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A genuine first-hand religious experience like this
is bound to be a heterodoxy to its witnesses,
the prophet appearing as a mere lonely madman.
If his doctrine prove contagious enough to spread to any others,
it becomes a definite and labeled heresy.
But if it then still prove contagious enough to triumph over persecution,
it becomes itself an orthodoxy;
and when a religion has become an orthodoxy,
its day of inwardness is over: the spring is dry;
the faithful live at second hand exclusively
and stone the prophets in their turn.
The new church, in spite of whatever human goodness it may foster,
can be henceforth counted on as a staunch ally
in every attempt to stifle the spontaneous religious spirit,
and to stop all later babblings of the fountain from which,
in purer days, it drew its own supply of inspiration.

WILLIAM JAMES, Varieties of Religious Experience
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ONE

Overrun with Messiahs

It should be obvious to any man who is not one himself that the Jand
is overrun with messiahs.
Charles W. Ferguson, The Confusion of Tongues

mixed religion with sexual depravity and crime, and the newspapers

found rich pickings in the story of Benjamin Purnell, the head of
an odd messianic sect. In 1905, “King Ben’”” opened a colony for his
House of David at Benton Harbor in Michigan. At its peak, the settle-
ment grew to nine hundred believers, over which Purnell reigned as a
patriarch, resplendent in his white robes and magnificent beard. But
the sect repeatedly attracted bad publicity, all the more hazardous be-
cause of the proximity to Chicago, Detroit, and other major media
centers: the site was also exposed to the gaze of curious tourists. Purnell
demanded total control over his followers” property, allowing him to
live in palatial splendor while his subjects starved, and he maintained
order with threats of death or exile. The sect became a multimillion
dollar operation, with impressive real-estate holdings. He treated the

In the 19203, like today, the American media relished a scandal that

younger female members of the group as his personal harem, and his
secret Inner Circle initiation rituals sometimes involved rape (notion-
ally, the sect demanded celibacy). In 1923, disgruntled followers sued
Purnell for the restitution of their property and compensation for their
forced labor. He disappeared for some years and was believed dead, but
his hiding place in the settlement was revealed by a woman who was
a former member of the Inner Circle and whom the press termed a
harem girl. In 1927, Purnell faced multiple charges of statutory rape
involving perhaps twenty underage cult members, in what the press
touted as the “trial of the century.”?
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To a modern audience, the case of King Ben contains few surprises.
The House of David neatly fits the image of religious cults familiar
since the 1970s. In common parlance, cults are exotic religions that
practice spiritual totalitarianism: members owe fanatical obedience to
the group and to its charismatic leaders, who enforce their authority
through mind-control techniques or brainwashing. According to the
stereotype, cult members live separated from the “normal” world,
sometimes socially, in the sense of being cut off from previous friends
and family, and sometimes also spatially, in a special residence house
or a remote compound. Other cult characteristics include financial mal-
practice and deceit by the group or its leaders, the exploitation of mem-
bers, and sexual unorthodoxy. An extreme example of such a deviant
group would be the People’s Temple founded by Jim Jones, who led
his followers to mass suicide at Jonestown, Guyana, in 1978.

By all these criteria, the lascivious prophet Benjamin Purnell was a
typical cult leader and his followers were model cultists, but what is
remarkable here is the chronology. This particular cult scandal erupted
not in the 1970s, in the age of Jonestown and national controversies
over cult conversions and deprogramming, but half a century before.
Though modern observers tend to assume that the idea of cults is rel-
atively modern, in fact it has deep roots in American history. Fringe
groups like Purnell’s were by no means unusual in the 1920s, and
many attracted similar charges of exploitation and sexual misbehavior.
In Purnell’s case, the charges were probably justified, but in many oth-
ers, they were not. Already in this era, marginal religious movements
were regularly denounced as cults, and like today, the cult phenomenon
was a source of public fear. Moreover, both cults and cult scares had
become familiar parts of the American scene long before the Purnell
trial. The specific terminology might change over time—the language
of “cult’” only dates from the 189os—but there is no period, including
colonial times, in which we cannot find numerous groups more or less
indistinguishable from the most controversial modern movements. As
Charles W. Ferguson remarked in 1928, “/America has always been the
sanctuary of amazing cults.’”

Cults in American History

A historical perspective is crucial for understanding contemporary de-
bates over fringe movements, over modern ‘‘destructive cults” or
“doomsday cults.” Over the last three decades, the word ““cult’”” has
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featured regularly in the news, and it has acquired ever more fright-
ening connotations. Images of robotlike obedience were frightening
enough, but that already grim picture was aggravated by incidents of
extreme violence, such as the Manson Family murders and Jonestown.
Notorious cult outbreaks during the 1990s included the confrontation
at Waco, the violent deaths of the Heaven’s Gate and Solar Temple
groups, and the nerve gas attack on the Tokyo subway by the Japanese
Aum Shinrikyo organization. For the media, each of these events spoke
eloquently of blind fanaticism, megalomaniacal leaders, and the follow-
ing of incomprehensible dogma. Even if we do not focus on the most
aberrant groups, the existence of so many unorthodox fringe religions
can be seen as a symptom of social malaise or fragmentation. In re-
sponse, many commentators have inquired what has gone so badly
wrong with the religious consciousness of their nation as to permit the
emergence of such suspect movements.

All these lines of inquiry imply that the contemporary American
situation is a frightening novelty, with few or no historical parallels:
the unspoken assumption is that the religious landscape of fifty or a
hundred years ago must have been a fairly tranquil, monochrome af-
fair, a straightforward matter of “Protestant, Catholic, and Jew.”” In
1980, for instance, James and Marcia Rudin claimed that “‘there has
never in recorded history been such a proliferation of cults. . . . Never
before have religious cults been so geographically widespread. ... To-
day’s religious cults are unique also because of their great wealth.””
But as cases like Ben Purnell’s illustrate, this view of modern excep-
tionalism is misleading. If such groups had only appeared in the 1960s
and 1970s, then they would have to be explained in terms of circum-
stances prevailing at that particular time; but far from being a novelty,
cults and cultlike movements have a very long history on American
soil.

Extreme and bizarre religious ideas are so commonplace in American
history that it is difficult to speak of them as fringe at all. To speak of
a fringe implies a mainstream, but in terms of numbers, perhaps the
largest component of the religious spectrum in contemporary America
remains what it has been since colonial times: a fundamentalist evan-
gelicalism with powerful millenarian strands. The doomsday theme has
never been far from the center of American religious thought. The
nation has always had believers who responded to this threat by a
determination to flee from the wrath to come, to separate themselves
from the City of Destruction, even if that meant putting themselves at
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odds with the law and with their communities or families. In its earliest
days, colonial New England was a refuge for those seeking to live godly
lives uncontaminated by the sinful world, very much the same moti-
vation that today drives believers into remote enclaves. We can
throughout American history find select and separatist groups who
looked to a prophetic individual claiming divine revelation, in a setting
that repudiated conventional assumptions about property, family life,
and sexuality. They were marginal groups, peculiar people, people set
apart from the world: the Shakers and the Ephrata community, the
communes of Oneida and Amana, the followers of Joseph Smith and
Brigham Young. And most were at some point charged, fairly or oth-
erwise, with excesses very similar to those alleged against modern cults.
Ben Purnell did not exist in a social vacuum; he and others like him
have always been able to attract followers, sometimes in their
thousands.

Most early radical sects were avowedly Christian, but some held
occult or mystical doctrines of the sort that we would today term ‘‘New
Age.” This occult tradition includes alchemy and astrology, together
with forms of spiritual healing, all of which were already deeply rooted
in colonial America. As early as the 1690s, some sects in German Penn-
sylvania were deeply imbued with rosicrucian and Hermetic thought,
and demonstrated the same fascination with mystic numbers that
would characterize fringe movements up to the present day. Though
more visible in some decades than others, these esoteric traditions have
never died out entirely.*

Magi and prophets are American productions just as characteristic
as bishops and revivalists. Martin Marty has written that William Dud-
ley Pelley, a religious activist of the 1930s, dabbled with “so many
movements that [he] seemed a fictional creation: Christian Science,
atheism, Rosicrucianism, Theosophy, New Thought, Spiritualism, Dar-
winism, the occult, the Great Pyramid, telepathy, sexology, meta-
physics, Emersonianism, more of conventional Christianity than he or
his enemies recognized, and science of the sort later associated with
extrasensory perception.””® Though the list of creeds is intended to
make Pelley sound absurdly eclectic, the resulting picture is less that
of a fictional creation than of a familiar American type. The combi-
nation of occult, mystical, Masonic, and pseudoscientific views with
esoteric Christianity would have been instantly comprehensible to
Americans of the 1830s, 1880s, and 1970s, while as far back as 1730,
there were regions where a synthesis of this sort would have been
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regarded as perfectly familiar, if not already old hat. Such a package of
esoteric beliefs is so persistent a theme of American religion that it
constitutes a separate tradition running parallel to better known and
much larger schools like liberal Protestantism, evangelical enthusiasm,
or the Catholic heritage.

Boom Years on the Religious Frontier

Some eras were particularly fertile for religious innovation and, hence,
for the formation of groups a modern observer might describe as cults.
The 1830s and 1840s were marked by ideas of millenarianism, perfec-
tionism, and communitarianisim, and some of the emerging movements
experimented with innovative sexual relationships. From 1850 to 1880,
spiritualism exercised a powerful attraction for all social classes and
disseminated its technical vocabulary into everyday speech, much as
consciousness-raising movements would do in the 1970s. Spiritualism
also prepared the ground for the Theosophical and Asian-oriented re-
ligious ideas that have flourished since the end of the nineteenth cen-
tury: Asian sects and gurus made their first impact in American life
not during the presidencies of Nixon or Ford, but during those of
McKinley and Theodore Roosevelt. Not only are New Age ideas long
established, but the term itself has had more or less its present mean-
ing for most of the past century. By 1900, the most active of the new
sects included apocalyptic movements like the Watch Tower Society
(later the Jehovah’s Witnesses) and the Adventists, and metaphysical
healing sects like Christian Science and the various schools of New
Thought.

Though historical accounts often draw parallels between the reli-
gious excitement of the pre—Civil War years and that of the 1960s, it
is less often noted that the years between about 1910 and 1935 marked
another explosive era for new movements and sects, some of which
were communal and authoritarian. Though some scholars dismiss the
decade after 1925 as the “American religious depression,”” that was only
true from the point of view of mainline Christian churches, and cer-
tainly not for the mystical and apocalyptic groups.® By the late 1920s,
the country was “‘overrun with messiahs. ... Fach of these has seri-
ously made himself the center of a new theophany, has surrounded
himself with a band of zcalous apostles, has hired a hall for a shrine,
and has set about busily to rescue Truth from the scaffold, and put it
on the throne.”” Or as one of Sinclair Lewis’s characters phrased it in
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1935, there were, “/Certainly a lot of messiahs pottin’ at you from the
bushes these days.”””

The most celebrated new movements were concentrated in Califor-
nia, which had already staked its irrevocable claim to an image of ec-
centricity, but no region of the country was immune from sensational
groups. By the 1920s, swamis and occult temples could be found in
most major cities. New Orleans had its old established voodoo prac-
tices, and related religious forms were found in many northern areas.
Detroit had a substantial Black Muslim presence, while Muslim and
black Jewish sects were found in most major African-American com-
munities. The most influential of the new trends were Christian Science
and New Thought, which acquired mass national followings but were
still denounced as cults. It is surprising to find Martin E. Marty writing
of American religion between 1919 and 1941, “It was not a fertile
period of new eruptions of intense religious groups of the sort later
called cults.””* T would argue that it was such a fertile period, and the
word “cult’” had been used in this precise sense since the turn of the
century.

Eccentric-seeming religious ideas became part of the common intel-
lectual currency during the 1920s, which possessed what later scholars
have termed a “cult milieu.”” This phrase was coined in the 1970s dur-
ing the boom in marginal religions; a time when the act of joining a
fringe religion became something that was in the air, was part of the
culture, when ideas and influences freely circulated between move-
ments of very different ideological colors. The concept of a cult milieu
can be applied to the 1840s and also to the 1920s. In this last period,
a Protestant evangelist like Aimee Semple McPherson imitated the
rhetoric and pageantry of a Theosophist commune, while notionally
Muslim sects like the Moorish Science Temple and the Nation of Islam
both borrowed from New Age and Theosophical ideas. Meanwhile, a
number of enterprising individuals concocted whole new synthetic re-
ligions out of the detritus of a dozen esoteric movements: Guy and
Edna Ballard created their hugely successful I AM movement by plun-
dering the various occult and New Age traditions of the day, while
William Dudley Pelley’s Silver Shirts tried to turn a cult movement
into a national political party. Repeatedly, marginal movements have
formed the basis of popular culture treatments, which in turn inspired
authentic new sects, so that the line separating fiction and reality is
never too clear.

Upsurges of activism on the religious fringe—what we might call
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“cult booms”” or ““cult waves”—have been so frequent in American
religious history that they are intrinsic to it. As Charles W. Ferguson
remarked in 1928, “The truth is of course that the land is simply teem-
ing with faith—that marked credulity that accompanies periods of great
religious awakening, and seems to be with us a permanent state of
mind.””

Degrees of Commitment

It would be very useful to give hard numbers for this kind of activity
at any particular historical moment—to say, for example, that X mil-
lion people were members of apocalyptic or esoteric movements in 1900
or 1940. Sadly, this precision is impossible. The problem is that such
ideas can be widely shared without formal participation in an organized
community, and individuals have varying degrees of active involve-
ment in such groups. Sociologists often distinguish between degrees of
involvement in cult activity.’ At the lowest level of participation, we
find the audience cults, which have little formal structure and may not
even have actual meetings; instead, they service consumers through
books, magazines, mail-order courses, or videos. An individual can have
connections with dozens or even hundreds of such movements, grazing
among the various ideas and picking and choosing those that appeal,
even if they are drawn from quite distinct subcultures. Rather more
commitment is involved in client cults, in which consumers interact
with the cult rather as a patient does with a therapist. The highest
degree of involvement is found in cult movements, which have formal
membership and meetings. In this last case, followers might even re-
locate to distinct, cult-owned properties.

Unorthodox ideas can be very widespread through audience cults,
though without much measurable participation or affiliation. To illus-
trate this, we might consider the parcel of New Age ideas, which in-
cludes belief in astrology, channeling, reincarnation, neopaganism, and
goddess spirituality. A general impression based on the mass media
suggests that New Age believers are very numerous, and someone is
presumably buying the vast numbers of books, magazines, and vid-
eotapes produced each year. Nevertheless, this community is barely
visible, even to sophisticated survey technigues. One of the best anal-
yses recorded only fifty thousand New Age believers in the whole na-
tion in the early 1990s, and this startlingly low number was reached
only by including followers of the movements Wicca and ECKANKAR
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in addition to respondents explicitly describing themselves as “New
Age.”"" While this low figure seems counterintuitive, it is readily ex-
plained. The vast majority of people holding New Age beliefs do not
identify themselves as representing a distinct denomination, but de-
scribe themselves as Unitarians or Jews, Methodists or Catholics. This
is a classic audience cult. If contemporary New Agers are so difficult
to locate with certainty, it is even harder to quantify the influence, as
opposed to the formal membership, of spiritualism in the 1860s or
Theosophy in the 1920s. Though the U.S. Census in 1926 found fewer
than seven thousand declared Theosophists in the entire nation, that
movement had already succeeded in making its views a familiar com-
ponent of religious thought.

The fact that fringe religious ideas are not expressed in formal or-
ganizations or churches does not necessarily mean that they are un-
important. If, for instance, we find that the proportion of Americans
believing in reincarnation grew enormously over the course of the
twentieth century, that would be an immensely significant statement
about the national religious consciousness, whether or not the change
has been reflected in the membership rolls of reincarnationist sects.
Over the past century, many ideas originally associated with fringe or
occult sects have enjoyed such a wide dissemination, most dramatically
in the 1920s and 1970s.

The Anticult Heritage

Just as no era lacks its controversial fringe groups, so no era fails to
produce opponents to denounce them: anticult movements are also a
long-established historical phenomenon. Anticult rhetoric is strikingly
constant, or is at least built upon a common core of allegations and
complaints. When an emerging group today is denounced as a cult, its
critics are employing, consciously or not, a prefabricated script some
centuries in the making, incorporating charges that might originally
have been developed long ago against a wide variety of movements.
Allegations can even originate in popular culture or as urban legend,
yet are soberly incorporated into the anticult indictment as matters of
fact.

The concept of the deviant cult—authoritarian, deceptive, exploita-
tive, violent—can be traced deep into the past. Few groups have epi-
tomized the cult image better than the Christians of the first two cen-
turics. Christians held self-evidently extreme and nonsensical views,
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which had been imported into the Roman world from the fanatical
Orient. The sect broke up existing families, it was dominated by char-
ismatic religious leaders, and its ritual practices were believed to include
incest, orgies, child murder, and cannibalism. How else would one ex-
plain their “love feasts” for brothers and sisters who ate the flesh of
the Son of God? Since that time, countless other groups have attracted
a similarly florid range of accusations, usually exaggerated and some-
times wholly fictitious. None of the charges levied against the cults of
the 1970s would have been unfamiliar to critics of the Methodists in
the eighteenth century or of the Freemasons, Roman Catholics, and
Latter-Day Saints in the nineteenth. At any given point over the last
century, some peripheral religions were being denounced for driving
their adherents to bankruptcy or insanity, and prophetic leaders were
attacked as molesters or confidence tricksters. In each era, a few well-
authenticated cases appeared to substantiate the wider validity of such
charges.

