intense debate in both psychological and
sociological circles. Her initial assertions were received as if they constituted a new
and radical theory. Given its implicit rejection of some strong trends in psychology
over patient rights, the burden of proof was placed upon Singer to provide support-
ing evidence of her perspective. The result of that debate was the overwhelming
rejection of her approach to NRMs by her academic colleagues, though a handful
of psychological professionals such as Louis J. West were vocal supporters.”® How-
ever, through the 1980s Singer’s thought was accepted by the courts and strongly
influenced the deliberations of juries.

At the same time, the conflict between Singer and the great majority of her aca-
demic colleagues who studied NRM:s finally led to a series of actions that resulted
in the collapse of her work on brainwashing. Those events began in 1983 when a
proposal was made to the American Psychological Association (APA) that a task force
be established to examine and report on the techniques of coercive persuasion being
used by various psychological and religious groups. In 1984 the “Task Force on
Deceptive and Indirect Methods of Persuasion and Control” with Margaret Singer
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as chairperson was established. The Task Force report was submitted for review in
1987. Both outside reviewers and two members of the Board of Social and Ethical
Responsibility for Psychology concurred in the inadequacies of the report, and the
Board rejected it. In a memorandum to Singer and the committee members dated
May 11, 1987, it cited the report for its lack of both “scientific rigor” and an “even-
handed critical approach.” It noted that, given the evaluation of the report, members
of the committee could not use their work on the committee to credential themselves
in the future.

The action of the APA affected a court case in 1989-1990, U.S. v. Fishman. In his
defense, which concerned the relationship between Mr. Fishman and the Church of
Scientology, Fishman called upon Singer and another colleague, sociologist Richard
Ofshe, to testify to the deleterious effects of the Church of Scientology’s manipula-
tion of him. The key document in the case became a lengthy restatement of the posi-
tion of the previous APA brief and an analysis of the writings and statements of
Singer written by psychologist Dick Anthony. Anthony argued persuasively that
Singer postulated a “robot theory of brainwashing” that lacked scientific support.”’”
The court accepted his arguments, and, as a result, Singer and Ofshe were denied
the stand. Fishman’s defense collapsed. As a result of the Fishman ruling, published
in 1990, both Singer and Ofshe were subsequently denied the stand in several addi-
tional cases. Clearly, the Fishman case set a precedent for courts to accept the posi-
tion of the great majority of scholars of NRMs rather than the perspective of Singer
and others sympathetic to her idea of brainwashing.

The ruling in the Fishman case, soon affirmed by similar rulings in other cases,
meant that brainwashing could no longer be used to defend the practice of depro-
gramming. This fact had some significant consequences a few years later. In the
meantime some equally significant changes occurred.

Possibly the most important event in the years after the Fishman ruling, though
not immediately connected to it, was the Church of Scientology’s 1992 settlement
of its long-term dispute with the Internal Revenue Service (IRS). This dispute cost
the church millions of dollars and tied up the church’s legal resources. Once the
IRS problem was settled, the church turned its attention to CAN, which it blamed
for many of its problems. A variety of Scientologists joined CAN and attended its
annual meeting. However, as Scientologists were identified, they were systematically
denied entrance to the gathering. One by one the Scientologists sued for breach of
contract (attendance at the meeting being listed as a benefit of membership). As each
case was filed, the process of discovery went forward. And Scientology’s lawyers
began deposing key people in the CAN network. Though none of the cases got past
a first hearing in the court, each case produced several dispositions, and, as the num-
ber of cases mounted, CAN lost its legal insurance. The depositions began to reveal
the way CAN facilitated deprogrammings in stark contrast to its stated public policy.

The major consequence of Scientology’s information gathering came in a most
unexpected event. Priscilla Coates, a longtime CAN operative on the West Coast,
took a referral from CAN’s national office that she passed on to deprogrammer Rick
Ross. He then attempted to deprogram Jason Scott, a member of a Pentecostal
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Church in Seattle, Washington. Ross was unsuccessful, and in 1995 Scott sued.
Learning of the case, the Church of Scientology loaned one of its lawyers, Rick Mox-
in, to Scott, and Moxin brought in all the data gathered on CAN’s operation into the
case. He won a five-million-dollar judgment, one million of which went against
CAN. The Scott case bankrupted CAN. A coalition of cults it had attacked bought
its assets and now run a new Cult Awareness Network that is active in religious free-
dom causes.

The demise of CAN was a most significant event in the overall effort of the cult
awareness movement to mobilize public support against those groups that were
labeled cults. That movement preceded the formation of CAN, and the movement
continues. AFF continued in the wake of the fall of the brainwashing theory devel-
oped by Singer and attempted to find either new approaches to brainwashing or
another theory that would be useful in describing what its members consider the
destructive nature of cult life. A variety of different approaches have been offered
by scholars such as Paul Martin, Janja Lalich, Benjamin Zablocki, and Steven Kent,®
but none of the alternatives found significant support among courts, academia, or
others.”” Meanwhile, the number of cases in which brainwashing was introduced as
a substantive part of the case has significantly diminished, though they did not
entirely disappear.

Meanwhile, through the 1980s and 1990s, as the drama around brainwashing and
CAN unfolded, the Christian countercult movement moved forward.’® Not active
on the legal front, Christian countercultists primarily worked to warn Evangelical
and Fundamentalist Christians of the beliefs and practices of NRMs with the aim
of dissuading any of them attracted to an NRM from leaving the church and joining
it. The countercult effort peaked in the 1990s with hundreds of countercult groups
publishing and distributing millions of pieces of literature throughout the Christian
community.