In some periods, the convergence of separate scandals led to a gen-
eral denunciation of cults as a distinctive social problem or threat, very
much as in the 1970s. A wave of scandals in the late 19205 led to an
intensification of the volume and vigor of anticult writings. This was
the time of Sinclair Lewis’s novel Elmer Gantry and Dashiell Ham-
mett’'s The Dain Curse, of exposés of mediums and cults by Houdini
and his followers, and of Morris Fishbein’s denunciation of cult quack-
ery in The New Medical Follies. There were also sober surveys like
Charles W. Ferguson’s The Confusion of Tongues and Hugo Hume’s
sardonic overview of The Superior American Religions. Shortly after-
wards, we hear of southern California as the “‘proving ground” for the
nationwide “cult racket.” In 1933, Louis Binder's Modern Religious
Cults and Society affected to be an objective scholarly analysis, but be-
gan from the standpoint that ““at best, the cults are a dreadful reality in
modern religious life.” In 1936, sociologist Read Bain offered a compre-
hensive definition of pathological ‘‘religious cults”” that sounds remark-
ably modern: “/[A cult] has a revered, almost sacred, leader-symbol; it
contains mystical elements which provide escape-mechanisms for many
of its followers; its proponents and adherents often show delusions of
persecution and grandeur; its opponents indulge in heresy-hunting and
vitriolic condemnation; there are numerous bitter feuds and fanatic fac-
tions within the fold; symbolism, ritualism and logical confusion
abound; it flourishes upon dogmatic denial of the ordinary postulates
and methods of natural science.”"

11
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A renewed assault on “‘crackpot religions” followed in the 1940s: in
1944, as in 1929, cults were a major topic of media concern, and the
issue now entered the political arena, creating a situation with many
parallels to the modern era. The main problem cults were those sus-
pected for their Far Right or antiwar sentiments, including I AM and
Mankind United, the Jehovah’s Witnesses, and the Nation of Islam.
Other movements providing steady media copy included the snake-
handling Holiness sects concentrated in Appalachia, the surviving sects
of Mormon polygamists, and some dubious groups offering the wisdom
of the ancients through the mail. The established churches debated how
they could respond to the pressing problem, and this decade was
marked by intense legal activism to control the religious fringe. The
cult controversies of the 1940s did much to define the constitutional
limits of religious freedom and toleration, with implications reaching
far beyond the immediate limits of sects like I AM and the Witnesses.

Cult and Anticult: The Cycle

The resemblances between the successive waves of anticult reaction are
sufficiently similar to suggest that they follow broadly similar internal
dynamics. We can chart in the form of a table some of the obvious
parallels between two successive eras (Table 1.1).

This model should not be pressed too far because the most intense
phase of official concern and intervention occurred at a different stage
of the cycle in the earlier wave than it did in the later. Still, the sim-
ilarities are suggestive, notably in what I call the phase of Speculation,
in which fairly well-grounded criticisms of marginal religions escalate
into wild fantasies: recall the nightmarish events of the 1980s, when
so many innocent people had their lives ruined by absurd charges that
they were clandestine Satanists who abused and murdered children.
What is less well-known is that similar rumors about bloodthirsty devil
cults had also run rampant fifty years previously, and in many ways
this first panic served as a foundation for the more recent one. We find
in this earlier era the beginnings of the modern mythology about hom-
icidal satanic networks being embedded in American neighborhoods,
schools, and churches.

Defining Cults

The long and often troubled history of America’s marginal religions
raises important implications for the vexed question of defining cults.
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Table 1.1
Cults and Anticult Reactions: A Cycle
Emergence  1910-1935 1960-1980
Surging interest in fringe re-  Surging interest in fringe re-
ligions and occult; creation of  ligions and occult; creation of

many new marginal groups many new marginal groups
and sects. and sects.

Reaction 1925~1930 1976—-1981
Wave of scandals involving Wave of scandals involving
fringe religions and leaders. fringe religions and leaders.
Popular recognition of cult Popular recognition of cult
phenomenon; framing of phenomenon; framing of “/cult
“cult problem’ in exposés problem’” in exposés and in
and in popular culture. popular culture.

Intense activism by law en-
forcement agencies and pres-
sures for restrictive legisla-

tion.

Speculation  1932-1940 1984-1992
Sensational media-led specu-  Sensational media-led specula-
lations about supposed outer  tions about supposed outer
reaches of cult problem: voo-  reaches of cult problem: Sa-
doo, witchcraft, human sacri-  tanism, ritual abuse, human
fice. sacrifice.

Second early 1940s mid-1990s

Peak New wave of cult-related New wave of cult-related
scandals; activism by law en-  scandals leads to resurgence of
forcement agencies and pres-  popular concern.
sures for restrictive
legislation.

When public opinion is aroused by a particularly disturbing scandal or
a mass suicide, legislatures sometimes attempt to regulate cult activi-
ties, hoping to control unpopular groups like the Unification Church
(the “Moonies’’), the Hare Krishna movement, the followers of Bhag-
wan Shree Rajneesh, or the International Churches of Christ. Any such
measures are bound to fail, however, and not just on the obvious con-
stitutional grounds of freedom of religion. It is all but impossible to
define cults in a way that does not describe a large share of American
religious bodies, including some of the most respectable. The distinction
between cults and religions or denominations is not self-evident, nor

13
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is it obvious which groups can be graced with the title “mainstream.”
(Frank Zappa once observed that the only difference between a church
and a cult is the amount of real estate each owns.) Sporadic efforts to
pass anticult legislation therefore provoke resistance from across the
religious spectrum, even from groups that have a powerful vested in-
terest in fighting what they see as cult seduction of young people.”” As
definitions vary so widely, it is not surprising to find enormous vari-
ations in the estimates offered for the number of cult groups at any
given time. Are there a few dozen? Five hundred? Or five thousand?

The word ““cult’”” has acquired over the last century or so such hor-
rible connotations that it can scarcely be used as an objective social
scientific description. It is now a pejorative word only used by enemies
or critics of the movement concerned: did anyone ever announce,
straight-faced, that he or she had joined a cult? Some writers try to
avoid this problem by offering what seem to be objective or nonjudg-
mental definitions, but they face an insuperable task. One major study
notes that “[c]ults tend to be totalistic or all-encompassing in control-
ling their members’ behavior and also ideologically totalistic, exhibiting
zealotry and extremism in their world-view.”"* But few movements are
as totalistic as the Amish, who are respected and idealized by the wider
society; they would never be described as cultlike, nor would Hasidic
Jews. Furthermore, the difference between zeal (laudable) and zealotry
(undesirable) is entirely subjective. If we argue that cults hold extreme
or eccentric beliefs diverging radically from those of the mainstream,
we must then ask, which mainstream? Some opinion polls suggest that
about half of Americans accept Creationism, a belief system that effec-
tively rejects most of the bases of modern science, while many millions
expect the imminent Second Coming of Christ. These beliefs could be
described as eccentric or extreme from some points of view, but no
belief held by so large a proportion of the people can properly be rel-
egated to a religious margin. What is normal?

Nor can cults be identified purely in terms of behavior, in the sense
that there are some types of conduct {exploitative and psychologically
dangerous) that demarcate cults from churches, sects, or denomina-
tions. One difficulty is that it is far too easy to gather information
about the disreputable groups, making it tempting to overemphasize
their importance in the overall picture of the religious fringe. Move-
ments marked by scandals, fraud, and violence are and always have
been much in the news, and their doings can be casily traced in official
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documents. But although overt swindlers and megalomaniacs do op-
erate within the marginal groups, they represent only the most con-
spicuous aspect of a far larger phenomenon. It is all too easy to visualize
a “cult problem” in terms of demonized individuals like Ben Purnell,
Charles Manson, and David Koresh. Anticult accounts rarely mention
the many small sects, esoteric or otherwise, that continue for decades
under responsible leaders and are quite successful, insofar as the success
of any religious movement can be evaluated in any objective terms. At
least they provide their members with new spiritual insights, help them
cope with their lives, and teach them to live in greater harmony with
their society and surroundings.

Differences of power and size go far towards explaining what we
know, or think we know, about differences in the conduct of small and
large religious groups. If we observe that small groups are likely to
have scandals involving sexual misconduct, particularly involving chil-
dren, we might suggest that this type of misbehavior is a cult charac-
teristic, and that would lead us to propose theories about the pernicious
nature of leadership in these settings. But numerous recent scandals
have taught us that sexual abuse is a common difficulty in all religious
groups and denominations, including the largest and most respected,
and some of the most outrageous instances of abuse by mainstream
clergy occurred in the 1970s and early 1980s, when the cults were
drawing such intense fire.'

As always, the media reacted very differently to the churches and
the cults. Stories of sexual deviance meshed precisely with public ex-
pectations of cult leaders. But they seemed improbable and atypical for
established clergy, so that rumors would be much more likely to be
investigated and published in the context of the small groups than the
large. Also, while nothing was to be lost by offending the members
of a quirky local commune, it took a brave editor to run a story at-
tacking a mainstream denomination, which could respond with an ad-
vertising boycott or a venomous letter-writing campaign. Hence, the
“pedophile priest” scandals in the mainstream churches were largely
kept from public view for decades, until the explosion of public concern
in the mid-1980s. And though financial manipulation and tax evasion
have attracted less notoriety than sexual issues, the same principles
apply to reporting ecclesiastical misdeeds in these other areas: larger
and more powerful groups are let off more easily than the small and
unpopular.
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Cult, Sect, and Church

What is the difference between a church and a cult? Sociologists tra-
ditionally classified religious bodies as either churches or sects. Accord-
ing to this model, churches are larger bodies, more formally structured
in terms of hierarchy and liturgy, which appeal to better-off members
of society; sects, in contrast, are smaller, less structured, and more
spontaneous and draw their members from working-class or lower-class
people. Members of churches are born into them; sects find their mem-
bership by recruitment and conversion. While churches place minimal
demands on their members, sects are “‘greedy’” groups, demanding that
adherents follow practices that can pose major difficulties for them in
everyday life, even to the point of earning social ostracism. Model
churches in contemporary America might include the Episcopalians or
Methodists, while the Jehovah’s Witnesses or Seventh Day Adventists
would typify sects. Over time, sects tend to become churches, and then
the cycle of sect formation begins anew.!

Initially, cults did not feature in this scheme, but they were incor-
porated in the 1960s. According to the new view, cults are like sects in
being at odds with the wider society, but they are also more innovative,
more conspicuously deviant. Churches are thus defined as “’religious
bodies in a relatively low state of tension with their environment;”
sects are in a high state of tension, but remain within the conventional
religious traditions of a society; cults, likewise, exist in a state of ten-
sion, but they “‘represent faiths that are new and unconventional in a
society”” or have no prior ties to any established body in the wider
society. Cults ““do not evolve or break away from other religions as do
religious sects, but rather offer something new and different.” Whether
as the result of invention or innovation, cults are unconventional. This
definition initially seems reasonable when we think of a group like the
Hare Krishnas (properly, the International Society for Krishna Con-
sciousness, ISKCON), who deviate radically from the religious and cul-
tural practices of the vast majority of Americans; they certainly seem
unconventional.!”

But what is conventional in American religion? To speak of estab-
lished traditions suggests that the United States was conceived with an
approved range of faiths and religious practices, from which no devi-
ation was to be tolerated. By this standard, there are no cults since
virtually all bodies so described have grown directly out of quite long-
standing traditions in the society. The Branch Davidian group, which
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was at the center of the Waco disaster, was formed in the 1920s as an
offshoot of the Seventh-Day Adventists, who in turn trace their an-
cestry to the 1840s: the Davidians themselves had been based at Waco
since 1935. Jim Jones’s People’s Temple grew out of an active evan-
gelical church, which in its early days was unconventional only in its
commitment to interracial cooperation. Jones himself was ordained in
a well-established and fairly conservative denomination, the Christian
Church, Disciples of Christ. His more eccentric ideas derived from Fa-
ther Divine, who was preaching his own godhood as early as 1915.
Another notorious cult figure was Jeffrey Lundgren, whose group un-
dertook several ritualistic slayings in the late 1980s: Lundgren’s origins
lay in the Reorganized Church of Latter-Day Saints, a reputable and
conservative branch of the Mormon tradition.’®

A historical perspective shows that other so-called cults have equally
respectable lineages, and even the most unconventional-seeming relig-
ions can be traced far back into the American past. If we take the more
conspicuously foreign Asian religions, both Buddhism and Hinduism
have had some presence among white Americans since the late nine-
teenth century, and swamis of various kinds were already a familiar
part of the spiritual landscape before 1900. Though the Hare Krishna
movement itself was only imported in the 1960s, it represents an au-
thentic face of the Hindu tradition. The United States had Buddhists
before it had Pentecostals, just as American Rosicrucians and alchemists
predate its Methodists. At the other extreme, the conservative churches
that have denounced the cults began their own histories as controversial
movements attacked for their fanaticism and divisiveness. The torrent
of abuse directed against Scientology or the Unification Church in the
1970s is very much like that suffered by the Baptists in the seventeenth
century and Methodists in the eighteenth. Even if cults do not have
roots in a society, they can develop them quite securely within only a
few decades and give the impression that they have been there since
time immemorial.

If we exclude the unconventionality theme, then all that remains to
distinguish between cults and mainstream bodies is the issue of tension,
which means how each is regarded by society at large, not necessarily
on any objective or rational grounds. To take an unusual example, it
is difficult to think of a religious body more at odds with its society
than the Confessing Church founded in Germany in the 1930s in pro-
test against Nazi racial laws. A tiny body utterly convinced of the
justice of its position, the church plotted against the government, and
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some of its leaders conspired to assassinate the Nazi leadership. In con-
sequence, the group was brutally suppressed, and its leader, Dietrich
Bonhoeffer, was executed in 1945. Far from being regarded as a violent
cult leader, however, Bonhoeffer is venerated as a towering figure in
the history of twentieth-century Christianity. In the judgment of his-
tory, churches can on occasion be terribly wrong, and cults right.

Explaining Cult Scares

Cults differ from churches in no particular aspect of behavior or belief,
and the very term “cult’” is a strictly subjective one; it tells us as much
about the people applying that label as it does about the group that is
so described. Briefly, cults are small, unpopular religious bodies, the
implication being that much of their cultish quality comes not from
any inherent qualities of the groups themselves, but from the public
reaction to them. We might draw a parallel between cults and weeds,
the latter being a much-used term that has no botanical meaning, which
refers only to plants which have no obvious use for humanity. To speak
of acute tension between a religious group and the wider society implies
a two-way street: we need to understand both what the cult does to
attract disapproval and why mainstream bodies feel the need to apply
this damning label to it. It is just this relative quality that makes con-
cern about cults such an important gauge for the state of American
religion. Because cults are unpopular and unorthodox, by studying
changing perceptions of these movements we can discover what the
public thinks religious orthodoxy is, or ought to be: we cannot discuss
deviancy without a standard of normality, and normality is a fluid
concept.

While the changing shape of the cults themselves tells us much
about religious enthusiasms in a particular period, equally informative
are the responses of those who choose to denounce the small move-
ments—and who, thereby, lay claim to a mainstream position in Amer-
ican life. This insight raises questions about eras like the 1940s or the
1970s when concern about cults became so intense and generalized as
when anticult themes permeated
popular culture, and stirred legislators to contemplate draconian mea-
sures of repression.”” In these years individual horror stories were
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to justify the term “moral panic,’

viewed as part of a larger social threat, and it became commonplace to
speak of a ““cult problem’ or “cult crisis.”” This notion escalated the
severity of the religious challenge and demanded a public response.
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Cult scares might just reflect a period of unusual activity among
fringe religious groups. As we have seen, however, no period of Amer-
ican history entirely lacks these movements: in a sense, cults are always
with us. The size or vigor of a given movement is not necessarily
proportionate to the number of column inches it receives in the press
or the number of segments on television news. Intense public interest
or fear may be aroused by a tiny sect with a handful of members, as
illustrated by the vast alarm stirred by relatively tiny groups like the
Hare Krishna movement. Conversely, highly deviant marginal groups
can operate for many years without attracting much public attention.
Even if some groups are scandal prone, their misdeeds are not neces-
sarily contextualized as part of a general problem or social issue. Much
depends on the attitudes of the news media, and the audiences they
seek to serve.