The countercult movement, however, was having its own problems. In the last
years of his life, Martin led efforts to form the Evangelical Ministries to New Reli-
gions (EMNR), an organization that attempted to bring the many countercult min-
istries into a fellowship that could provide a number of services and generally
improve the countercult position within the Evangelical movement as a whole. At
the same time, the movement began to see its role primarily as one of providing an
apologetic basis for countering cults rather than fostering missionary work among
members of NRMs.

However, EMNR ran into a variety of problems, especially as it attempted to reign
in the excesses of some ministries and deal with some questionable financial practices
of others. One by one, some of the larger ministries withdrew, including, following
Martin’s death, his own organization. EMNR was beset with some key disagreements
over whether to align more closely with the secular anticult movement and adopt
some form of brainwashing theory to the understanding of cults. Most recently, a
number of EMNR’s longtime leaders developed a different approach to NRMs,
emphasizing evangelism rather than simply writing harsh apologetics. Thus, as the
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new century began, a number of EMNR’s leaders withdrew and began operating
separately.

CONCLUSION

A decade after the Jason Scott case, one can see how the demise of CAN brought
to an end (at least in North America) the cult wars. The controversies that sur-
rounded NRMs did not end, but the ongoing debates largely moved out of the
courts. An effort to recreate CAN in the late 1990s proved a failure.”’ One last gasp
effort in 1998-1999 to get the state of Maryland to adopt some anticult legislation
also proved a failure.”

CANs sister organization, the AFF, continues to operate, and some former depro-
grammers continue to run exit counseling services. Neither AFF nor the counseling
services provoked the critique that CAN and deprogramming did, and scholars pre-
viously labeled “cult apologists” now regularly attend AFF meetings. Though cult
awareness organizations and cult experts will persist into the foreseeable future, their
ability to oppose the spread and activities of NRM:s in North America seems destined
to fade. They apparently still have some voice in Europe, where the cult wars to some

extent continue, though in a very different context than in North America.>?
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Evangelical Christian Countercult
Movement

Douglas E. Cowan

The only reason for becoming familiar with other religions and other religious writings
would be in order to show those who follow these false systems wherein the error lies
and thereby to rescue them.

—Dave Hunt

In other words, the First Amendment only works as long as we accept Christian princi-
ples. If it does not, then it gets what it gets—all kinds of religious evils protected by
the very amendment which God intended to bless the nation.

—John Ankerberg and John Weldon

This means that those today who participate in false religions like Hinduism and Islam
are not viewed by God as groping their way toward Him, but are viewed as worshiping

a false God.
—Ron Rhodes

INTRODUCTION
The Local Church: A Countercult Vignette

The Local Church movement was founded in Shanghai, China, in the late 1920s
by Nee Shu-tsu, who later called himself Watchman Nee, the name by which he is
best known in the west. Dramatically converted to evangelical Christianity in
1920, Nee’s beliefs were deeply affected by the dispensational theology of both the
Keswick Revival and the Plymouth Brethren. Early in his career, though, not unlike
other religious reformers, he concluded that denominational competition among
churches—which was no less fierce on the mission fields of China than it was any-
where else—was unbiblical, and that the principal division among Christians should
be geographic and neither doctrinal nor ecclesiastical. That is, there should be only
one local church to which all Christians in that area belong. Today, hundreds of
thousands of believers worldwide gather in local churches, guided and inspired by
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the voluminous teachings of Watchman Nee and his closest partner in the work,
Witness Lee. Local Church theology is strongly evangelical and holds to the Bible
as the “complete and only divine revelation,” as well as to belief in the Trinity, the
need for the spiritual regeneration of all people, and the virgin birth, substitutionary
atonement, physical resurrection, and imminent return of Jesus Christ.

On December 31, 2001, however, after numerous attempts to resolve their con-
cerns amicably, The Local Church and nearly 100 Local Church congregations in
the United States filed a defamation suit against Harvest House, an evangelical
Christian publisher, and two of its best-selling authors, countercult apologists John
Ankerberg and John Weldon. At issue was the entry Ankerberg and Weldon included
on The Local Church in their Encyclopedia of Cults and New Religions, which Harvest
House published.! Seeking more than 130 million dollars in damages, The Local
Church claimed that its presence in a book devoted entirely to exposing what the
authors regard as devious and dangerous “cults” was defamatory, egregiously misrep-
resenting their beliefs and practices, and maliciously impugning the reputation of
their founders, Watchman Nee and Witness Lee.

Unfortunately, in these matters The Local Church was no stranger to the court-
room. Nearly 15 years earlier, Witness Lee and The Local Church in Anaheim won
a multimillion dollar judgment against another countercult apologist, Neil Duddy,
for his book, The God-Men.? At that trial, numerous scholars of new religions testi-
fied on behalf of The Local Church, and Justice Leon Seyranian found that the
“defendants intended to convey to the readers all of the false statements set forth
above or recklessly disregarded the false and defamatory meanings that would be
conveyed to the readers.”” Handing down his decision, Justice Seyranian awarded
Witness Lee and the other plaintiffs nearly 12 million dollars in compensatory and
punitive damages—only a fraction of which they were actually able to collect.

In their suit against Harvest House, Ankerberg, and Weldon, The Local Church
contended that the authors’ introduction to the Encyclopedia of Cults and New Reli-
gions, which claims among other things that cults are responsible in part for “the
ebb of Christian influence in America,”* for the ruin of “tens of millions of lives,””
and that Satan “spiritually speaking, reaps significant rewards from cult member-
ship,”® defames their organization because anyone who reads that introduction will
quite reasonably associate those characteristics with all the groups discussed in the
book. Following Justice Seyranian for a moment, whether Ankerberg and Weldon
actually believe what they have written about The Local Church or not, and it seems
clear that they do, the larger question is whether their work “recklessly disregarded
the false and defamatory meanings that would be conveyed to the readers.” Given
the evangelical history and beliefs of The Local Church, in each of their numerous
letters prior to filing the suit, the plaintiffs voiced the same, relatively uncomplicated

concern: “We do not know why you chose to include us in a book of cults.””

Why, indeed?

This chapter explores the evangelical Christian countercult, one of two principal
countermovements that have emerged in North America in response to the appear-
ance and proliferation of new religions, especially in the latter half of the twentieth
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century. Admittedly, within the broader spectrum of evangelical Christianity in
North America, principally the United States, the countercult is something of a
fringe movement.® Prior to the advent of the Internet, there were never more than
a few hundred countercult apologists, with certainly fewer than 50 publishing com-
mercially or consistently. Because of the rather exclusive religious vision of evangeli-
cal Christianity, though, and the general level of suspicion in the evangelical
community about alternative religions, the countercult makes itself felt in a number
of different ways and has had an influence far beyond its relatively small numbers.
Walk into almost any evangelical bookstore, for example, and you will find shelves
devoted to “Spiritual Warfare,” “Spiritual Counterfeits,” or “Cults and World Reli-
gions,” as well as a seemingly endless supply of books on every non-Christian religion
imaginable. Numerous countercult organizations such as the Spiritual Counterfeits
Project (SCP), the Christian Research Institute (CRI), Personal Freedom Outreach,
Mormonism Research Ministry, Answers in Action, the Berean Call, Watchman Fel-
lowship, Saints Alive in Jesus, and the Utah Lighthouse Ministry regularly publish
books, magazines, newsletters, videos, and audiotapes on what they regard as the
ongoing problem of cults in America. Some, like Saints Alive or the Utah Light-
house, concentrate on one or two religions—in these two cases, the Church of Jesus
Christ of Latter-day Saints. Others, like Ankerberg and Weldon, attack any religious
group they consider at variance with their particular brand of evangelical Christianity
—which countercult apologists all but invariably refer to as “biblical Christianity.”
Some countercult literature, like the glossy Christian Research Journal, is readily avail-
able in large chain bookstore as well as specialty Christian shops. Others, like the
Watchman Expositor, The Berean Call, or the Saints Alive in Jesus Newsletter are avail-
able by subscription only. Still others, such as the Apologetics Index, the Christian
Apologetics and Research Ministry, or the Resource Center for Theological Research,
can only be accessed online. Many countercult apologists choose to confront targeted
religionists directly, picketing or handing out anti-Mormon leaflets at the opening of
new Latter-day Saints temples, for example, or organizing “mission trips” to engage
visitors to religious festivals put on by suspect groups. This kind of aggressive, con-
frontational proselytizing, however, has resulted in considerable tension within the
evangelical community and something of a split among current and former counter-
cult apologists. With the ready availability of Internet access, countercult evangelism
on the World Wide Web has become increasingly popular, and hundreds of counter-
cult Web sites have appeared in recent years. Offline, on the home front, the church-
based “congregational cult seminar” is a staple of evangelical countercult activity,
often demonizing target groups while boosting evangelical confidence in the superi-
ority of their own religious world view.

Though relatively small within the larger orbit of evangelical Christianity, the
countercult is still a complex subculture, ranging from fully orbed professional
organizations that employ full-time staff and enjoy access to prin, radio, television,
and Internet media to amateur apologists who operate on shoestring budgets and
publish their material on low-cost Web sites, and whose methods range from con-
frontation with putative cult members to printing endless reams of material decrying
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this new religion or that. It has experienced significant enough internal tension to
provoke conflict apologists over doctrine and method, to the point where some for-
mer participants have left the movement and actively sought alternate paths for their
relations with new religions.

In this chapter, I do three things. First, since they operate from very different
premises and in very different ways, I distinguish the evangelical Christian counter-
cult from its more well known counterpart, the secular anticult movement. Second,
I discuss the countercult’s main beliefs, practices, and some of the controversies that
have surrounded it. Third, I briefly consider internecine conflict in the countercult,
and the changing vision that some former participants have for missionary activity
among new religions.

EXITS AND MIGRATIONS: THE SECULAR ANTICULT AND THE
CHRISTIAN COUNTERCULT

With the undeniable emergence of new religions in North America, two distinct
countervailing movements have also appeared, both of which believe their mission
is to warn the public about the dangers of these so-called “cults” and rescue those
who have been supposedly taken in by deviant religious groups. These are first the
secular anticult—which is best known perhaps for the coercive deprogramming tac-
tics it employed from the mid-1970s to the early 1990s and included such groups
as the Council on Mind Abuse, the old Cult Awareness Network® (CAN), and the
American Family Foundation'®—and second the principal focus of this chapter,
the evangelical Christian countercult, devout believers who regard the growth of any
new religion as a clear and present danger not only to Christianity, but to North
American society at large. Although the general public might be more familiar with
the secular anticult, with its lurid tales of charismatic leaders and brainwashed fol-
lowers, historically the evangelical countercult has done far more to categorize and
stigmatize new religious movements in the United States.