Several factors explain the changing construction of the cult menace
over time. Visibility is one issue, namely that small movements are
now more exposed to the public gaze. Over the last century, the range
of potential conflicts between isolated groups and the wider society has
grown enormously because of developments like compulsory education,
military conscription, social security taxes, and the growth of bureau-
cracies to investigate child abuse. The Amish, for example, attracted
little official notice prior to the First World War; since then, their dis-
tinctive practices have repeatedly led to legal confrontations, some of
which have been taken as far as the U.S. Supreme Court. Even in what
had been the American wilderness, there are no hiding places left. To
escape persecution, Mormon polygamists in the 1930s chose to estab-
lish a settlement in one of the most rerote corners of the nation, on
the northern frontier of Arizona, where any police or officials wishing
to visit would have to drive the arduous route around the Grand
Canyon. Even so, state and federal authorities launched raids in 1944,
and again in 1953, in an attempt to stamp out what was sensationally
portrayed as a ‘sex-cult’’ that exploited children.

Society has become more nationalized and so has the mass media.
Stories that a century ago would have been purely local or regional are
increasingly brought before a national audience. Presenting issues as
of national concern can lead people to believe, incorrectly, that condi-
tions typical of, say, California are spreading to all parts of the country.
The growing nationalization of the cult problem during the twentieth
century owed much to the changing media technologies that permitted
both cult groups and their detractors to transmit their views. In 1959,
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for instance, a television exposé on the hitherto obscure Black Muslim
movement aroused alarm among white viewers nationwide, while giv-
ing an enormous boost to the group’s black membership: a national
phenomenon was born. Since the end of the nineteenth century, too,
standards of media coverage have evolved in ever more sensationalistic
directions, so that exposé stories about extreme religious or sexual de-
viance can appeal to a mass market. Indeed, the development of public
concern about cults is in large measure a history of changes in the mass
media.

Age, Race, and Gender

The cult issue, like any social problem, is socially constructed. This does
not mean that negative stories are false or even exaggerated, and some
cult groups may indeed be committing criminal and dangerous acts:
multiple murders and mass suicides genuinely were committed by Jim
Jones’s followers and, more recently, by the Heaven’s Gate group.
However, the level of public concern about cults at any given time is
not necessarily based on a rational or objective assessment of the threat
posed by these groups, but rather reflects a diverse range of tensions,
prejudices, and fears.

Demographic changes play a role here and help explain the long
cycles of concern that we noted above (Table 1.1). Each period of cult
proliferation {what I call the phase of Emergence) occurred during the
latter stages of a baby boom, a period of steep population growth and
very high birthrates. In the first two decades of the twentieth century,
American birthrates stood at a remarkable 30 or so per 1,000, almost
double the modern figure; the national population grew at a faster rate
between 1890 and 1915 than in any subsequent era, including the post—
Second World War baby boom. In such an environment, new religions
can successfully appeal to an unusually young community, who are
more open to cultural innovation. Conversely, the dark fantasies of the
Speculation phase years, the mid-1930s and mid-1980s, coincide with
deep troughs in the national birthrate: at such times, an aging popu-
lation with smaller families provides a natural audience for frantic
warnings about the threat posed to the vulnerable young by homicidal
cults.

Though predicting the future is foolhardy, precedent suggests that
a renewed upsurge of cults might well occur in another decade or so,
beginning around 2010, when the proportion of adolescents in the pop-
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ulation will be higher than at any time since the 1970s. Moreover, the
baby boomers will be entering their sixties then and should provide a
rich market for movements offering miraculous cures for the ills of
mind or body, or extensions of the lifespan. Will the cycles of cult
formation described here replay themselves once more? It is intriguing
to think that the prophets and magi of the next New Age are already
among us, preparing for their careers.

Racial factors are also significant in sculpting cult fears. Cults serve
as a symbolic focus for ethnic tensions, which are more acute in some
periods than others. These resentments surface in attacks on religious
groups accused of transgressing racial boundaries, usually by importing
into the white community behaviors and beliefs associated with out-
siders, with Africans or Asians. Even early Mormonism was interpreted
according to lurid contemporary stereotypes of Islam. At least since the
end of the nineteenth century, the delineation and defense of ‘“white-
ness’”’ has been a theme in most waves of concern about cult activity.

The very word “’cult’” acquired its present connotations around 1900,
under the influence of malignant stereotypes about non-Western relig-
ions that had been encountered during imperial adventures. This de-
velopment also reflected technological change, as the new Victorian
world of railroads and steamships permitted an unprecedented degree
of contact between the spiritual traditions of East and West, an inter-
action in which Eastern traditions made real advances. The early twen-
tieth century marked the high point of American scientific racism,
when many feared racial decline or atavism and were unnerved to see
white Americans being seduced by what was portrayed as Asian fa-
naticism or African primitivism. In the 1970s and 1980s again, cults
were blamed for converting young Americans to “’Asian’’ modes of
superstition and slavish devotion. Throughout the century, racial con-
cerns have permeated the ostensibly religious rhetoric about the sub-
version of Western Christianity by alien creeds. Nativist and xenopho-
bic prejudice have always been implicit in anticult rhetoric, usually in
the form of a kind of sinister Orientalism.

Similarly, concerns about cults are influenced by changing views of
gender roles and sexual conduct. New religions flourish by providing
believers with what they cannot obtain in the mainstream organiza-
tions of the day: sects and cults live on the unpaid bills of the churches.
This has often meant catering to the needs of women who feel excluded
from established belief-systems. Women have repeatedly played im-
portant roles as founders, leaders, and members of fringe religions that
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have explored “enthusiastic”” styles of worship—often denounced as
feminine and emotional, and considered inferior to the masculine habits
of the rational, cerebral churches.” Such new religions have been par-
ticularly successful in times when ideas about gender and sexuality
have been in rapid flux, such as the 1920s and the 1970s. In the early
twentieth century, new religious traditions like Adventism, Pentecos-
talism, and Christian Science all owed much to female prophets and
preachers, respectively Ellen G. White, Aimee Semple McPherson, and
Mary Baker Eddy.

The centrality of gender factors in shaping new religions helps us
understand why such movements are so often depicted as the fads and
affectations of silly women. Likewise, men who join cults must be giv-
ing way to effeminacy. The conspicuous role of women also explains
the prominence of sexual themes in anticult rhetoric over the centuries.
Critics imagine the worst sexual excesses for women transgressing tra-
ditional religious boundaries, and the sexual nightmares of anticult
propaganda depict gullible female converts exposed to the lusts of their
male leaders and colleagues. According to this stereotype, separation
from the world, whether in convents or compounds, merely gives the
false prophet and his minions all the more opportunity to carry out
their debaucheries.

Activists

Concern about cults is usually generated by activism on the part of
groups or individuals dedicated to exposing the evils of the marginal
religions; a cult scare requires both cults and anticult activists. In var-
ious periods, cult opponents have included journalists, law enforcement
officers, clergy and religious writers, medical and professional organi-
zations, psychiatrists and therapists, political leaders, and the friends
and families of cult members. These different elements sometimes co-
operate to form a coalition or even, as in the 1970s and 1980s, a well-
organized national movement. As we are dealing here with social
movements, we must apply the methods social scientists have devel-
oped to understand why such public campaigns succeed or fail. We
must find who is making the claims about particular religious groups,
as well as the means by which each side projects its arguments and the
changing tastcs of the audiences to whom they are seeking to appeal.

To use a commercial analogy, we need to know the competing re-
tailers, the purchasers, and the means of packaging and distributing
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claims, and a change in any one of these can make an item either more
or less saleable. For example, one striking feature of the anticult lit-
erature during the last century is a fundamental shift of definition as
to what constitutes a cult. Prior to 1940, any list of cults would cer-
tainly begin with various Christian denominations—albeit ones with
unusual theologies or practices, like Christian Science, Mormonism,
Seventh Day Adventism, Pentecostalism, and the Jehovah’s Witnesses—
whereas these movements would rarely appear in any modern catalog
of deviant groups. The groups in question may have moved more to-
wards the social mainstream, but the shift in attitudes might also mean
that society as a whole is less agitated by charges of theological un-
orthodoxy and reserves the term “cult’” for movements posing a clearly
secular threat. Heresy is no longer alarming; fraud and child abuse are.
As the market for claims about cults has changed, anticult groups have
tailored their arguments accordingly.

Any or all the diverse factors affecting the making and marketing
of claims can change over time. Anticult groups can become more or
less vigilant, or the anticult cause can be strengthened by the adherence
of some new and powerful interest group. Marginal sects themselves
might become more militant, more prepared to fight their opponents
with public relations campaigns or libel suits. Moreover, social and
demographic changes can condition the wider public to accept claims
made about cult menaces, and a series of scandalous incidents creates
new opportunities for rhetoric and for making claims. As in the case
of small businesses, the success or failure of religious denominations is
closely attuned to the changing legal environment and the likelihood
that official agencies will intervene against heterodox movements. A
change in any of these factors can produce a more or less hostile atti-
tude towards cults in particular eras, regardless of the activities of the
fringe groups themselves.

The modern American encounter with cults is by no means as one-
sided an affair as it sometimes appears. However we define them, cults
have had an impact on American society and religious thought far
beyond what might be suggested by their actual membership. Apart
from their Constitutional and legal significance, they have provided
effective laboratories for new ideas and practices which in some cases
have entered the social and religious mainstream. Some good has come
from the religious fringe, and the anticult movements have on occasion
done real harm, not least by creating a mythology that stigmatizes
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religious innovation. Though many anticult assumptions have now ac-
quired the status of orthodoxy for both media and policymakers, trac-
ing the development of these ideas shows how dubious and ill founded
their origins often were. The cult problem as we observe it today is the
product of decades of cultural and political work, which has succeeded
remarkably in defining popular attitudes towards the outer reaches of
American spiritual life.



TWO

False Prophets and Deluded Subjects
The Nineteenth Century

In what civilized country do evidences of religious fanaticism more
abound?
Frederick M. Davenport, Primitive Traits in Religious Revivals

odern opposition to cults and cultlike behavior has deep his-

torical roots. The modern cult stereotype is a complex con-

struction, drawing on concepts originally developed to con-
front several quite distinct religious groups that would over time merge
into one barely differentiated attack. When a modern critic attacks a
deviant religious group as a cult, the images evoked are ultimately a
mélange of rumors and allegations variously made against Catholics,
Masons, Mormons, Shakers, radical evangelicals, and others. Anticult
rhetoric encapsulates the whole history of American religious polemic.
In the 1870s and 1880s, attacks on deviant religions developed some-
thing very like their modern form, owing in large part to the emer-
gence of the mass circulation press in those years and the rise of exposé
journalism.!

At every point, the stereotypes applied to modern ‘“Moonies”” and
“Hare Krishnas’ find parallels dating back many centuries. Perhaps the
persistence of these charges just means that the deviant behaviors in
question have always existed, that small religious groups have always
engaged in the familiar sorts of violent and exploitative behavior. How-
ever, the continuity of rhetoric does have a consistent internal logic.
Given that claims to perfection or superior sanctity automatically
arouse suspicions of hypocrisy, it is not surprising that we so regularly
find the same stereotype of religious fanaticism. Basically, anyone
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claiming mystical or charismatic authority is likely to be viewed as a
rogue or a maniac, and his or her followers are portrayed as unstable
dupes ready to perform any action, however degraded or criminal. As
America has been so richly productive of prophets and visionaries, it
is only to be expected that so many would be denounced as dangerous
charlatans.

Prophets and Fanatics

The contemporary image of the cult leader who seduces his fanatical
followers into destructive conflict with the established authorities is
centuries old; it is even mentioned in the New Testament. In the Eu-
ropean Middle Ages, a recurrent nightmare figure was the prophetas,
the charismatic leader who decided that he (it was usually a man) had
a special revelation from God to uproot the current political and eccle-
siastical order and initiate a new order of righteousness, commonly by
force of arms. Prophets were also accused of sexual unorthodoxy, of
orgies or plural marriage. These deviant practices were sometimes jus-
tified by antinomian ideas, the view that moral laws had been repealed
by the new revelation.? The sexually promiscuous messiah leading his
armed devotees to a fortress in the wilderness was a stereotypical figure
in Europe centuries before the image reappeared in Utah or Texas.

Such military millenarians arose sporadically throughout the me-
dieval centuries, culminating in the great Anabaptist risings of the six-
teenth century. In 1534, the prophet Jan of Leyden introduced com-
munism and polygamy in the German city of Miinster, in a Utopian
regime enforced by the ruthless violence of the “saints,”” the Children
of God. The experiment was destroyed with utmost ferocity by the
established order of lords, bishops, and patricians. The Anabaptist sects
became over time a far gentler breed, whose modern heirs are found
among the Amish and Mennonites, but Jan of Leyden and his like were
cited for centuries afterwards as the logical outcome of religious excess.
The names of the Munster prophets had the same resonance in the
seventeenth or eighteenth centuries that Jim Jones and David Koresh
have for modern ears.

The equation seemed obvious: claims of personal revelation led to
violent subversion and unrestrained sexuality, which if unchecked
would destroy the social order. Lacking a central mechanism to regulate
religious belief and practice, society would be at the mercy of fanatics,
prophets, and impostors. The full consequences of unregulated religious
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debate emerged during the English Civil Wars of the 1640s, when the
government lost control of public preaching and printing. The result
was an upsurge of every kind of extreme and heretical belief. The crisis
reached its blasphemous climax in 1656 when Quaker James Nayler
staged a messianic entry into the city of Bristol with himself as Christ,
mounted on a donkey, while faithful women followers strewed his path
with branches and cried, “Hosanna to the son of David.”

Though the word “cult” would have meant little to Nayler’s con-
temporaries, this generation was in fact creating the first anticult lit-
erature in English. In 1646, orthodox Protestant writer Thomas Ed-
wards published his encyclopedic Gangraena (“‘gangrene’”’), which
provided “[a] catalogue . . . of many of the errors, heresies, blasphemies
and pernicious practices of the sectaries of this time.”” In the process,
he offered a list of almost every extreme and esoteric belief that would
resurface in America over the next two centuries. Already Edwards was
attacking Ranters and antinomians, pantheists and nudists, communists
and perfectionists, self-anointed prophets and disorderly women.* Like
their counterparts in later centuries, conservatives were reluctant to
credit that such extravagant beliefs could have been held seriously, or
spread without deceit, so Edwards and his like borrowed from the con-
temporary true crime literature to depict sect leaders as confidence
tricksters, thieves, and sexual exploiters.

In understanding these outbreaks, critics like Edwards turned to the
writings of the Church Fathers, who had confronted so many heresies
in the early Christian centuries—to authors like Irenaeus, Eusebius,
and Augustine. They found there the vocabulary required to combat
the newly labeled ““fanatics” and ““enthusiasts.” These epithets had a
long history. The fanatic exemplified the sort of mindless devotion ex-
pected of the adherent of the temple, or fana (as in Samuel Butler’s
reference to “our lunatic, fanatic sects”’), while the enthusiast literally
claimed to be filled with the power of God, or of a god. Both words,
“fanatic’’ and “‘enthusiast,” have become debased in later speech ("'fa-
natic’’ is the origin of “fan’’), but at the time, they conveyed an all-
too-serious threat. Well into the eighteenth century, “’fanatic’”” was the
normal word for describing those Protestant sects and preachers who
lay outside the established Anglican Church, including Presbyterians,
Baptists, and Congregationalists.

From earliest times, the English colonies in America likewise saw
themselves as imperiled by subversive religious doctrines and sects
of dubious sanity. The most alarming was the Quaker, or Friends,
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movement of the 1650s, the spiritual kin of James Nayler: the Friends
argued that Christ was found in the Inner Light that guided each be-
liever. Outsiders observing their enthusiastic worship style dubbed
them ““Quakers,” which was an insulting epithet, rather like later
smear words such as Shaker, Methodist, Mormon, and Moonie. As
radical democrats, the Quakers rejected tokens of social hierarchy and
challenged the power of clergy by vocally disrupting the formal services
of the “steeple houses.” Equally shocking, their most active preachers
were often women. Between 1659 and 1661, four members of the sect
were hanged on Boston Common.

Subversive images recurred during the Great Awakening of the
1730s and 1740s, when the ordained clergy were challenged by reviv-
alists asserting that only those properly filled with the Spirit could lead
the churches. The stress on direct revelation opened the way to the
emergence of charismatic leaders, some of whom created scandal by
their wild excesses, and revived shades of Miinster. And when some
evangelical leaders created their own communes and religious settle-
ments, rumors about orgiastic celebrations and polygamy soon fol-
lowed. In Pennsylvania, the Moravian leader Count Zinzendorf, who
held daring ideas about sex and spirituality, was a special target for
charges that he exploited his female disciples: his enemies christened
him the Herzens Papa, or “Hearts’ Daddy.” Like its successor revivals
over the next two centuries, the Great Awakening was also criticized
for encouraging bizarre and enthusiastic behavior. In the second great
revival, which reached its height in 1799 and 1800, we hear of believers
driven into ecstatic trances, convulsions, and jerks—wild frenzies that
supposedly endangered their sanity. Conservatives charged that aban-
doning restraints in this way opened female believers to wild sexual
excesses, so that the legendary camp meetings were criticized as orgies
of debauchery.