Just a few years after the publication of The Book of Mormon in 1830, for example,
Eber Howe responded with a self-published treatise, Mormonism Unvailed, in which
he “exposed” the flaws and fallacies in the nascent Latter-day faith.'' The year 1899
saw the publication of George Hamilton Combs’s Some Latter-Day Religions."> “For
climacteric comicality,” wrote Combs, a Disciples of Christ minister from Kansas
City, Missouri, “Mormonism should be awarded the palm ... Untruth was never
more picturesque.” > New religions of the nineteenth century—principally Christian
Science, the Watchtower Bible and Tract Society (Jehovah’s Witnesses), and the
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints—figured prominently in The Fundamen-
tals, the series of booklets published between 1910 and 1915 as a reaction to theolog-
ical liberalism, Biblical criticism, the theory of evolution, and the rise of alternative
religious practice in the United States. In 1923, Gaius Glenn Atkins published Mod-
ern Religious Cults and Movements,'® and in 1935, William Irvine’s Heresies Exposed
appeared.'” In 1938, Christian Reformed minister Jan Karel van Baalen published
the first of the “encyclopedic” treatments of suspect religious groups, The Chaos of
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Culrs: A Study in Present-Day Isms.'® Although much of van Baalen’s prose is less
polemical than that of his countercult descendents, he was as clear as they are where
the boundaries between true faith and false religion were drawn, and he consigned all
religious traditions other than his particular stream of Christianity to a rather generic
“paganism.” “What, then, is the great difference between Christianity and pagan-
ism?” he asked in the introduction to the first edition of The Chaos of Cults.'” “There
can be no doubt but that Christianity stands apart from all other ‘great religions’ in
that it teaches a God-made salvation while all others are autosoteric.”'® This last
point is crucial in understanding the position from which the evangelical countercult
approaches all other religious traditions.

While, in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, these authors and critics
were not part of a self-identified countercult movement, they laid much of the con-
ceptual and ideological foundation on which the evangelical countercult movement
as it emerged after World War II was built, and to them the postwar countercult
movement owes a considerable (and often unacknowledged) intellectual debt. Before
discussing the modern evangelical countercult in more detail, however, it is impor-
tant to discriminate in a general way between it and the secular anticult.'” These
distinctions emerge principally in the different ways each answers three central ques-
tions: What is a cult? Why do people join cults? And what is to be done when
they do?

By and large, in all its activities the secular anticult movement is guided by what
has come to be known as the “brainwashing hypothesis,” the belief that new religions
have an almost magical ability to effect complete, seemingly permanent personality
changes in those with whom they come in contact. Through coordinated and inten-
tional programs of “thought reform” or “thought control,” the secular anticult alleges
that new religions rob recruits of the ability to make independent decisions, to distin-
guish between right and wrong, and to function outside the control established by
the group. A cult, in these terms then, is any group that operates in this way. Michael
Langone, the executive director of the American Family Foundation (now the Inter-
national Cultic Studies Association), defines a cult as

a group or a movement that, to a significant degree, (a) exhibits great or excessive devo-
tion or dedication to some person, idea, or thing, (b) uses a thought-reform program to
persuade, control, and socialize members, ... (c) systematically induces states of psycho-
logical dependency in members, (d) exploits members to advance the leadership’s goals,
and (e) causes psychological harm to members, their families, and the community.*

Langone is quick to point out that according to this definition the particular beliefs
of a group do not necessarily categorize it as a cult, and therefore cults need not be
religious in nature, but may be “psychotherapeutic, political, or commercial.”?!
Though there are a number of conceptual problems with Langone’s definition—
not least of what constitutes “a significant degree” of devotion or control—it is not
difficult to see how the secular anticult understanding of “cultic” recruitment follows
logically from it. Members join cults and remain within them because they have been

“persuaded, controlled, and socialized” into “the group’s unique pattern of
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relationships, beliefs, values, and practices”** and because they have been “systemati-
cally induced” into a “state of psychological dependency.”

The evangelical Christian countercult, on the other hand, largely rejects the brain-
washing hypothesis, noting, as Gretchen Passantino does, that it is simply too subjec-
tive, too prone to its own abuse. “Doctrinal aberration,” writes Passantino almost
epigrammatically, “should distinguish the cults from Christianity, not mere social
aberration.”*® Though many countercult apologists claim that their use of the term
“cult” is not meant to be derogatory, they freely substitute such equally questionable
phrases as “spiritual counterfeit,” “false or heretical religion,” or “spiritual fraud.” In
Cult Watch, for example, Ankerberg and Weldon state that “for our purposes a ‘cult’
may be loosely defined as a religious group having biblically unorthodox and/or
heretical teachings and which may fail to meet basic ethical standards of Christian
doctrine or practice.”** For Hank Hanegraaff, president of the Christian Research
Institute, the largest professional countercult organization in North America, “a cult
is any group that deviates from the orthodox teachings of the historic Christian faith
being derived from the Bible and confirmed through the ecumenical creeds.”*> Alan
Gomes, a professor at Talbot School of Theology who is also the series editor for the
Zondervan Guide to Cults and Religious Movements, contends that “cults must be
defined theologically, not behaviorally; examining the group’s doctrinal system is
the only way to determine whether it is a cult.”*® Conversely, Rob Bowman, a former
CRI staff member, argues that “cult” is a term simply too loaded with cultural bag-
gage to be helpful in describing these groups. “When referring to heretical religious
groups,” he contends, “I prefer to call them heretical religions, or pseudo-Christian
religions, or heretical sects. These labels are more descriptive and less prejudicial than
the label of cult.”*” While it is unclear just how Bowman’s suggestions are any less
prejudicial than “cult,” what is clear from these few examples is that evangelical
Christianity—as interpreted by the countercult apologist—is the benchmark against
which deviance is measured, and any religious group can be considered cultic to the
degree that it deviates from that norm. If the secular anticult relies on a putative psy-
chosocial definition, the evangelical countercult grounds its opposition to other reli-
gious groups—whether new religions or established world faiths—in its theological
understanding of the unique, exclusive, and all-sufficient nature of conservative Prot-
estant Christianity.