Awful Disclosures: America, 1830~1870

American suspicions of fringe religious movements escalated rapidly
during the 1830s and 1840s, as simultaneous campaigns against Cath-
olics, Freemasons, and Mormons provided rich new materials for con-
ceptualizing religious exploitation. The anti-Papist image had colonial
roots, but was amplified by the presence of significant numbers of Cath-
olic immigrants from the 1830s onwards. Virulent anti-Papist propa-
ganda in American newspapers and pamphlets depicted lay Catholics
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as ignorant puppets, whose priests were sexually exploitative and con-
spiratorial. All the later anticult images were present here: Catholics
exemplified mindless obedience to a deceitful religious leader, and au-
thority was founded upon bloodthirsty enforcement. These ideas were
long-lived. A Sinclair Lewis character noted in 1927 that the Church
“requires you to give up your honesty, your reason, your heart and
soul,”” while some years later the Harvard Journal described the Legion
of Decency as a “’Catholic organization, with its regimental draft of
blindly obedient underlings on the one hand, and its Machiavellian
pontiff on the other.””>

This alien religion proselytized vigorously, drew naive young people
into its web, and lured them to renounce their careers and prospects in
order to enter celibate and totalistic religious communities. Convents
and religious houses, which were found in all major American cities
by the Civil War era, seemed as glaring an offense to personal freedom
and intellectual liberty as the cult houses and headquarters of the
1970s. The notion of “‘escaping’”” from a religious community first ap-
peared in the context of Catholic converits. Some of the bloodiest urban
riots of the antebellum period erupted when citizens tried to liberate
nuns from their supposed captivity or else to seek evidence of their
crimes. Particularly sought after were the secret tunnels said to link
the dwellings of priests and nuns, and the hidden cemeteries in which
were buried the murdered babies resulting from these liaisons.

Also foreshadowing modern trends, the anti-Catholic movement pa-
raded defectors from this evil organization, purported former nuns and
priests whose firsthand accounts confirmed the worst charges about the
sexual exploitation said to be rampant behind the walls of convents and
rectories. These ideas surfaced in the sensational Awful Disclosures of
Maria Monk (1836), which told of life in a Quebec convent and is the
prototype for all subsequent defector memoirs. The book portrayed
nuns as sex slaves, and its lurid depictions of flagellation added to its
strong sadomasochistic appeal. Later bestsellers in this prurient tradi-
tion included The Priest, the Woman and the Confessional (1875), by
the apostate priest Charles Chiniquy, who described the sexual exploi-
tation of women parishioners by lustful priests. It was in the early
1890s that the American Protective Association propaganda campaign
reached its height, with its tales of convent life as “grotesque cere-
monies, orgies of sex and sadism’” at the hands of ““licentious and lech-
erous priests . . . seeking to lure young and innocent girls into sin.”’
Even in the mid-twentieth century, every issue of the Converted
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Catholic Magazine recounted horror stories of Catholic misdeeds,
which included sinister associations with every dictatorship and mas-
sacre in modern history. Through the 1940s, there was a substantial
industry in lecture tours by purported former nuns recounting por-
nographic fantasies to entranced Protestant audiences.
Anti-Catholicism can be seen as the largest and most potent anticult
movement in American history. Several mass political movements
aimed to destroy Catholic power, from the Nativists and Know-
Nothings of the mid-nineteenth century to the American Protective
Association (APA) of the 1890s and the Ku Klux Klan of the 1920s,
and each crusade had a sizable impact on the national politics of its
day. Each had its scurrilous press, which rehearsed stories of the In-
quisition, the seditious secret oaths taken by the Knights of Columbus,
the conspiratorial nature of the Jesuit order, and always, of course, the
promiscuous nuns and lecherous priests. Reading the lurid charges pre-
sented in propaganda sheets like The Menace was enough “‘to make
any boy wonder if the priest kept beautiful young girls tied up in the
confessional booths, and if there was really an arsenal in the church
The most damaging feature of APA propaganda was the
publication of bogus statements and documents allegedly derived from
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basement.

Catholic sources, which warned that Catholics planned to exterminate
all American Protestants as heretics.

In the mid-nineteenth century, anti-Catholic rhetoric and folklore
merged with the polemic against other scapegoat groups, namely Free-
masons and Latter-Day Saints. As David Brion Davis has shown, the
movements against these three menaces drew on very similar images:
“If Masons, Catholics, and Mormons bore little resemblance to one
another in actuality, as imagined enemies they merged into a nearly
common stereotype.””® According to their enemies, Masons and Mor-
mons, like Catholics, belonged to a sinister false religion with clandes-
tine methods and secret goals of secular power. Each was a closed se-
cretive organization that maintained order and discipline through the
threat of violence. The anti-Masonic movement erupted in 1826 be-
cause the group had supposedly kidnapped and murdered William Mor-
gan, a defector who had threatened to reveal their secret rituals, with
all their threats of bloody vengeance. The condemnation of the move-
ment reached its height in the next decade, when an Anti-Masonic
political party became a national political force.”

Anti-Mormon literature integrated the anti-Catholic charges with
the older image of the prophetas, who claimed to be motivated by
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special direct revelations from God and who replaced the Christian
Scriptures with his own invented texts. These attacks drew on the pop-
ular Orientalism of the day, framing Joseph Smith in terms of the
Prophet Muhammad, whom contemporary Christians saw as the pro-
totypical religious impostor.®® Muhammad was viewed as a self-
proclaimed prophet or messiah who attracted a blindly obedient follow-
ing prepared to die or kill for the new cause. His divine messages
opened a new age of sexual excess, allowing the leader and his key
followers sexual access to any woman follower. Finally, this new move-
ment was transformed into a worldly kingdom, as followers carved out
a secular realm. Joseph Smith himself drew the Muslim analogy, warn-
ing in 1838 that he ““will be to this generation a second Mohammed,
whose motto for treating for peace was ‘The Alcoran or the sword.” "/
His movement became "‘the Islam of America.”’"! Muslim analogies
became more pronounced in 1852 when the new sect overtly declared
its doctrine of polygamy. Polygamy became a prominent element in
the anti-Mormon critique, both because it represented the most flagrant
violation of conventional morality and because polygamy, like Catholic
nunneries, offered such scope for prurient imaginations.

Flawed Utopias

Every element of the modern anticult polemic was a familiar compo-
nent of American culture by about 1840, and the critique was power-
fully reinforced from the upsurge of outré religious groups between
about 1830 and 1860. Apocalyptic notions gave rise to the new Ad-
ventist churches, and millenarian ideas reached new intensity nation-
wide with the great revival of 1857. Mesmerist and Swedenborgian
mystical notions were well-established by the 1830s: these contributed
to the new spiritualist movement, which emerged following the ac-
counts of supernatural visitations at Hydesville, in New York state, in
1848.12

Common in the religious thought of the time was a sense of uto-
pianism, the idea that humanity could achieve perfection in this life,
without postponing that prospect to heaven or the Day of Judgment.
Perfectionist ideas were implemented in utopian communes, which
tried to reform the human condition through new patterns of property
ownership, sexual relationships, and changes in diet and healing meth-
ods. One celebrated colony was established by John Humphrey Noyes
on the principle that the Second Coming had already occurred. His
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group practiced community of property and experimented with ideas
of complex marriage, dismissing monogamy as “‘idolatrous love.” In
1847, the commune took up residence at Oneida, in New York state,
where it flourished into the 1880s; at its height, the membership
reached almost three hundred.

Alongside the noble experiments of these exciting years, there were
more worrying developments on the religious fringe. Scandal followed
Robert Matthews, the Prophet Matthias, who declared himself the in-
carnated Spirit of Truth, and who gathered a band of dedicated follow-
ers in the New York City of the 1830s. Partly on the strength of his
similar name, Matthias consciously identified himself with the
sixteenth-century Anabaptist Jan Mathys, one of the leaders of the
revolutionary commune in Miinster. The New York affair ended in
disaster, when Matthias was charged with swindling and murdering
one of his followers." Together with the sensational publicity about
the Mormons, the case of Matthias revived ancient ideas of the prophet
as exploiter and false teacher.

Still more enduring, and more widespread, were the charges against
the Shaker movement. Established in the United States since the late
eighteenth century, the communal and celibate Shakers enjoyed their
greatest period of expansion during the religious fervor of the 1840s.
By 1860, perhaps six thousand members were scattered among nineteen
settlements. The more converts there were, however, the more grounds
for controversy. Shakers attracted popular hatred for much the same
reasons as modern-day cult groups. Their religious system was believed
to be anti-Christian, with its extreme veneration of prophetic founder
Mother Ann Lee, whom critics painted as a drunkard and lecher. And
Shaker rituals were dismissed as unorthodox and blasphemous, with
services that involved ritual dancing, and enemies charged that secret
ceremonies were carried out in the nude.

Most damaging (said critics) were the effects of membership on in-
dividuals and families. Families joined the Shaker communities en
masse, but individuals resisted losing control of their children to the
elders, who inflicted extreme physical punishments on them. When a
member of a family tried to defect, the issue arose of his or her access
to the children who remained within the sect; property signed over to
the Shakers was another tender issue. Defectors fought to regain access
to their children and, in so doing, aroused public sympathy for their
cause by publishing harrowing accounts of Shaker misdeeds: obviously,
these documents made no attempt at objectivity and painted the worst



FALSE PROPHETS AND DELUDED SUBJECTS

possible picture. During the first half of the century, these sensational
conflicts regularly appeared in local newspapers across the country, but
mainly in the Shaker heartland in the northeast.

The Shakers’ most determined enemy was Mary Dyer, who was
with her husband a member of the community from 1799 to 1815, and
who left (“escaped’’) after the collapse of her marriage, and the deaths
of two of her children. Her printed revelations of Shaker atrocities went
into several editions, the most comprehensive of which appeared in
1847. She placed Ann Lee in the long succession of religious impostors
that began with the serpent in the garden of Eden, and progressed
through Simon Magus and Muhammad. Despite the sect’s affected pi-
ety and egalitarianism, Dyer claimed that Shaker communities were
slave societies, in which the leaders and elders lived richly, and violated
rules against drunkenness and sexual vice, while ordinary believers be-
came serfs once they had signed over their property. Families were
divided, so that spouse was not able to talk to spouse or parent to child.
The elite enforced their rule through physical violence, backed with
sweeping threats of hellfire for any who should leave. Throughout,
Dyer’s story is substantiated by affidavits from former Shakers who
had lost their families and goods to the sect, and who testified that
youngsters were savagely beaten. Dyer also described the secret sexual
practices of the Shaker leadership, who purportedly enhanced their
pleasure by means of electric charges. Shakers were accused of em-
ploying both electricity and mesmeric spiritual powers for their secret
ends, and Mesmerism was cited as the means by which they recruited
converts and broke their wills. In summary, ““this Shaker system is a
combination of paganism, atheism and a spurious gospel, by means of
which every member of the community is made a lanced spy upon the
rest. . . . The subordinate members are taught that it is a duty to keep
within the bounds of those revelations which their leaders blasphe-
mously pretend to receive from the Deity.”"

Fighting the Sects, 1870-1890

Though controversy had always surrounded marginal religious groups,
it was during the 1870s and 1880s that an accumulation of scandals
and exposés led to a public reaction against fringe religions and a de-
mand for official restrictions. The assault was sufficiently intense and
widespread to permit us to speak of a cult scare, or at least a national
anticult reaction. No one book offers the kind of generic denunciation
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of fringe religions that would become so commonplace in the 1920s or
1970s, but the concatenation of scandals produced an impression of a
broad social threat. Between 1875 and 1887, public attacks on religious
deviance were intense enough to foreshadow the outbreaks of the ““cult
wars’’ that would occur in the 1920s, the 1940s, and the late 1970s (see
Table 2.1).3

The new hostility to marginal groups partly reflected real evidence
about fraud and criminal practice in these quarters, but political leaders
were also more prepared than hitherto to enforce a degree of Christian
religious orthodoxy. Both Evangelicalism and revivalism were riding
high, and the Protestant ethos of this time saw few difficulties in using
the law to enforce public morality. Between 1864 and 1874, evangelicals
sponsored a lively campaign to pass a constitutional amendment that
would have formally declared the United States a Christian nation.®
Despite the rhetoric of religious freedom, toleration was extended only
grudgingly to groups outside the Judaeo-Christian tradition. Toleration
did not comprehend Native American religious upsurges like the Ghost
Dance movement, which was brutally suppressed in 1890. As late as
the 1920s, the federal Bureau of Indian Affairs was actively seeking
the suppression of Native American religion and fighting manifesta-
tions of ““paganism.”’V

The Mormon Crisis
One major target among the new religions was the Church of Jesus
Christ of Latter-Day Saints. Although their settlement in Utah would
soon be seeking statehood, the religion was bedeviled by attacks on its
bloodthirsty record. Between 1856 and 1858, the U.S. government had
fought a literal war against the sect, a conflict marked by guerrilla
operations and punitive raids. The most notorious event was the Moun-
tain Meadows massacre of 1857, in which 120 emigrants on a wagon
train, both men and women, were killed by Mormon paramilitaries.
The incident was eclipsed by the worse horrors of the struggle between
abolitionist and slaveholding supporters in Bleeding Kansas and then
the Civil War itself, but the massacre cast a long shadow. In 1872,
Mark Twain’s popular book, Roughing It, reminded readers of the
crime, when ““the whole United States rang with its horrors.”” Twain
also told of the Mormons’ Destroying Angels, the Danites, who were
“set apart by the Church to conduct permanent disappearances of ob-
noxious citizens”’: generally, Utah was ““a luscious country for thrilling
evening stories about assassinations of intractable Gentiles.””'* The



1875

1877

1878

1879

1881
1882

1883
1884

1885

1887

1888

Table 2.1
Cults and Cult Scandals, 1875-1888

Theosophical Society founded.

Charles Nordhoff publishes The Communistic Societies of the United
States.

Ann Eliza Young, Wife No. 19, or The Story of a Life in Bondage.

Charles Chiniquy, The Priest, the Women and the Confessional.

Mary Baker Eddy, Science and Health.

Execution of Mormon bishop John Lee for his part in the Mountain
Meadows massacre.

Fanny Stenhouse, Tell it All: The Story of a Life’s Experience in
Mormonism.

Publication of Mormonism Unveiled.

H. P. Blavatsky, Isis Unveiled.

Formation of the Anti-Polygamy Society.

U.S. Supreme Court decides case of Reynolds v. U.S.
J. H. Noyes flees the Oneida colony.

Alleged human sacrifice in Pocasset, Massachusetts.
First Church of Christ, Scientist, founded.

First publication of The Watch Tower.

Assassination of President Garfield by Charles Guiteau.

Federal Edmunds Act criminalizes polygamy.

Fanny Stenhouse, An Englishwoman in Utah.

Jennie Anderson Froiseth edits The Women of Mormonism.
Society of Psychical Research formed.

Joseph Pulitzer acquires the New York World.

Madame Blavatsky’s associates accuse her of faking mediumistic phe-
nomena.

Society of Psychical Research condemns Blavatsky in its ““Hodgson
Report.”

Arthur Conan Doyle publishes A Study in Scarlet.

Federal Edmunds-Tucker Act introduces more intrusive procedures to
detect and suppress polygamy.

Preliminary Report of the Seybert Commission published.

Margaret Fox describes deception in origins of Spiritualist move-
ment,

Reuben Briggs Davenport, The Death-Blow to Spiritualism.

H. P. Blavatsky, The Secret Doctrine.
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Mountain Meadows slaughter was again in the headlines in the mid-
1870s, when Bishop John Lee went on trial for ordering the attack; Lee
was eventually executed in 1877. One explosive element of the case
was the charge that real guilt should be assigned to Brigham Young,
for whom Lee was serving as a scapegoat, “an official assassin of the
Mormon church under the late Brigham Young.”” One 1904 account of
Young's rule in Utah highlighted “‘the Mountain Meadow massacre—
the reign of terror in Utah—the doctrine of human sacrifice . . . the
facts of polygamy.

Anti-Mormon tracts appeared at an accelerating rate from the early
1870s, with sensational books on polygamy like Wife No. 19: A Com-
plete Exposé of Mormonism, by “Brigham Young's Apostate Wife.” A
later edition of this book bore the elaborate title Life in Mormon Bond-
age, and promised “‘a complete exposé of its false prophets, murderous
Danites, despotic rulers and hypnotized deluded subjects,” which is a
fair epitome of the whole tradition of anticult polemic. Drawing from
anti-Catholic stereotypes, a Massachusetts paper described Mormonism
as founded upon ““the ambition of an ecclesiastical hierarchy to wield
sovereignty, to rule the souls and lives of its subjects with absolute
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authority, unrestrained by any civil power.

Charges that Mormon death squads and Danites wrought bloody
vengeance upon the movement’s enemies were sufficiently well-known
to provide the basis of the first Sherlock Holmes story, A Study in
Scarlet, which appeared in 1887 and is perhaps the first example of the
use of a cult setting in a mystery story. Conan Doyle’s story relies on
the anti-Mormon tracts that publishers had poured out over the pre-
vious two decades, especially the autobiographical memoir published
by Fanny Stenhouse.” A Study in Scarlet depicts a region living under
a reign of religious terror: ““To express an unorthodox opinion was a
dangerous matter in those days in the Land of the Saints.” The
Church’s secret enforcement arm “‘appeared to be omniscient and om-
nipotent, and yet was neither seen nor heard. The man who held out
against the Church vanished away, and none knew whither he had gone
or what had befallen him. . .. To this day in the lonely ranches of the
West, the name of the Danite Band or the Avenging Angels is a sinister
and ill-omened one.” Conan Doyle added another twist to the my-
thology of polygamy when he charged that Church leaders kidnapped
women for their harems.