For the evangelical countercult, the reasons why people join these groups are sim-
ilarly unequivocal. Rather than brainwashing or thought control per se, countercult
apologists see themselves engaged in spiritual warfare, soldiers on the front lines of
a cosmic struggle between good and evil, God and Satan. “Despite whatever good
intentions New Agers may have,” writes Douglas Groothuis, “it is Satan, the spiritual
counterfeiter himself, who ultimately inspires all false religions.”*® “Christians are
involved in literal, spiritual warfare,” he continues; they “are in combat conditions,

with no demilitarized zones available this side of heaven.”?® «

In spite of apparently
wide differences among the cults,” argues Dave Hunt, a prolific countercult writer
and coauthor of The God Makers, one of the most pernicious examples of countercult

polemics,3 % “beneath the surface, they all rest on a common foundation: the four lies
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Satan used to trick Eve.”?! “Satan,” he concludes, “is the author of every cult and
false religion, and his imprint is clearly seen on them all.”>* Evangelical sociologist
Ronald Enroth concurs, writing in Youth, Brainwashing, and the Extremist Cults that
“from the Christian perspective, the so-called new age cults represent the most recent
manifestation of an age-old struggle—the battle between God and God’s adversary,
Satan.”>> Ron Rhodes is another popular countercult apologist, like Bowman a for-
mer researcher at the Christian Research Institute, and the author of a number of
books published by Harvest House under the rubric Reasoning from the Scriptures
with ... >* He writes that “if this disease goes unchecked,”—by which he means the
alleged apathy of “true” Christians in the face of “the cancer of cultism [that] has
been free to spread at an incredible, unprecedented rate in America”?>—“you can
count on the continued deterioration of America as well as the continued culting of
America. If Christians do not act, the cults will. The war is on—and you as a Chris-
tian will be either a soldier in the midst of the conflict or a casualty on the side-
lines.” ¢

How one enters into the conflict and how one answers the question “What is to be
done?” show the third level of distinction between the two groups. As I have noted
elsewhere, “deliverance is the axis around which many of the other differences
between the two movements revolve.”” Although both the secular anticult and the
evangelical countercult want to see people leave suspect groups, they differ signifi-
cantly in their approach to the problem of exit and what it means to leave a cult.
The secular anticult has been severely and quite rightly criticized for its practice of
forcible exit—the kidnapping, enforced confinement, and abusive “deprogramming”
of adult members of new religions. Though this kind of criminal behavior took place
in North America principally from the mid-1970s to the early 1990s, and has largely
ceased with the bankruptcy and dismantling of the old Cult Awareness Network, it
still occurs in other countries.”® While the secular anticult has professionalized some-
what and attempted to distance itself from its more unsavory past, reconceptualizing
deprogramming as “exit counseling” and “thought reform counseling,”*® the basic
purpose for which it exists remains the same: to facilitate the removal of adult mem-
bers of new religions from the groups they have freely chosen to join. Once that exit
is secured, however, and as long as the individual does not join another suspect
group, the secular anticult basically loses interest in the case.

For countercult apologists, on the other hand, coming out of a suspect group is
only half the battle. Conversion to evangelical Protestant Christianity is the ultimate
goal. Countercult apologists are not satisfied simply to see individuals leave new reli-
gions, and their mission is not complete until they have convinced former members
to embrace the kind of evangelicalism espoused by the apologist. According to the
evangelical countercult, all world views, all faith choices, and all religious traditions
other than conservative Christianity are ultimately flawed and will place one’s eternal
salvation in jeopardy. It is, therefore, incumbent upon true Christians, those who are
not willing to stand on the sidelines while the spiritual conflict rages around them, to
inform themselves about the new religions by which they are confronted, and to
attempt to convince members of those groups to convert to evangelicalism as the
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opportunity arises. Ron Rhodes, for example, points out that countercult apologists
“can provide well-reasoned evidences to the non-believer as to why he ought to
choose Christianity rather than any other religion. Apologetics can be used to show
the unbeliever that all the other options in the smorgasbord of world religions are
not really options at all, since they are false.”*° This conceptualization of the problem
leads to the two principal functions of the evangelical countercult as it is both histor-
ically and currently constituted: the apologetic-reinforcement, which acts to keep
Christian consumers of countercult material secure in the presumed superiority of
their religious choice and the concomitant inferiority of all others, and the apolo-
getic-evangelistic, which acts to confront and convert members of target groups. No
matter how complicated the resulting exegesis or explanation becomes, however,
evangelical countercult epistemology is predicated on a very simple equation: we
are right, and you are wrong,.