The polygamy question now led to one of the most sweeping epi-
sodes of religious persecution in American history. From 1862, federal
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antipolygamy laws threatened the whole legal basis of the religion and
invalidated Utah laws sanctioning multiple marriage. After the Civil
War, the federal government had even less tolerance for regions claim-
ing the right to defend local traditions that violated national law. Ap-
pealing to this centralizing principle, critics of polygamy cited the prac-

’

tice as Utah’s “peculiar institution,” a phrase that recalled southern
slavery. In 1878, Protestant women formed an Anti-Polygamy Society,
explicitly modeled on the old Anti-Slavery Society. The traditional re-
ligious critique of polygamy was now reinforced by a feminist assault
on the male subjugation of women.?

The religious freedom issue found its way to the U.S. Supreme
Court, which had recently ruled in 1871 that “[t}he law knows no
heresy, and is committed to the support of no dogma, the establishment
of no sect.”” However, that case, Watson v. Jones, had concerned a
theological squabble within an established denomination, namely the
Presbyterians; the laissez-faire principle was not extended to new sects.
In 1879, the Court overruled objections that antipolygamy statutes vi-
olated the constitutional freedom of religion, affirming in the case of
Reynolds v. U.S. the principle that religious freedom extended only to
belief, not to action. *“Congress was deprived of all legislative power
over mere opinion, but was left free to reach actions which were in
violation of social duties or subversive of good order.”

New federal measures fought polygamy with draconian policies
that made serious inroads into traditional constitutional and legal pro-
tections, and that brought the federal government deep into the busi-
ness of enforcing religious orthodoxy. The Edmunds Act of 1882
declared polygamy a felony and made polygamous “‘unlawful cohabi-
tation”” a misdemeanor. The law disfranchised polygamists, excluded
them from public office or jury service, and banned most Mormons
from participating in the government of a territory in which they
made up 85 percent of the population. Polygamist exclusion was en-
forced by test oaths, and in 1887, a new law demanded that wives tes-
tify against their husbands. Mormon leaders were arrested or forced to
flee, and some 1,300 men were convicted under the Edmunds law. The
Church of the Latter-Day Saints was disincorporated and its property
escheated to the United States. The crisis ended only in 1890, when
Mormon President Wilford Woodruff declared that he had received
a revelation ending polygamy at least as earthly practice (Mormon
men could still enjoy plural wives in the afterlife). This change of doc-
trine paved the way for Utah’s admission as a state in 1896,
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though the traditional anti-Mormon polemic would often resurface in
the new century.

Attacking the Communes

The communes were also attracting critical interest in these years. Since
the 1840s, various communes had been rent by accusations that they
were being usurped by dictatorial and authoritarian self-appointed spir-
itual elites. Even in the liberated Transcendentalist group at Fruitlands,
women members charged that overweening male leaders trampled their
rights. In 1875, Charles Nordhoff, in The Communistic Societies of the
United States, published sympathetic accounts of groups as diverse as
the Zoarites, Icarians, and Shakers. Nordhoff nevertheless raised trou-
bling questions about the fate of the individual will and personality in
such settings and about the lack of privacy. He also described one of
the harrowing group criticism meetings by means of which the Oneida
group maintained internal order.?> Though still a long way from the
charges of brainwashing that would be directed against the cults of the
1970s, critics of the communes cited Nordhoff’s account to show that
group pressure could produce disturbing changes in personality—and
possibly mental instability.

Of much more concern to the critics was the liberated sexual am-
bience at Oneida, which encouraged the idea that ““commune’” was sim-
ply a code word for group sex. By 1870, the press was denouncing the
commune for its depravity: surveying press reports about themselves,
the Oneida community’s news sheet reported, “The word filth, with
its derivatives filthy, filthiness, etc, occurs nine times; abomination,
abominable, etc, six times; depravity, depraved, etc, six times; lust four
times; blasphemy three times; licentiousness three times; bestial, foul,
and horrible, each twice.”” Pubescent youngsters were encouraged to
enter freely into the communal sex life, and community head J. H.
Noyes was often the one to offer sexual initiation to girls of twelve or
thirteen. Given the contemporary age-of-consent laws, this was not
necessarily criminal in itself, but there was always the danger of other
sex-related charges, like fornication. By 1879, the clergy and media
were pressing for prosecution: using an ominous analogy, a Syracuse
newspaper saw ‘‘the Oneida Community as far worse in their practices
than the polygamists of Utah.”?* In résponse, Noyes suddenly abdicated
from Oneida and fled to Canada.

Two years later, the commune received more scandalous publicity
when one of its alumni assassinated President Garfield. The culprit,



FALSE PROPHETS AND DELUDED SUBJECTS

Charles Guiteau, had been a member of the Oneida group from 1860
to 1866, leaving in part because of the impossibility of finding sexual
partners. In 1867 he launched a moralistic campaign against Oneida
and its alleged vices. Adding to the “/cult’” element of the assassination,
Guiteau was a profound believer in spiritualism, and he blamed the
spirits for motivating him to undertake the key decisions of his life,
including the attack on Garfield. In the ensuing trial, Guiteau’s reli-
gious fanaticism was cited as a textbook example of the conditions
likely to drive a person to violent insanity.?

Other commune leaders were haunted by sexual allegations. One
such was Thomas Lake Harris, whose career on the religious fringe
spanned the second half of the nineteenth century. Originally a spiri-
tualist and a Swedenborgian minister, he operated a series of com-
munes from 1850 onwards and led a sect known as the Brotherhood
of the New Life, which he ruled autocratically as “Man, Seer, Adept,
and Avatar.”” Harris preached a complex sexual mysticism that pre-
sumed the existence of both masculine and feminine divine spirits: be-
lievers were urged to find their spiritual “counterparts’” with whom
they would beget spiritual offspring. Though commune members ap-
parently lived in strict chastity, tales of orgies, wife swapping, ritual
nudity, and child molestation followed the Brotherhood from the late
1860s onwards. Also criticized was the practice of breaking up earthly
families and removing children from their parents. Perhaps to escape
the scrutiny of the New York newspapers, Harris’s group migrated to
northern California in 1875, but through the 1880s, the sect was riven
by personal feuds, in which each faction publicly denounced its rivals
as fanatics. A delighted press picked up the ensuing scandals, reporting
on orgies in the Santa Rosa commune and charging that Harris used
his hypnotic powers to control his followers and victims. In 1892, the
San Francisco Wave stated that “'his religion is just a trifle worse than
Mormonism . . . the place is an idealized house of sin, a den of iniq-
uitous debauchees, whose only religion is the satisfaction of the pas-
sions, where there are no ties of affection, and where both sexes of one
family bed together like dogs in a kennel.”"?

The Crisis of Spiritualism
Another new religious system that now found itself under attack was
spiritualism, which predictably boomed following the Civil War, as
thousands of grieving families sought to contact their lost loved
ones. Religious critics had long attacked the movement as criminal
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necromancy, charging that spirit manifestations were the work of de-
ceptive demons. The new critique was strictly secular and practical,
branding spiritualism as a blatant confidence trick. The movement was
discredited by copious evidence of fraudulent mediums, particularly the
racket in spirit photography, in which photographic images were
crudely retouched to suggest the presence of a ghost. The pioneer of
this process went on trial in 1869. In 1882, the Society for Psychical
Research was formed, and it publicized the extensive evidence of trick-
ery and deception it found among the vast majority of the mediums it
examined. Deriding mediums became a literary cliché: in 1883, Twain’s
Life on the Mississippi offered a transcript of a seance in which the
medium characteristically spoke in utter generalities, omitting any con-
crete fact that might have proved the truth of communication from the
beyond. By the 1880s, spiritualism had to a large extent lost its niche
in high society, and a Henry James character could scoff at the pro-
gressive subculture of Boston’s ““witches and wizards, mediums and
spirit rappers, and roaring radicals.””

The reaction against spiritualism culminated with several develop-
ments from 1887 to 1888. The most damaging involved Margaret Fox,
one of the two girls who had been at the center of the original visitation
at Hydesville forty years previously. On joining the Catholic Church,
Fox published a full confession of ““this horrible deception” perpetrated
by her sister and herself. The mysterious knocks and clicks had been
quite material things, which the girls had done by rapping with their
feet, or manipulating the joints in their toes and fingers. Margaret
demonstrated the whole technique to a journalist for Pulitzer’s New
York World, for whom she was able to summon forth answers from
the great beyond. Among other things, she produced the spirits of
Napoleon Bonaparte and Abraham Lincoln, and Napoleon obligingly
stated, through rapping, that he had known the journalist well, eighty
years before. Although she would later recant her recantation, the
whole affair was ruinous. In 1888, a sensational New York trial resulted
in the imprisonment of medium Ann O’Delia Diss Debar, for attempt-
ing to defraud a client.?

About the same time, the University of Pennsylvania published the
results of an investigative commission that had been established with
funds left by Henry Seybert, who had wished to see the truth of spir-
itualist claims established for the public record. The Seybert commis-
sion was made up of ten open-minded scholars, who worked for three
years witnessing some of the best-known mediums of the day. Even
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under these optimum conditions, spiritualism could not be verified: “In
every case with but one exception the result was either a blank seance,
a positive failure, or a deliberate cheat.” Margaret Fox easily convinced
the commission that she had been faking her claims, and shortly af-
terwards the Fox story was reported in a book with the optimistic title
The Death-Blow to Spiritualism. It was no such thing, and a new Na-
tionalist Spiritualist Alliance of Churches was formally organized in
1893, but the movement’s popularity reached a low ebb at the turn of
the century.” In 1898, an Episcopalian critic claimed to “see in spiri-
tualism nothing but useless and profitless imposition, deceit and trick-
ery, accompanied by most mercenary motives. Moreover, even if these
mediums are influenced by spiritualistic powers, they are the forces of
darkness, not of the light.””*

Theosophy

A similar scepticism extended to sects with practices akin to spiritual-
ism, like Theosophy. The Theosophical Society was formed in New
York City in 1875 by Helena P. Blavatsky and Henry Olcott, both of
whom had a long-standing interest in seances and mediumship: the
two leaders met when both came to the defense of two allegedly bogus
mediums. As outlined in Blavatsky’s influential books Isis Unveiled
(1877) and The Secret Doctrine (1888), the Theosophical movement
integrated spiritualist ideas with a great deal of Hindu and Buddhist
thought, including the theories of karma and reincarnation. The move-
ment also offered an extensive history of human civilizations dating
back millions of years through the time of Atlantis, incorporating the
stories of many lost races and civilizations. Blavatsky claimed to have
obtained her wisdom in hidden lamaseries in Tibet and central Asia,
where she had found secret texts like the (imaginary) Stanzas of
Dzyan. She also relied on material channeled from great supernatural
Masters, members of the Great White Brotherhood, a select club that
included Jesus, the Buddha, Confucius, Mesmer, and Cagliostro, as well
as real-life occultists she had consulted over the years.

Theosophy was enjoying a global boom by the early 1880s and its
ideas would have a profound influence on all subsequent occultism, but
the movement entered a period of crisis in 1884 with a series of scan-
dals. There were the usual mediumistic tricks and equally embarrassing
was the leadership’s use of letters supposedly channeled from higher
spiritual realms. The contents of these letters provided all-too-
convenient ammunition for internal factional squabbles. Blavatsky’s
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other difficulties involved the living Masters, whom she had exalted
into mythological supernatural beings: “Mahatmas, who . . . could hold
the Mount Meru on the tip of their finger, and fly to and fro in their
bodies at their will, and who were . . . more gods on earth than a God
in Heaven could be.” The discovery that these individuals were all too
human led to general disappointment among the group’s followers, but
critics were delighted.”

Theosophy also suffered from troubling charges of literary fraud and
plagiarism, of the sort that were continually directed against the Mor-
mon scriptures. Reviewers pointed out that if in fact ascended Masters
or Mahatmas had assisted Blavatsky in writing her great spiritual texts,
then they had a nasty tendency to plagiarism. One scholar claimed to
demonstrate that everything in the pioneering Theosophical text Isis
Unveiled was derived from a corpus of about a hundred books, all
available to the supposed channeller, Madame Blavatsky. The Masters
also demonstrated a remarkable ignorance of Indian culture and tended
to rely on modern popularizations. In 1898, the magazine Contempo-
rary Literature attacked the founder of Theosophy in a biting article
entitled ‘Madame Blavatsky and Her Dupes.””?

The Media and the Cults

During the latter years of the nineteenth century, the climate for the
new sects became chillier as the news media became more sensational
in tone, finding rich material in the religious fringe. When, for in-
stance, a murder case could be linked to religious extremism, it was
interpreted as the outcome of cult fanaticism rather than simple insan-
ity. In 1879, a brutal child murder in Pocasset, Massachusetts, was
reported in a contemporary pamphlet, The Victim of a Father’s Fanat-
icism! According to this account of ““the Pocasset fanatics . . . Charles
Freeman, the ‘second Adventist,” imagining himself another Abraham,
slays his little daughter, offering up his darling child as a human
sacrifice!’’?

American journalism experienced a revolution in the 1880s, inau-
gurated by Joseph Pulitzer’s acquisition of the New York World in
1883. The Pulitzer press pioneered the modern era of crusading ex-
posés, the “‘new journalism,” also known less flatteringly as “yellow
journalism.” The tradition was pushed to cven greater lengths after
William Randolph Hearst bought the New York Journal in 1895. The
phenomenal success of the World and the Journal inspired other press
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lords across the nation: the number of daily newspapers in the United
States rose from 574 in 1870 to 2,600 by 1909, their combined circu-
lation from 2.6 million to 24.2 million. Both Hearst and Pulitzer chains
made campaigns against cults and bogus religions a staple of their cov-
erage, so that any new claims to divine inspiration could expect to be
greeted with the debunking zeal that had been directed against The-
osophy and spiritualism. Happy was the newspaper that had within its
market area an eccentric commune ready to be investigated and exposed
during slow news periods. Some papers developed a minor specializa~
tion in cult debunking, above all the New York World, but also the
Los Angeles Times and the San Francisco Examiner (the Examiner was
another Hearst organ). In the first decade of the new century, the
Brooklyn Daily Eagle successively declared war upon Christian Science,
the Emmanuel Movement, and the Watch Tower Society.™

The media found a continuing stream of ludicrous and scandalous
material in various sects, some of which recalled the great days of
communal expansion.*® One controversial figure was John Alexander
Dowie, who practiced spiritual healing until in 1895, when he was de-
nounced by the Chicago Tribune for unlicensed practice of medicine.
By 1901, he had founded a theocratic commune at Zion City, Ilinois,
and declared himself Elijah the Restorer; he believed that the earth was
flat and was described as a “paranoiac swindler.” The affairs of Zion
City offered lively scandal to the press until the settlement was finally
burned to the ground in 1937.%

Just as eccentric as Dowie was Dr. Cyrus R. Teed, who adopted a
range of quasi-Hindu and reincarnationist beliefs. He also preached that
the world was hollow and that we are living within it. Teed developed
a colony of true believers at the Church Triumphant in Florida, where
he took the messianic name Koresh, recalling the Hebrew title of the
biblical king Cyrus. He survived until 1906, becoming something of a
tourist attraction in the Fort Myers area, where his sect survived into
the 1940s. After his death, his disciples kept watch over his body in
expectation of his resurrection, giving up only when he showed un-
mistakable signs of decomposition. The same story about followers ex-
pecting a deceased messiah to arise is told of several other groups in
this era, suggesting that the motif had become a media cliché: it had
been applied to Ann Lee and also appears in the context of Thomas
Lake Harris and Benjamin Purnell.”

Apart from depicting cult leaders as cranks, news stories also rein-
forced images of sexual excess and immorality. Even the new sect of
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Christian Science was blamed for dividing families and encouraging
vice, and by 1890, “‘the odium of increasing divorce and domestic al-
ienation the land over was often attributed to Christian Science.””* The
lurid publicity surrounding the Mormon polygamists was reinforced
by other instances of “love cults” and “sex cults,”
underage girls. One such affair in Oregon culminated in 1906 when
the outraged relatives of a young victim murdered a self-proclaimed
Elijah the Prophet, after he had drawn dozens of local girls and women

often involving

into his messianic cult.”®

Much more substantial was the House of David group, which pro-
vided a remarkable link with the most extreme sectarian movements
of the eighteenth century. The movement traced its spiritual ancestry
to the revelations of Joanna Southcott, the English prophetess of the
17903, who claimed to be the first in a sequence of Divine Messengers
who would usher in the End Times. By the 1890s, the Flying Rollers
(or Israelites) had formed a communal settlement headed by Michael
Mills of Detroit. At the turn of the century, however, Mills went the
way of many other messiahs and was convicted of the statutory rape
of a young colony member during a religious rite. The publicity ignited
a scandal that forced the colony out of Detroit amidst threats of lynch-
ing, and newspaper headlines about A Bestial Religion”” and the
““Long-Haired Prince of Darkness.””* Not for the last time, the Detroit
and Chicago newspapers could rejoice at the presence of the House of
David in their readership area.