COUNTERCULT APOLOGETICS: WORLD VIEW MAINTENANCE
AND EVANGELICAL CONFRONTATION

Organizationally, as I alluded to above, there are a number of axes along which the
evangelical countercult may be explored and examined. Are we dealing with an indi-
vidual apologist or a multistaff corporation? Is the organization professional, semi-
professional, or avocational? Does it operate solely online, or does it exist in the “real
world” as well? What religious groups does it target? Is it concerned with only one
group, like the Utah Lighthouse Ministry, or does it contend for the faith against
any and all comers, like the Christian Research Institute? Is it operated by former
members of particular groups, by people who have never known any faith home
but evangelical Christianity, or some combination of both? How does it disseminate
its apologetics? The advent of the Internet and the ready availability of low-cost Web
hosting, for example, has vastly increased the number of semiprofessional and avoca-
tional apologists seeking to enter the field. Where, once, countercult apologists
depended on the willingness of publishers such as Harvest House to release their
material, or took the decidedly less attractive route of print self-publication, now,
scores of evangelical Christians are mounting the cybernetic ramparts in defense of
their faith.*! Finally, is its primary focus proselytization of new religious adherents,
the provision of information about new religions to fellow evangelicals, or something
in between?

Apologetics and World View Maintenance

“All socially constructed worlds,” writes Peter Berger in his classic work, The Sacred
Canapy, “are inherently precarious”**—including, and perhaps especially, religious
world views. Since the early part of the nineteenth century, scores of new religious
movements have emerged in North America to challenge the cultural dominance of
the Christian Church. While none has ever been able to compete with Christianity
in terms of participant numbers or social influence, at the level of the individual
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adherent each new religion represents a challenge to the exclusivity, superiority, and
inevitability of the Christian world view. That is, soteriologically speaking, if there
are other “ways to salvation” available, ways that are perhaps more attractive than
Christianity, what compelling reason is there to stay in the Christian church? At its
most basic level, the evangelical Christian world view is predicated on an exclusive
claim to religious significance and soteriological efficacy. This claim is challenged
in an equally basic way each time a new religion appears on the block and each time
its adherents make their own religious claims—which are often implicitly or explic-
itly at odds with those made by evangelical Christians. Thus, demonstrating the
flawed or fraudulent nature of all religious competitors becomes a primary mecha-
nism in the maintenance of an evangelical Christian world view. Consider, for exam-
ple, Douglas Groothuis and Craig Hawkins.

Like many countercult apologists, Groothuis believes that unless one’s world view
is predicated on a very particular Christian foundation, it is, by definition, false, and
will ultimately demonstrate itself inadequate in providing adherents both the tools
for a successful spiritual life and the assurance of salvation. In Confronting the New
Age, Groothuis advocates what he calls “negative apologetics,” which rather than offer
positive reasons for embracing Christianity, “[presents] reasons against non-Christian
perspectives.”43 For Groothuis and most of his countercult colleagues, “if non-
Christian world views are largely based on false ideas, the weakness of those world
views can be highlighted through argumentation,” and “any world view not based
on the truth of God’s revelation in the Bible will prove itself faulty at key points.” %4
For the evangelical countercult, Groothuis’s equation is simple: “Your perspective
doesn’t make sense; and it doesn’t fit the facts. Therefore, you shouldn’t believe
it.”* His consideration of how these differences in world view will affect people in
the long term is equally unambiguous: “Those who embrace Christ as Savior will
live forever with him; those who continue to rebel against God will suffer eternal
punishment.” ¢

Craig Hawkins’s contribution to the Zondervan Guide to Cults and Religious Move-
ments series, Goddess Worship, Witchcraft, and Neo-Paganism, illustrates this logic very
clearly in the arguments he provides for evangelicals to use when attempting to coun-
ter the religious claims of contemporary pagans. His final section on “Refutation of
Arguments Used by Neo-Pagans to Support Their Positions on Revelation” is enti-
tled “The Biblical Position on Divination.” Here, he writes:

a. Divination (as well as spiritism ...) and those who practice it are expressly condemned
in the Bible ... b. Since divination is not permissible, a fortiori it is not a legitimate
source of revelation, but only of deception. c. In the spirit of Deuteronomy 13:1-4, we
are to reject all real or imagined revelations, whether originating through divination or
otherwise, that contradicts the teachings of the Bible.?”

While this may be an accurate interpretation of passages from Christian Scripture
from certain evangelical perspectives,® it hardly provides an « fortiori argument for
the preeminence of Christian revelation, and rather highlights the circular argumen-
tation that informs much countercult reasoning. This is exemplified even
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more clearly under Hawkins’s “Arguments Used to Prove the Biblical Doctrine of
Revelation™:

1. God’s definitive revelation to us is in the incarnation of Jesus Christ, the second person
of the trinity (Heb. 1:1-3). 2. The Bible is a true and authoritative revelation ... 3. The
Bible is sufficient revelation ... 4. Since the revelations of neo-paganism violate or con-
tradict the Bible, they are not true.

As should be readily apparent, this is sophistry masquerading as logic. These are not
arguments designed to convince anyone who does not already accept the premises on
which they are based. That is, they are primarily intended to reinforce what evangel-
ical Christians already believe about their faith, rather than provide a foundation
from which to convert the followers of other faiths. Countercult apologists very often
present their arguments as though they are meant for evangelism, as though they will
be successful in converting new religious adherents.

Apologetics and Countercult Evangelism

However countercult ministries are socially organized, two types of evangelistic
activity characterize their efforts: proactive evangelism, which revolves around
planned encounters with adherents of different religious traditions, and reactive
evangelism, which often uses countercult materials produced specifically to respond
to an unplanned encounter with such an adherent.

Few countercult apologists simply trawl the streets looking for unsuspecting “cult-
ists” to evangelize. Among other things, for what activists would regard as maximum
effect, proactive evangelism requires a particular adherent population amongst which
apologists can operate, a specific site at which their proselytization can take place,
and, often, specialized training for those who want to engage in this type of activity.
Anti-LDS ministries, for example, regularly target temple openings and festivals cel-
ebrating Latter-day Saint history and culture. For nearly 20 years, countercult acti-
vists have passed out evangelical tracts to visitors at the annual Manti, Utah, Miracle
Pageant, which reenacts the sacred mythistory of the Latter-day Saints. During the
1980s and early 1990s, Saints Alive in Jesus, a countercult organization founded by
former Latter-day Saint and The God Makers coauthor Ed Decker,”® also sponsored
yearly anti-Mormon conferences and “mission trips” to Utah. And, for many years,
anti-Mormon activist Rob Sivulka has picketed a wide variety of LDS venues wearing
a tee shirt or carrying signs emblazoned with his online ministry addresses—
mormoninfo.org and josephlied.org—and shouting a variety of Bible verses at pass-
ersby. Not surprisingly, many Latter-day Saints, and not a few non-Mormon visitors,
react negatively to this kind of confrontational activity. Indeed, reflecting on his
experience of the 2005 Manti pageant and Sivulka’s behavior there, John Morehead,
former President of Evangelical Ministries to New Religions and who now practices
what he calls an “incarnational missions strategy,” was appalled (and not a little
embarrassed) at the kind of disrespectful attitude it exemplifies.”’
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Despite the occasionally high profile aspect of proactive evangelism, reactive
evangelism, and the materials designed to support it, is much more common in the
countercult community. Indeed, a prominent subgenre in evangelical countercult
apologetics is literature aimed specifically at discrediting competing religious world
views when adherents of those world views interact with evangelicals (for example,
when Jehovah’s Witnesses or LDS missionaries knock on one’s door). The Lutheran
publishing house Concordia, for example, has released a number of small booklets
in what it calls “The Response Series,” which includes entries on a wide variety of
faiths. Responding to what the Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod regarded as an
urgent need “for specialized literature to assist in the ‘evangelization of persons who
belong to anti-Christian sects and cults,””* each booklet provides an overview of
the group under consideration and suggests ways in which its views may be con-
trasted with “biblical Christianity.” Many prominent countercult apologists have
contributed to the Zondervan Guide to Cults and Religious Movements series, which
follows a Thomist pattern of position description, argument, and refutation. For
example, under “The Doctrine of God” in Hawkins’s Goddess Worship, Witchcraft
and Neo-Paganism,”> we find “A. Four Primary Neo-Pagan Positions on God Briefly
Stated,” “B. Arguments Used by Neo-Pagans to Support Their Positions on God,”
“C. Refutation of Arguments Used by Neo-Pagans to Support Their Positions on God,”
and “D. Arguments used to Prove the Biblical Doctrine of God.” In answer to the ques-
tion, “Why this series?” Zondervan editors write: “This is an age when countless
groups and movements, old and new, mark the religious landscape in our culture,
leaving many people confused or uncertain in their search for spiritual truth and
meaning. Because you may not have the time or opportunity to research these move-
ments fully, these books provide essential and reliable information and insights.”>*

On the other hand, rather than a question-and-answer approach, in How to
Answer a Jehovah’s Witness, Robert Morey has simply reprinted extracts from
Jehovah’s Witness literature and then underlined what he regards as particularly sig-
nificant passages, all of which are designed to discredit Witness teachings. Instructing
potential apologists that the “first step is to undermine the reliability of the New
World Translation in the mind of the Witness,”>> he counsels his readers to reinforce
constantly that the Witness “is repeating something he learned from a false proph-
et.”* Once the Witness has been confronted with these prepackaged arguments for
the superiority of evangelical Christianity that Morey provides, “he will not be so
arrogant; rather, he should be more submissive in spirit.” 57

Numerous resources based on similar premises of “How to answer a Jehovah’s
Witness” (or Mormon or Catholic or Buddhist, and so on) offer set-piece “dialogues”
designed for a wide variety of religious adherents. Others, however, offer little more
than cut-and-paste evangelism and do not require even the least understanding from
those who would use them. If the intensive training provided for activists who want
to confront Latter-day Saints at temple openings occupies one end of what we might
call the preparedness spectrum, at the other end is advice for successful Internet evan-
gelism offered by Matt Slick, the proprietor and sole author of the Web site, Chris-
tian Apologetics and Research Ministry (www.carm.org).
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The Internet is full of chat rooms, and those chat rooms are full of cultists, atheists, Mus-
lims, relativists, Mormons, Jehoval’s Witnesses, etc., and they are all opposing the truth
of God’s word. Unfortunately, too many Christians don’t have the resources or knowl-
edge to be able to provide answers. That is what this section is for. The purpose of this
page is to provide quick cut and paste answers to common objections against Christian-
ity as well as provide documentation for cult teachings. Each answer has been boiled
down to a maximum of 255 characters, including spaces, to allow it to be pasted on all
chat systems.”®

In Slick’s version of reactive countercult evangelism, potential apologists need not
even understand what they are saying, let alone comprehend the questions to which
they have been asked to respond. Rather, their “evangelism” requires them to do
nothing more than cut, paste, and repost the prepackaged responses provided by
Slick. They become “instant experts” in the very worst tradition of the World Wide
Web.