At just the same time as the Mills affair, the Los Angeles Times
determined on a crusade against its own local cultists, namely the The-
osophical commune Katherine Tingley had founded at Point Loma,
near San Diego. In 1901, accusing the Theosophists of conducting
“weird orgies,” the paper offered headlines like “Outrages at Point
Loma Exposed by an Escape’” and “Women and Children Starved and
Treated Like Convicts. Thrilling Rescue.”” The Times reported how at
midnight the pilgrims, “in their nightrobes, each holding a torch,”
went to a sacred spot on the Point Loma peninsular where “gross im-
moralities were practised by the disciples of spookism.””*! Tingley suc-
cessfully sued the paper for libel and used the threat of legal sanctions
repeatedly against later challenges from other powerful papers, includ-
ing the New York World. Even so, the affair illustrates the emergence
of what had come to be a potent cliché of cults and communes, which
in the public mind already evoked “gross immoralities” and “thrilling
rescues.”’
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The intensity of the criticism directed against fringe religions did not
necessarily impede their growth or discourage the emergence of ever
newer ones. As we will see, the 1880s were an exciting time of growth
for the new movements promising spiritual healing, which coalesced
into the church of Christian Science and the various schools of New
Thought, while occult and Theosophical groups also prospered. But all
the emerging movements faced deep hostility from the media and other
critics, who now lumped the new creeds together under the suspicious
title of “cult.”
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Anti-Christian Cults?
The Christian Sects, 1890—1930

There is no separation between your soul and the soul of the universe.
In the deepest sense, you are the great universal soul. ... Man is God
incarnate.

Ralph Waldo Trine

he first literature to attack cults under that particular name was
primarily aimed at fighting heresy, rather than suppressing any
secular damage wrought by the fringe movements. In most
books on cults published from the turn of the century into the 1960s,
the largest share of space is devoted to movements that generally
viewed themselves as Christian and eventually would be recognized as
respectable denominations: Christian Science and New Thought groups,
the Latter-Day Saints, apocalyptic sects like the Jehovah’s Witnesses
and Seventh Day Adventists, and Pentecostal churches. Much of the
writing on cults was undertaken by Christian writers attacking other
Christians (although the critics were usually challenging the credentials
of the newer sects to bear the label ““Christian”’}. The small sects were
attacked because they were theologically wrong, not because they were
subversive “sex cults,” still less because of any violent associations.
With so many more eccentric groups around, it is surprising to find
such continued dedication to fighting the supposed sectarian menace.
But in the context of the time, the sects were espousing quite radical
ideas, and some were arguably venturing into the realm of the occult.
Some influential movements were making troubling claims about the
divinization of humanity, contradicting the fundamental beliefs of
Western monotheism. In the Judaeo-Christian scheme, the rank of de-
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ity is uniquely exalted: since God is the absolute and eternal force that
created the world and sustains it, any human claim to such a rank is
ipso facto evidence of delusion or megalomania. Terms like ““messiah”
and ““son of God’’ are regarded as unique ranks beyond the aspiration
of any mere mortal. In other religious traditions, however, godhood
can be more accessible. In Chinese religions, in Hinduism, or in the
religions of Classical Greece or Rome, an individual might attain divine
status in life or be elevated to it after death, while for pantheists, every
living thing shares a portion of divinity. Partly under Asian influence,
a number of American sects in the late nineteenth century were
crossing that perilous boundary between the human and the divine.

Concern about the Christian sects must also be explained in terms
of the scale of the respective movements: while a typical occult school
of the 1920s might at best have attracted a few hundred adherents,
groups like Christian Science and the Latter Day Saints already had
memberships in the hundreds of thousands. The new movements were
showing impressive signs of growth, which became evident during each
religious census. According to one cult critic comparing 1926 to 1916,
““the Christian Scientists show an increase of 67 percent, the Spiritu-
alists 74 percent, the Mormons 21 percent, the Theosophists 27 percent,
the Pillar of Fire group 116 percent.” Conversely, many mainstream
churches were relatively static in their membership or actually de-
clined.! If the sects were indeed outside true Christianity, if they were
“anti-Christian cults,” then this was an alarming example of a dechris-
tianizing trend.

Attacking the supposed cults was a useful exercise for mainstream
critics because the polemic reinforced the position of orthodoxy within
the major denominations. Attacking the excesses of Jehovah’s Wit-
nesses or Pentecostals helped channel and contain premillenarian im-
pulses within evangelical groups. Similarly, exposing the heterodox
concepts of God and Christ held by Christian Science served to restrain
overliberal theorizing within the regular churches. Once a position
could be defined as cultlike, it became difficult to hold it within an
established denomination: nobody wanted to be seen as espousing an
“~ism’’ named for a particular leader and wanted even less to be viewed
as a Holy Roller. By saying that these groups were non-Christian cults,
the orthodox were declaring definitively what Christianity was, mark-
ing where the limits of that religion lay, and restricting the scope of
possible theological exploration. Depicting cults as an external Other
reasserted doctrinal boundaries in a time of religious ferment.

47



48

MYSTICS AND MESSIAHS

Imagining Cults

At the end of the nineteenth century, the emerging sects were increas-
ingly treated as a united social phenomenon, even as a distinguishing
sign of the age (though it is an open question whether the number of
new sects was any greater than in earlier eras). For Christians, the rise
of such movements had apocalyptic overtones, as Jesus had listed
among the signs warning of the end of the world the coming of ‘“false
Christs and false prophets [who] will show signs and wonders.” Apoc-
alyptic hopes and fears were intense as the world entered a new cen-
tury, which witnessed a wave of exposé literature directed at Christian
Science, Theosophy, and other movements. In 1889, a book on Modern
Messiahs and Wonder Workers discussed, among others, Ann Lee, Jo-
seph Smith, Thomas Lake Harris, and Madame Blavatsky. J. V. Coombs
offered a similar survey of the “false faiths of to-day” in his Religious
Delusions, with its sections on “Mormonism,” */Spiritualism,” **Ad-
ventism,”” *’New Thought,”” and “Christian Science.” In 1917, the com-
prehensive Timely Warnings provided “’[a] brief critical examination
in the light of the Holy Scriptures of some of the prevailing heresies
and false teachings of today.”

Around 1900, too, the term ““cult’” replaced the older polemical lan-
guage of delusions, fanatics, enthusiasts, and impostors. The word has
several distinct meanings. In its original Latin sense, cultus simply
implied a religion or a type of religious practice, and this sense was
adopted into English to signify a religious denomination or a particular
tradition of worship. Scholars still speak of the cult of relics, the cult
of the Virgin, and the cult of saints, while modern archaeologists
might describe a temple site as cultic in nature, and in none of these
phrases is there any suggestion of savagery, fanaticism, or charismatic
leadership.

The new and more hostile meaning of the word derived from grow-
ing Western contact with non-Christian and polytheist religions in Asia
and Africa, which were presented in the West in terms of primitive
idolatry and ritual violence. This theme was exemplified by the Indian
Thugs, a ritual murder sect suppressed by British forces in the 1830s
and 1840s: the stereotype of thuggish fanaticism is neatly captured in
the famous 1939 film Gunga Din. A pioneering account of Tibetan
Buddhism, published in 18gs, told of Lamaism with Its Mystic Cults.?
The term “voodoo cult,” well-established at the turn of the century,
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suggested what contemporaries saw as the primitive pagan superstition
preserved by people of African descent in the Caribbean and the Amer-
ican South, with all the attendant implications of orgies and blood rit-
uals.* In both Asian and African cases, a racist subtext implied that
such practices and superstitions were typical of the various lesser breeds
without the law, and unfitting for advanced, rational Europeans, who
could only be drawn to such primitive beliefs through a kind of ata-
vism. Cults implied extravagant personal devotion to a leader or spir-
itual teacher, and it was in this sense that late-nineteenth-century
Americans extended the concept semiseriously to literary fanaticism,
in phrases like ““the cult of Poe” or “the cult of Shakespeare.”

These exotic connotations were now attached to innovative domestic
sects, implying that these too were bizarre, exotic, and non-Christian
and were unfit for intelligent (white) believers. An academic study pub-
lished in 1905 noted that practices like spiritualism and faith healing,
which naive whites believed to be so progressive, had in fact been pi-
oneered among Native American movements like the Ghost Dance and
the so-called Indian Shakers, dismissively termed “‘cults.” Apparently
the first book title to use the word in its modern sense was the 1898
study of Anti-Christian Cults by A. H. Barrington, an Episcopal min-
ister in Wisconsin. His work was “/[a]n attempt to show that Spiritu-
alism, Theosophy, and Christian Science are devoid of supernatural
powers and are contrary to the Christian religion.””>

The date 1898 is doubly suggestive. During this year, the climax of
the British wars in the Sudan meant that the news was full of the
messianic figure of the Mahdi, together with his fanatical dervish fol-
lowers. For Americans, the year also marked the acquisition of an Asian
colonial empire, and the churches were excited at the new opportunities
for making converts to evangelical Christianity, which had long been
seen as a primary component of American national destiny. Orthodox
believers had been horrified, however, to witness throughout the 1890s
not the subjection of non-Christian creeds, but the importation into
the United States of Asian-derived and mystical ideas. Hindu ideas and
Vedanta mysticism both enjoyed a huge vogue in the United States
following the World Parliament of Religions held in Chicago in 1893.
It was in these years that swamis and Hindu teachers became the fa-
miliar feature of the religious fringe that they would remain through-
out the coming century. Theosophy and New Thought were at their
height exactly in the mid-18g0s. When Theosophists founded their
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Point Loma settlement in 1899, the Protestant clergy of nearby San
Diego were horrified to find ““a defunct Hinduism landed at our very
doors.”"¢

The formulation of the cult problem owed much to anti-Asian sen-
timent, which was running high in the United States at the turn of the
century and drew little distinction between the peoples of East and
South Asia. Asian immigration into the United States was restricted
by the discriminatory Oriental Exclusion Acts, passed in the 1880s and
made permanent in 1902. The term ““yellow peril”” dates from 1895,
when a notorious cartoon of that name depicted the white nations gaz-
ing in alarm at the sinister figure of a monstrous Buddha arising from
the Orient. In 1900, U.S. forces were at war in two separate Asian
theaters, in combat against the Boxer rebels in China and the native
revolutionaries in the Philippines. After the Russo-Japanese war of
1905, Americans began to perceive a significant military threat from
Japan.” In popular culture, the character of the evil Chinese genius Fu
Manchu first appeared in a novel published in 1913. These noxious
stereotypes pervade early American discussions of emerging religions
and cults.

Cults Versus Christianity

Against this troubling background, anticult books became a flourishing
genre in the new century. They usually targeted the same range of
movements. In 1906, a Denver minister published his sermon on Chris-
tian Science Examined ... The New Cult, and a 1908 pamphlet dis~
cussed The Emmanuel Movement: A Brief History of the New Cult
(this movement was an Episcopalian attempt to provide medical healing
within the framework of the church as a counterweight to Christian
Science). In 1918, a tract on the “cult phenomenon” bore the title In
the Cult Kingdom: Mormonism, Eddyism and Russellism. Using terms
like “’Eddyism’’ for Christian Science suggested irrational personal de-
votion to the movement’s charismatic founder, Mary Baker Eddy, the
sort of loyalty that an African or Asian might show for a spiritual
leader. Other Western movements were likewise defined in terms of
personalities and their “’-isms’’: the Watch Tower movement (the later
Jehovah’s Witnesses) became “Russellism’” after its founder, while the
new Oxford Group would be called “Buchmanism.”’®

For critics, a sect’s dependence on a human leader was associated
with the claim to possess new inspired scriptures intended to be set
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aside the Bible, or even to replace it. This was one of the worst atrocities
charged against any cult, from Christian Science through the Children
of God, and any boast of new inspiration was a sure sign that a new
group was heretical and cultish. The enterprise of disproving divine
inspiration often focused on debunking such new scriptures and seeking
to show that these texts were in fact drawn from preexisting materials.
Much ink was spilled trying to prove that Christian Science derived its
sacred writings through plagiarism, that Mormons acquired their texts
through the inventions of one man, that Jehovah’s Witnesses altered
the Bible text at will to fit their tortured theology, and that Theosoph-
ical scriptures had only fraudulent claims to inspiration. Mary Baker
Eddy, Ellen G. White, Joseph Smith, and Madame Blavatsky were all
dismissed as plagiarists on a vast scale. The underlying assumption was
that a text that drew heavily on literary predecessors must be merely
a human invention; this represents a distinctly modern and Western
attitude to the process of literary construction. Christians contrasted
the supposed forgeries of the new sects with their own claim to the
one immaculate, inspired text of their Bible, which had withstood the
test of the centuries. Conservative critics thus asserted the absolute
truth and reliability of the Christian Scriptures, conveniently ignoring
contemporary scholarly attacks on those same writings.

At least until the 1960s, the majority of books concerning cults fol-
lowed this same pattern, comprising Christian, and usually evangelical,
attacks on other Christian and Christian-derived movements. Standard
books on cults included J. K. Van Baalen’s much imitated The Chaos
of Cults: A Study in Present-Day ‘Isms (1938) and Anthony A. Hoe-
kema’s 1963 work, The Four Major Cults, which studies Christian Sci-
ence, the Jehovah's Witnesses, Mormonism, and Seventh-Day Ad-
ventism.” In 1965, the longest chapter of Walter Martin’s classic
Kingdom of the Cults still concerned the Jehovah’s Witnesses, while a
hundred-page appendix was devoted to debating whether Adventism
could legitimately be ascribed cult status. Martin thought not, but
many disagreed, one point of controversy being whether the works of
founder Ellen G. White were exalted by the Adventists to the scriptural
level of a Third Testament.

Among the many sins of the new sects was their deceptive claim to
orthodoxy. While no potential recruit was likely to confuse Theosophy
or an occult group for a Christian denomination, other sects explicitly
presented themselves as Christian. This aroused the fury of orthodox
commentators, who pointed out exactly how sects deviated from
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traditional norms. Cults were to be feared because they sailed under
false colors, and their misrepresentations threatened to mislead the un-
wary. The very name of Christian Science asserted its claim to the
inheritance of Jesus, as did that of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-
Day Saints. Explicit anti-Christian polemic or violence could be dealt
with overtly, but the cults were threatening subversion from within.
For Walter Martin, the doyen of evangelical anticult critics, all the cult
leaders had one thing in common: “they take Biblical Christianity and
change it into a clever counterfeit of the real thing.”” Cultism meant
“’the adherence to doctrines which are pointedly contradictory to or-
thodox Christianity and which yet claim the distinction of either trac-
ing their origin to orthodox sources, or of being in essential harmony
with those sources.””'* As Van Baalen complained in 1938, ““When Sev-
enth Day Adventists and Russellites lecture against evolution, when
Mormons condemn the evil of divorce, and Buchmanites stress the need
for a religious experience in a time of much dead orthodoxy, much
error may be slipped in with much truth.”"

For their Christian critics, the cults fell short of full or authentic
Christianity. In 1928, Charles Ferguson tried to convey the scope of
the cult problem when he noted that of 140 newspaper advertisements
for religious services in Manhattan, ““fully half had to do with cults
and sects of cults bearing no relation to any form of orthodox Chris-
tianity.”"? The loaded word here is “orthodox,” which for Ferguson,
as for many contemporaries, excluded Christian Science, the Watch
Tower, and the Mormons. The evangelical magazine Christianity To-
day lamented in a 1960 editorial, ““The cults know no Triune God, no
incarnate Word, no vicarious sacrifice, and no risen Savior in the sense
of historical Biblical theology.”"?

The critics thus took a narrow view of the limits of “true’” Chris-
tianity, and specified that anything outside this was un-Christian and
cultish. This enabled them not only to attack the cults, but to score
rhetorical points in internal struggles between conservatives and lib-
erals within the major churches. Many of the distinctive ideas held by
the cults were also espoused by a wide range of Christians within the
mainstream denominations, as theological modernists tried to reconcile
Christianity with the insights of Bible criticism and of recent scientific
discoveries, especially evolution. By the early twentieth century, mod-
ernists within the churches had serious doubts about the Trinity, the
Incarnation, the Resurrection, and the doctrine of Atonement, and
much of what evangelicals considered “‘historical Biblical theology.”
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Between 1890 and 1930, modernists made rapid advances in key sem-
inaries and denominational hierarchies, and wars between modernists
and fundamentalists were raging in many churches. Conservatives re-
sponded by publishing the series of tracts known as the Fundamentals
(1910-15), and the first congress of the newly christened ‘‘fundamen-
talists”” occurred in 1920.* These events help us to understand both
the vigor and the chronology of the anticult reaction, and particularly
the focus on visible new sects like Christian Science and the Watch
Tower.

Ostensibly attacking cults, conservative polemicists were also con-
fronting their liberal rivals. In a classic example of guilt by association,
Van Baalen concluded his attack on the customary range of cult targets
(Mormons, Adventists, Jehovah’s Witnesses) with a chapter on Uni-
tarianism and Modernism, implying that modernist thinkers like Harry
Emerson Fosdick and the liberal Christian Century were cultish rebels
against orthodox Christianity quite as much as the better-known
heresiarchs. For evangelicals like Reuben Torrey, speaking in 1918, the
anti-Christian and diabolical forces at work in the contemporary world
included not just the cults, like Christian Science, occultism, and The-
osophy, but also modernist German theology.” Conservatives were ar-
guing that liberal Christianity had betrayed the religion’s vital doc-
trines, leaving only a vague ecumenism, and thereby had opened the
door to seductive superstitions, whether Asian or occult. As so often
before and since, cults were such attractive targets because they were
so rhetorically useful.

Mind-Cure

Throughout the first half of the century, the primary target of cult
critics was Christian Science, together with the associated mind-cure
movements generally known as New Thought. These are the original
cults in the modern sense of the word. When Glenn G. Atkins pub-
lished a survey of Modern Religious Cults and Movements in 1923,
over half the book was devoted to Christian Science and New Thought.
In the Reader’s Guide to Periodical Literature, the topic heading “Cult”
made its debut that same year, with a citation to an article in the Nation
on the same two movements.'¢

Christian Science and New Thought both emerged from a common
intellectual background in mid-nineteenth-century New England, and
they shared many influences from an older mystical and magical fringe,
including Swedenborgian teachings, Mesmerism, and Transcendental-
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ism. The central figure and prophet of the emerging synthesis was
Phineas P. Quimby, ‘the John the Baptist of Christian Science,”” whose
faith-healing work began in 1838. Quimby and his followers taught
the overwhelming importance of thought in shaping reality, a message
that was crucial for healing. If disease existed only as thought, then
only by curing the mind could the body be set right: disease was a
matter of wrong belief.””

The most important of the sects preaching these principles was
Christian Science, founded by Mary Baker Eddy, whose text Science
and Health (1875) acquired scriptural status. She was deeply influenced
by Quimby, to the extent that she would face continuing controversy
over her alleged plagiarisms, but she may also have drawn on even
older heterodox traditions, notably Shakerism. There had been a Shaker
colony near her childhood home, and like Eddy, the Shakers venerated
their ““Father and Mother in Heaven.” Shakers also held that ““sickness
is called devil—we must fight and overcome it.”'® In 1879, Eddy
founded the First Church of Christ, Scientist, in Boston, and the move-
ment grew rapidly. From only 27 Christian Scientists in 1880, there
were 8,724 a decade later, 66,000 by 1906, and 200,000 by 1926. The
rate of growth slowed at that point, but by 1936 the church had 269,000
members. Throughout the first half of the century, the largest concen-
tration of churches would always be in California, but the movement
had an impressive national distribution, with pockets of strength across
the Midwest and West. Mark Twain resorted to the familiar Muslim
analogy when in 1899 he suggested that Eddy’s movement might make
“the most formidable show that any new religion has made in the
world since the birth and spread of Mohammedanism, and that within
a century from now it may stand second to Rome only, in numbers
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and power in Christendom.

New Thought
Other healing movements grew up alongside Eddy’s church. These
were formed by dissident Christian Scientists, by some former pupils
of Quimby, and by other thinkers exploring the same range of ideas,
which collectively flourished as the “‘Boston craze” of the 1880s. For-
mer Eddy student Emma Curtis Hopkins founded the movement that
would later be known as New Thought. The various emerging groups
held national gatherings through the 1890s, culminating in a national
convention in 1899. An International New Thought Alliance was
formed in 1914, and by the 1940s, some eighteen distinct New Thought
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sects and churches were operating, bearing names like the Institute of
Religious Science, Metaphysical School of Health, and Church of Ad-
vanced Thought.

A few of these movements went on to success in their own right.
Among the more influential were Divine Science and the Unity School,
both of which date from 1889.2° Under the leadership of Charles and
Myrtle Fillmore, Unity flourished through its exploitation of modern
techniques of marketing and advertising. [t was by the 1920s “an enor-
mous mail order concern dispensing health and happiness on the large
scale of modern business enterprise. It is mass production in religion
and its work is carried on shrewdly and systematically.”?* Through the
twentieth century, Unity provided emergency spiritual assistance for
anyone seeking aid by telephone or through the mails. A splendid
headquarters complex near Kansas City was formally opened in 1927.

Though they agreed on many basic principles, the various therapeu-
tic schools differed as to the relationship of mind and matter: New
Thought groups believed in the paramount role of mind in controlling
matter, while Christian Science preached an absolute idealism, alto-
gether denying the existence of matter. For Eddy, "“Mortal existence is
a dream; mortal existence has no real entity, but saith, ‘It is 1" ” Still,
the schools were at one on fundamentals, in their optimism, and the
belief in the divinization of humanity. A healthy mind and body were
to be achieved by recognizing the oneness of our human lives with the
life of God, a point suggested by the title of Ralph Waldo Trine’s best-
selling In Tune with the Infinite (1897).22 If men and women all partook
of the divine, could they not in a sense claim to be God? Similar ideas
underlay most of the subsequent occult and New Age movements that
were so pervasively influenced by New Thought, from the assertion of
godhood by leaders like Father Divine and Wallace Fard to the glori-
fication of the “"Mighty I AM” presence by the sect of that name.

New Thought was syncretistic and drew on religious and philosoph-
ical traditions well outside Christian orthodoxy. From its foundation in
1889, Charles Fillmore’s magazine, Modern Thought, offered articles
on ‘‘spiritualism, Unitarianism, rosicrucianism, transcendentalism,
Christian Science and New Thought,” and his theological system in-
cluded reincarnation. Among the influences on mind-cure, William
James listed “‘the four Gospels; another is Emersonianism or New En-
gland Transcendentalism; another is Berkeleyan idealism; another is
spiritism, with its messages of ‘law’” and ‘progress’ and ‘development’;
another the optimistic popular science evolutionism ... and finally,
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Hinduism has contributed a strain.”” Though New Thought prefigured
modern-day therapy movements, it was also rooted in older ideas:
“with its constant thought of prosperity, its opulent-consciousness, its
belief in the limitless possibilities of the individual, [it] is simply Amer-
ican psychology on dress parade.” As a rationalist critic dryly re-
marked, ““Their doctrine is ‘Be your own savior; don’t ask someone else
to do it for you.” Isn’t this American independence?”’*

This combination of the familiar and the exotic proved irresistible,
so that by the 1920s Christian Science and New Thought ideas became
a national presence. Among the unorthodox religious services adver-
tised weekly in Manhattan, ““the most outstanding of them were per-
haps Russellism, New Thought, Theosophy, Spiritualism, Christian
Science, Unity, the Four Square Gospel, and the various lectures of the
swamis.””* Nor was this phenomenon confined to New York. On a
typical Sunday in 1923, Detroit newspapers carried advertisements for
“Vedanta, Spiritist and Spiritualist groups (the Spiritist group calls it-
self the Spirit Temple of Light and Truth), the Ultimate Thought So-
ciety, the First Universal Spiritual Church, the Church of Psychic Re-
search, the Philosophical Church of Natural Law, Unity Center, The
Culture of Isolan, Theosophy, Divine Science Center, and lectures on
Divine Metaphysics.”?® The sects had arrived on Main Street, or at least
appeared suggestively in Sinclair Lewis’s 1920 novel of that name. Even
in a community as remote as his small Minnesota town, the author
could plausibly portray a character, Mrs. Dyer, as “’devoted to experi-
ments in religious cults, illnesses and scandal-bearing.”” This is about
1914. Though the main cult in question is Christian Science, Mrs. Dyer
has an interest in “‘every doggone kind of New Thought and Bahai and
Swami and Hooptedoodle meeting you can find.”’¢

“Eddyism”’

Both Christian Science and New Thought attracted fierce criticism, and
it has been fairly said of Christian Science, ‘’Against no modern reli-
gious movement has so bitter an attack been made, unless it be Mor-
monism.”””” In Main Street, a character aspiring towards Protestant
unity hopes that a new coalition might confront the twin chief perils
of the age, namely Catholicism and Christian Science, and Lewis is
accurately reflecting the views of the contemporary evangelical press.
At this point, of course, Catholicism counted its American followers in
the tens of millions and Christian Science, in the low hundred
thousands.
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At the simplest level, Christian Science was dismissed as a profitable
confidence game. Already in the 1880s, Mrs. Eddy was charging pupils
$300 for her courses in the new approach to mind and health, a sig-
nificant sum in that day. Her disciples also made substantial incomes,
amounting to several thousand dollars a year. In other money-making
schemes the faithful were pressured to buy books, photographs, and
approved memorabilia, perhaps the most outrageous of which was a
souvenir spoon depicting Eddy’s birthplace. The spoon was recom-
mended for “grace and healing” and retailed for an impressive $5 in
the 1890s.2% For modern readers, Eddy’s profitable practice recalls the
therapy movements of the 1970s, in which trainers were said to grow
rich by peddling mysticism to a gullible public.

Eddy maintained tight control over her organization and her fran-
chise, attracting criticism for her authoritarian personality: she was ag-
gressively litigious. Her attacks on rivals and insubordinate followers
were given a supernatural basis in the form of Malicious Animal Mag-
netism, MAM, by which one individual could inflict occult harm on
another at a distance: Eddy accused her enemies of constantly mounting
MAM attacks upon her, to the point that she was aptly accused of
“’demonophobia.”” The ensuing conflicts gave rise to predictable press
reports of “modern witchcraft” and witch trials, while critics saw the
church’s attempts to control or excommunicate dissidents as heresy
hunts.?

The church repeatedly demonstrated its rigid intolerance of dissent
or criticism and fought to prevent the publication of any coverage it
considered hostile. This led to repeated controversies between 1906 and
1909, when a torrent of exposés threatened to destroy the founder’s
reputation altogether. A furor developed over a series of articles about
Mrs. Eddy published in McClure’s Magazine, coauthored by Willa
Cather and Georgine Milmine, which were collected for publication in
1909 as a book-length biography. Cather and Milmine richly docu-
mented every piece of chicanery and foolishness in the movement’s
history, so effectively that the church strove to suppress the book. Eddy
loyalists bought up all available copies and ensured that any library
volumes remained constantly on loan to the faithful. As a result, the
book vanished from sight for decades.*

Eddy’s attempt to control any information about herself and her
movement was so critical because she frequently tried to rewrite his-
tory, to conceal or disguise past claims that might be taken as arrogant
or worse. The worst sin of Cather and Milmine was to uncover such
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past embarrassments, including some disturbing episodes when Eddy
had claimed divine or supernatural status and exalted her own scrip-
tures above those of the Bible. Extremist views came to light through
the activities of Eddy’s close friends and aides, who publicly exposed
opinions they claimed to have received from her secret teachings. One
scandal involved Josephine Woodbury, who in 1890 boasted that she
had given birth to a son conceived immaculately (he was christened
“Prince of Peace”’): although hitherto a member of Eddy’s inner circle,
she was now excommunicated from the fold. In the 1920s, devoted
disciples advertised in the press that Mrs. Eddy had not died but would
soon reappear upon earth as ‘‘the ever-present Christ, the Son-
Daughter of God,” while some declared that she had already been re-
incarnated. To her intimates, Eddy claimed to have found herself
prophesied in the Book of Revelation as “the woman clothed with the
sun.” These disputes have modern echoes: in the 1990s, Christian Sci-
ence would face internal turmoil over the official publication of a book
that presented Eddy as equal to Christ, a divine figure who fulfilled
biblical prophecy.*

The opening years of the century witnessed increasing public attacks
on the movement, especially after Josephine Woodbury went public in
1899 with media revelations about her former mentor’s divine preten-
sions. Woodbury found a ready-made platform in the progressive mag-
azine Arena, which was linked to those New Thought leaders who
venerated Quimby and regarded Eddy as a usurper. Under the banner
headline of “Eddyism Exposed,” Woodbury charged that Eddy had dis-
covered nothing more than “‘ways and means of perverting and pros-
tituting the science of healing to her own ecclesiastical aggrandizement,
and to the moral and physical depravity of her dupes” (the term ““ec-
clesiastical” invoked Catholic-like arrogance). In 1906, Pulitzer’'s World
reinforced its role as the scourge of all cults by charging that Eddy was
senile or perhaps dead and that an inner clique was running the church.
The McClure’s series followed shortly afterwards.?

Eddy’s reputation suffered further in 1907 when Mark Twain’s
book, Christian Science, attacked her spiritual dictatorship. Twain pre-
sented Eddy as a megalomaniac with divine pretensions and “’a hunger
for power such as has never been seen in the world before.”” He too
drew on the worst anti-Papist stereotypes to condemn the movement:
the ““countless vassals’’ of Christian Science owed their allegiance to
“the other papacy,”” with its “new infallibility.” The church’s internal
disciplinary proceedings demonstrated ‘“Satanic considerations of irre-
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sponsible power.”” In the 1920s, H. L. Mencken bracketed Eddy with
Madame Blavatsky: ““both were copious and shameless plagiarists . . .
both loved money and knew how to get it, both suspected their im-
mediate followers of evil designs, and both have been purged post mor-
tem of their plentiful blunders and rascalities, and elevated to what
amounts substantially to sainthood.””*

Ironically, Twain tended to accept the movement’s claims to healing
powers, and his book was denounced by the medical profession for its
excessively positive portrait of Christian Science. Contra Twain, most
enemies of the new church saw the healing claims as the movement’s
most dangerous feature: “’Christian Science is a menace to society be-
cause ignorant quacks under the garb of religion are permitted to trifle
with life.””** Mencken agreed with this view of the effects of the ““quack
healing cults,” though he said that the movements might serve a sound
eugenic purpose, in that anyone stupid enough to resort to them should
be encouraged to die before they could pass on their genes. If Christian
Science and New Thought were prohibited, he argued, mainstream
medicine would keep many of these individuals alive, with the result
that the average intelligence level of the nation might fall to the abys-
mal levels currently prevailing in Tennessee or Mississippi.®®

Defending Orthodoxy

The main thrust of the attack on “Eddyism’” faded rapidly after the
founder died in 1910, and by 1923 The Nation could note that Christian
Science was “‘popular, powerful, and almost conservative now.” For
most ordinary citizens in recent years, the movement’s name has usu-
ally been associated with its sober and well-respected publication, the
Christian Science Monitor. Even so, religious critics would long con-
tinue to denounce Christian Science as a cult, and as late as 1992 the
church still merited a starring role in the latest edition of Walter Mar-
tin’s Kingdom of the Cults3¢

Mind-cure continued to attract a powerful and lasting religious po-
lemic because it seemed to be importing into Christianity ideas with
strong occult and Asian connotations, misleadingly labeled a rediscov-
ery of an authentic Christian tradition. At the same time, this new
Christianity was excluding or rationalizing away most of the familiar
landmarks of orthodoxy. For orthodox Christian writers, New Thought
and Christian Science represented heresies so gross and fundamental
that they had scarcely been encountered since the earliest days of the
Church. Its willingness to trample over every aspect of traditional
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Christian orthodoxy also permitted conservatives to present Christian
Science as a symbol of the worst excesses of ecclesiastical modernism.

In this polemic, Christian Science and New Thought were commonly
bracketed with Theosophy. The linkage was natural enough: the The-
osophical Society was founded in 1875, the same year Science and
Health was published. The movements seemed like parallel alien intru-
sions into Christian America, a conduit for the importation of Asian
ideas. In his 1898 attack, Barrington treated the three movements to-
gether, claiming that all denied the proper Christian conceptions of the
universe and eliminated essential distinctions between the human and
the divine. In 1899, a coalition of San Diego clergy denounced The-
osophy as ““the antithesis of Christianity. It is a system of pantheism—
the denial of personality. ... Its foundation principles leave room log-
ically for neither religion nor ethics. Its doctrine of fatalism is destruc-
tive alike of aspiration and hope.”” This was a cousin of Hinduism, the
religion that had ““left India a moral and spiritual desert.”” Similar per-
ceived flaws inspired the “‘severe onslaught...based upon Bible
grounds”’ that the evangelical clergy of San Francisco had launched
against Christian Science in 1886.”

Most pernicious, the new sects denied original sin and believed that
humanity could progress to a higher spirituality or even perfection
unassisted by Christ or grace. If there were no sin, there was no need
for redemption and no salvation, so Christ had died in vain. Mrs. Eddy
denied the Virgin Birth, the miracles of Christ, the Atonement, and
the Resurrection or at least so allegorized these concepts that they
seemed to vanish: Jesus’ death was as much an illusion as any other
form of sickness or misfortune. For Theosophists, similarly, Jesus was
merely a highly evolved spiritual being, an enormously admirable fig-
ure, but in no sense unique and no more the Son of God than any
other sentient being. Christ was merely “a title given to all triumphant
initiates who have passed the symbolical crucifixion and have become
the anointed masters of all nature.” Theosophist leader Annie Besant
spoke of many Christs, of whom Jesus was only one: “when a new era
in human evolution begins, a world teacher comes in a voluntary in-
carnation and founds a religion that is suited to the requirements of
the new age.”’*®

New Thought and Christian Science both viewed themselves as rep-
resenting the apex of modern thinking, and it was precisely this ide-
ology of progress and perfectionism that angered conservative critics.
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Counterblasts to the liberal trend came in the writings of G. K. Ches-
terton who had an enormous (mainly Catholic) readership in North
America. In 1911, Chesterton’s fictional detective Father Brown en-
countered a cult embodying both occult and New Thought ideas in the
story ““The Eye of Apollo.”” The sect is led by Kalon (“the Good”), the
New Priest of Apollo, who has founded "“a new religion. One of those
new religions that forgives your sins by saying you never had any,”
it is explicitly compared to Christian Science. The Nietzschean ““blond
beast”” Kalon offers complete healing of all physical ailments by preach-
ing the total command of the mind over the body, which among other
things permits believers to gaze worshipfully at the sun. The cult uses
this device to blind a gullible rich follower, who then falls to her death
in a murder designed to look like an accident. Chesterton’s point was
straightforward: though denied by New Thought, original sin is a basic
human reality that religion ignores at its peril.