Whether proactive or reactive, the rhetorical framework in which countercult acti-
vists such as these most often couch their behavior is dialogue. In 1985, for example,
Ed Decker began a radio program in Utah called “Let’s Dialogue,” which punned the
well-known Latter-day Saint periodical, Dialogue: A Journal of Mormon Thought, but
through which Decker and his colleagues believed they had finally “brought the truth
of the real gospel to Zion.”*”
can,” Decker continues, maintaining that the rather short-lived program was
intended to “develop a fresh line of positive dialogue with the LDS people.”® For
most evangelical apologists, however, “positive dialogue” means only that which

We have gone into this battle for souls as only zealots

serves the countercult mission—the conversion of adherents to their particular brand
of Christianity. There is no possibility of two-way communication, and little chance
that the countercult apologists might find something of value for themselves in the
beliefs and practices of others. Mike Oppenheimer, founder of Let Us Reason Min-
istries, puts this most bluntly. Writing online of recent attempts at rapprochement
between evangelicals and Latter-day Saints,®’ and epitomizing the manner in which
many countercult apologists approach their mission, Oppenheimer contends that
“there is no real dialogue if it does not forge toward an admission of being wrong
and bring repentance,”®* that is, unless Latter-day Saints confess the errors of their
ways and convert to evangelical Christianity. Dave Hunt, a prolific countercult apol-
ogist, agrees, opining that “the only reason for becoming familiar with other religions
and other religious writings would be in order to show those who follow these false
systems wherein the error lies and thereby to rescue them.”®?

This kind of lopsided “dialogue” once again illustrates the principal purpose for
which countercult apologetics exists: to reinforce the superiority of an evangelical
Christian world view in the face of the challenge represented by the myriad religious
alternatives currently available. Faulty logic, however, and confrontational prosely-
tism are not the only controversies by which the Christian countercult has been
plagued throughout its history. Clustering under the broader rubric of “bearing false
witness,” many countercult apologists have also been criticized for (a) misrepresent-
ing their academic and ministerial credentials; (b) the antipathetic and polemical
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nature of countercult writings; and (c) the fraudulent representation of target reli-
gious groups.

Countercult Controversies

Considered by many the father (now arguably the grandfather) of countercult
apologetics in North America and the man who has done more to influence evangel-
ical response to new religions than anyone else, Walter Ralston Martin (1928-1989)
presents a fascinating introduction to many of the controversies that have haunted
the evangelical countercult movement. Although many of these are still the subject
of dispute, at various times in his career Martin claimed ordination in a number of
different Baptist denominations, and presented himself as a matrilineal descendent
of Brigham Young.®* Perhaps the most consistent controversy to have dogged him
throughout his countercult career and since his death has been his claim to academic
credentials his many critics contend he did not legitimately possess, and his constant
use of “Dr.” long before he received even the unaccredited degree he had.®® Similar
concerns have been raised about some of Martin’s countercult colleagues. Both John
Ankerberg and John Weldon appear to have seriously overstated their academic cre-
dentials. Not only are Hank Hanegraaff’s ordination credentials in question, he has
also been accused of plagiarism by former employees of CRI. William Schnoebelen,
who claims to have been an Old Order Catholic priest, a Wiccan High Priest, a
Satanist High Priest, a Master Mason, and a Temple Mormon, has (not surprisingly)
been accused of simply inventing a past to gain countercult credibility. And James
White, a prolific countercult author and polemicist, has had the authenticity of his
degree publicly challenged on the Internet.°® These examples highlight the larger
issue of credibility in the evangelical countercult community. That is, on what
authority do countercult apologists make the claims they do? As I have noted else-
where, “since there is no real accrediting body” in the evangelical countercult, “no
official magisterium, indeed no formal requirement for special education of any kind,
the problem becomes that much more complex. Anyone who wants to can hang out
a shingle (or launch the Internet equivalent thereof) that reads: ‘Countercult Apolo-
gist: Slaves to Sin Saved Here.”®’

Rather than genuinely seek to understand the attraction of new religions, to appre-
ciate their appeal for devotees and adherents, many countercult apologists simply
engage in consistent patterns of demonization, letting their polemic, rather than
their argument, reinforce the problematic nature of the groups in question. Using
emotional, value-laden, often violent language, it becomes difficult for the target
audience (whether a reader or a hearer) to separate the flow of the argument from
the tenor of the rhetoric. While examples of this are legion within the countercult,
consider Ron Rhodes, who uses antipathetic language of this type with cavalier aban-
don. Rhodes writes, for example, about “the cancer of cultism”®® that has afflicted
the United States. While “Hinduism has infiltrated the United States,”®” Islam has
“invaded””—both of which terms highlight immigrant populations that are already
stigmatized. Indeed, according to Rhodes, there is “a deluge of cultic and occult
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groups vying for the American mainstream,” and “a cultic and occultic penetration of
America’s businesses, health facilities, and public schools.””" Finally, in a passage
worth quoting at length, Rhodes raises the level of his rhetoric even further.

The winds of change are rapidly escalating toward hurricane force on the religious land-
scape in America today, and the implications should send chills down the spine of every
concerned Christian. The reality is, however, that many Christians are indifferent—not
only regarding the counterfeit religions sweeping across our land, but also regarding
the church. As the ominous dark clouds continue to gather on the horizon, many Chris-

tians go merrily about their way, utterly oblivious to the danger that lies all about
72
them.

“I