Chesterton’s argument was that the rhetoric of science and mo-
dernity inexorably led not to progress but to a revival of the worst
kinds of superstition. In 1923, The Nation drew comparisons between
present-day conditions and the decadence of the Roman Empire, when
“/[o}ccult Eastern rites were brought to Rome; people were healed by
magic of all sorts”” and “the disillusioned matrons of the outworn ar-
istocracy” clamored for cures “of their largely fancied ills.” For the
Nation, this situation was now recreated in New York in the form of
Christian Science, New Thought, Theosophy, and their countless var-
iants.” An equally cynical picture emerges from Sinclair Lewis’s 1927
novel Elmer Gantry, the story of a corrupt evangelist. After being dis-
credited as a Baptist preacher around 1910, Elmer gravitates to the
emerging New Thought racket, with its ““pure and uncontaminated
bunk.”” He attaches himself to “‘the proprietor of the Victory
Thought-Power Headquarters, New York, and not even in Los An-
geles was there a more important center of predigested philosophy and
pansy-painted ethics. . .. She taught, or farmed out, classes in Con-
centration, Prosperity, Love, Metaphysics, Oriental Mysticism, and the
Fourth Dimension. She instructed Select Circles how to keep one’s
husband, how to understand Sanskrit philosophy without understand-
ing either Sanskrit or philosophy, and how to become slim without
giving up pastry.”’* The “‘paying customers’”’ were dignified with the
title chelas, a Hindu word the proprietor had learned from Kipling's
recent novel, Kim.
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Millions Now Living Will Never Die
Christian Science was by no means the only ostensibly Christian move-
ment to be labeled as a cult and thereby placed outside the scope of
acknowledged Christianity. Though differing vastly from Christian Sci-
ence in their ideas and appeal, these other sects were excluded on
broadly similar grounds, namely possessing invented scriptures and
heretical ideas of divinity or the Christian salvation-history.

Another much denounced sect was the Watch Tower Bible Society,
which emerged from the evangelical background of the 1870s. The
movement was started by Charles Taze Russell (hence ““Russellites”):
he was a hugely prolific writer and an experienced preacher, who fell
under Adventist influence. Believing in the imminent end of the world,
in 1879 Russell founded a newspaper, The Watch Tower. Though he
was an exact contemporary of the founders of Theosophy and Christian
Science, his ideas are so radically different that he seems to belong to
a different century. Russell’s group grew rapidly, and the international
crises of 1914 seemed initially to bear out his claim that this year would
indeed mark the end of the present ungodly age. Explanations for the
world’s subsequent failure to end as predicted were easily found, and
following Russell’s death in 1916 he was succeeded by another able
leader, Judge J. F. Rutherford, who in 1931 would introduce the “‘Je~
hovah’s Witness'’ name. By the 1920s, the movement was gaining pub-
lic visibility, as the slogan ““Millions now living will never die’” literally
became part of the American landscape, so widely was it painted on
telephone poles, rocks or mountainsides. In 1925 alone, some two mil-
lion copies of Russell’s works were distributed.*

At first sight, the Watch Tower movement seems like no more than
an enthusiastic evangelical sect, which scarcely explains the attacks it
drew from Christian writers throughout the century. It was by no
means as innovative or syncretistic as New Thought. The hostility can
be understood in terms of the group’s theological peculiarities. Charles
Russell was an idiosyncratic thinker, who rejected such traditional
foundations of Christian belief as the Trinity and the existence of hell.
In his account, one all-powerful God, Jehovah, begot two sons, Logos
(“the word”’) and Lucifer, and the former became Christ. Russell was
also a mortalist, believing that the souls of the dead remained dead
until resurrected at the Last Judgment. These ideas, which have many
precedents among Christian sects throughout the centuries, were jus-
tified in terms of a ““corrected”” translation of the Bible peculiar to
the movement. For orthodox Christian writers, the anti-Trinitarianism
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and the modification of the Bible were both enough to prove that the
sect had moved beyond authentic Christianity into the realms of
sub-Christian heresy. Orthodox believers were impelled to convince
potential converts that the group’s ostensible Christianity was a
smokescreen.

The Jehovah’'s Witnesses also attracted secular critics, who viewed
Russell as a confidence trickster or a holy hypocrite. In 1908, he was
involved in a well-publicized divorce, and subsequent scandals con-
cerned his financial malpractice and personal authoritarianism. The
Watch Tower Society was constructed so that Russell had complete
financial control of the organization, without responsibility to anyone.
Between 1908 and 1916, he was a frequent target of the Brooklyn
Eagle, which argued that “‘Pastor Russell’s religious cult is nothing
more than a money-making scheme.””* One embarrassing story in-
volved Russell’s scheme to sell overpriced wheat seed to believers on
the grounds that it was “Miracle Wheat” and thus far more productive
than its profane rivals. In 1913, Russell unsuccessfully sued the Eagle
for libel over its coverage of this affair. Other critics showed that Rus-
sell had throughout his life made fraudulent claims with respect to
credentials and experiences and had none of the scholarly background
that might permit him to undertake his radical reinterpretation of the
Bible.

Neither the theological oddities nor the charges of corruption, how-
ever, can explain the severity of the anti~-Witness activity that erupted
at various points during the century. Apart from their religious op-
ponents, the Russellites provoked official critics by their stance on sec-
ular issues; the group opposed participation in the First World War as
part of the continuing diabolical work of earthly governments. At a
time of hyperpatriotism and spy fever, this stance invited persecution,
and law enforcement authorities throughout the United States began
investigating the Russellites as deadly enemies of the state. When the
sect disseminated its antiwar views, it ran the risk of charges of sedition
or treason. In 1918, the FBI and state authorities targeted the book The
Finished Mystery, a continuation of Russell’s writings, which included
a fierce denunciation of war. It was alleged that the German govern-
ment had financed publication, enabling the book to be distributed free
in large quantities, and some 850,000 copies appeared between 1917
and 1920. Police infiltrated religious meetings in small towns and in-
dustrial communities, and tracked the distribution of Russellite litera-
ture. Possessing The Finished Mystery for sale was enough to earn
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prosecution under the draconian Espionage Act, and Rutherford and
several associates received long prison terms.*

The Russellites were by no means the only religious group to suffer
thus. Some minor Pentecostal sects also faced sedition charges for re-
sisting the war, and pacifist sects like the Amish and Mennonites suf-
fered badly for their draft resistance. Suspicious eyes also turned to-
wards Point Loma, which was strategically located near a major naval
base.** Nevertheless, the Witnesses were by far the most visible and
nationally active group. Their fate contrasted sharply with that of the
Mormons, who won public favor by their loyal support of the war
effort and their high enlistment rates, proving themselves good Amer-
icans.* By the 1920s, Russellism had the dubious distinction of being
perhaps the most unpopular of the fringe religions, and took the brunt
of both theological and popular opposition. Matters would become even
worse during the 1930s, as the sect attracted both official suppression
and mob violence on a scale not seen since the earlier Mormon crises.

The Latter Rain

Yet another contemporary tradition to be dismissed as cultish was Pen-
tecostalism, which would ultimately dwarf both Christian Science and
the Jehovah’s Witnesses in numbers and importance. The Pentecostal
revival is conveniently dated from the first days of the new century,
when the gift of tongues was received by Bible student Agnes Ozman
in Topeka, Kansas (though the phenomenon had also been reported
elsewhere in the recent past). In their first decades, Holy Rollers, or
Pentecostals, were consistently viewed as another classic cult, though
they were usually deemed so outrageous and even ludicrous as not to
need the detailed refutation offered by scholars like Martin and Van
Baalen. In fact, some Pentecostals did accept heretical and anti-
Trinitarian views, but we rarely find their opinions denounced by the
theologians who were in these same years dissecting Pastor Russell’s
Christology in such detail. As a movement associated with the poor,
rural dwellers, and racial minorities, Pentecostalism was beneath con-
tempt and chiefly featured in the mainstream media as a source of
humor or shock value. If New Thought was a modernist fad of the
leisured, Pentecostalism seemed a bizarre irruption of pre-Christian
primitivism into the twentieth century. (They were the ““Noisyrenes”.)

The Pentecostal movement grew out of the nineteenth-century Ho-
liness revival, which sought to restore the church of the New Testa-
ment era. By the 18gos, there was great intcrest in the phenomenon
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of speaking in tongues, first described in the second chapter of the Book
of Acts. This visitation from the Holy Spirit, the Latter Rain, was be-
lieved to presage the coming of Christ and the End Times. Glossolalia
occurred during the Welsh revival of 1904, and it spread in America
during the revival that began at an Azusa Street church in Los Angeles
in 1906, when apocalyptic fears were acute following the recent earth-
quake in San Francisco. Pentecostal sects flourished over the coming
decade, a period characterized by enormous millennial hopes, which
culminated during the international crises of 1914. A number of Pen-
tecostal denominations were founded during this time, most important
of which were the Assemblies of God, the major white grouping, and
the Church of God in Christ, which attracted black support.*

The movement did not lack critics, who used very much the same
arsenal of taunts that had been employed against the Methodists 150
years previously and would be revived once more for use against the
cults of the 1970s. The most savage attacks came from evangelicals,
unsurprisingly given the close relationship between the two move-
ments and the sense that Pentecostals were leading believers away from
the revealed truth: this was a vicious intrafamily feud. Evangelicals
stressed the faddery of the new movement, all the more so given its
origins in the cult wonderland of Los Angeles, ““the home of almost
numberless creeds.”” British critics scorned a movement born in Amer-
ica, “’the land of wonder-meetings and freak religions.”’# This was no
Christian development, but a snare of Satan.

Enemies of Pentecostal fervor charged that the movement enticed
the faithful to desert reason for a dangerous emotionalism. In their
crazed fanaticism, believers risked their life and health, and flirted with
commitment to insane asylums. Some charged that converts were
stirred up to murder their enemies.*® Pentecostalism was mindless en-
thusiasm in the old sense of that word. The Los Angeles Times initially
reported the 1906 revival with headlines such as “Weird Babel of
Tongues—New Sect of Fanatics is Breaking Loose—Wild Scene Last
Night on Azusa Street—Gurgle of Wordless Talk by a Sister.”” Those
present were “‘breathing strange utterances and mouthing a creed
which it would seem no sane mortal could understand . . . devotees of
the weird doctrine practice the most fanatical rites, preach the wildest
theories and work themselves into a state of mad excitement in their
peculiar zeal . . . pandemonium breaks loose, and the bounds of reason
arc passed by those who are ‘filled with the spirit,” whatever that may
be.””* The Times kept up its assault over the coming months, following
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its familiar habit of denigrating fringe religious movements that threat-
ened the reputation of southern California at a time when the region
needed sober and substantial migrants from the east.

The media caricatured the racial element of the incipient Holy Roller
movement. [n its initial 1906 report, the Times reported, * “You-oo-00
gou-loo-loo come under the bloo-00-00 boo-loo;” shouts an old colored
‘mammy;’ in a frenzy of religious zeal. Swinging her arms wildly about
her, she continues with the strangest harangue ever uttered.” The fact
that congregations like Azusa Street were racially mixed raised a des-
perately sensitive issue at a time of intense segregationist feeling. Crit-
ics argued that white believers were being tainted by the primitive
“jungle’” religion of the African Americans, which expressed itself in
dance and ecstatic states. Even Charles Fox Parham, one of the first of
the Pentecostal evangelists, attacked the Azusa Street movement as
“Southern Darkey camp meetings.”’*

The presence of “excitable females” among the Pentecostal leader-
ship was only marginally less horrifying than the racial mingling.
Apart from defying Scripture, the presence of so many women con-
firmed the neurotic origins of the supposed “’signs and wonders.” And
once again, sexual fantasies ran rampant: when a woman abandoned
social restraints, her sexual modesty would soon follow. Evangelical
critics feared ““a pit of moral and spiritual pollution in which free-
loveism was a dominant feature’” and from which gullible women
might be led into debauchery, adultery, or white slavery. Women for-
sook their family duties, arousing fears about the special danger posed
to children. In 1915, the city of Topeka tried to ban children from
attending a fiery revival, and we hear of families forcibly removing
their offspring or spouses from Pentecostal gatherings.’? The elders of
the new sects were portrayed as corrupt exploiters of their uneducated
congregations, mendacious showmen who faked their healing miracles.
Sexual charges against some early leaders were widely publicized, no-
tably the case of Charles Fox Parham, who was arrested in 1907 for a
homosexual contact.’

Sister Aimee
A like contempt extended to religious celebrities who drew on the Pen-
tecostal tradition, especially evangelist Aimee Semple McPherson, who
was attacked as a cynical would-be messiah, as much pagan as Chris-
tian. She arrived in southern California in 1918 and soon built up an
astonishingly successful evangelistic enterprise. By 1925 she had
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amassed a million-dollar fortune, and her Angelus Temple had a 5,000-
seat auditorium and a complete broadcasting studio. Her station KFSG
broadcast the Foursquare Gospel, and 240 lighthouses or local churches
were affiliated with the temple. By 1929, she was said to have twelve
thousand followers in Los Angeles, thirty thousand elsewhere—though
the official religious census conducted in 1936 found only sixteen thou-
sand adherents. She also made the transition from her Pentecostal or-
igins to a more mainstream Baptist affiliation and did her best to pre-
serve good relations with moderate evangelicals. Still, she never lost
the label of cult leader, partly because of the powerful sexuality and
““animal magnetism’’ that she was accused of deploying in her public
appearances. It was difficult for male writers to imagine a woman re-
ligious leader succeeding quite so spectacularly without deploying sex-
ual weapons. Carey McWilliams described McPherson’s group as “the
outstanding cult movement in southern California in the twenties,”
and she is regularly catalogued alongside the other swamis and occult
leaders of the era.”

This occult association was not completely outrageous as Sister Ai-
mee seems to have borrowed her distinctive style of presentation from
the contemporary New Age and mystical groups that were so prevalent
in southern California at this time. Though she had been preaching in
the East since 1915, her services became much more ornate following
her arrival in the West, where she at first made her home in San Diego.
She apparently adopted for her own religious movement the ““uni-
forms, pageantry and showmanship” that were associated with Kath-
erine Tingley’s Point Loma settlement, and Aimee’s Foursquare Gospel
logo recalls New Age and Rosicrucian symbols. Sinclair Lewis may
have been referring to this linkage when in Elmer Gantry, he made
his thinly disguised Aimee character ““Sharon Falconer”” a covert pagan,
who worships Ishtar, Isis, and Astarte in a clandestine chapel dedicated
to the Mother Goddess. Sister Sharon “’saw herself another Mary Baker
Eddy, an Annie Besant, a Katherine Tingley . .. she hinted that, who
knows, the next Messiah might be a woman, and that woman might
now be on earth, just realizing her divinity.”’>*

In southern California, the dividing line between the Pentecostals
and the New Age sects was never as hard and fast as one might expect.
While Pentecostal and millenarian believers had high hopes that the
present age would perish in or shortly after 1914, many of the occult
and Theosophical believers had similarly messianic hopes about an im-
minent New Age, an Aquarian era of miracles and prophecies, which
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would be marked by a new spiritual consciousness. At Azusa Street,
evangelist William Seymour was repeatedly troubled by mediums and
occultists who used Pentecostal services as a setting for seances, and a
visiting preacher was shocked to see “the manifestations of the flesh,
spiritualistic controls, [and] saw people practicing hypnotism at the al-
tar over candidates seeking the baptism.””>® Charles Fox Parham was a
firm believer in British-Israel doctrines, according to which white
northern Europeans were the descendants of the Ten Lost Tribes of
Israel, and these mystical ideas were now imported into the Californian
Pentecostal movement.® The two seemingly incompatible strands of
belief, Pentecostal and New Age, were also united by their belief in
spiritual healing and alternate forms of medicine. Sinclair Lewis re-
marked that although spiritual healings like Sister Aimee’s would soon
become a feature of evangelistic services, they were in the early days
more closely associated with Christian Scientists and New Though-
ters.” Pentecostal sects, like the New Age groups, also had strong fe-
male components in their leadership. However little it superficially re-
sembles New Thought, Pentecostalism was similarly denounced as a
vehicle for Oriental and occult influences.

Aimee McPherson’s image as a cult leader was sealed when a scandal
suggested that she was a hypocrite who used religion to make a good
living, perhaps committing the very sexual sins that she so often de-
nounced. In May 1926, reports that Aimee had drowned while swim-
ming caused enormous grief among her followers. Several days later,
however, she reappeared in Mexico, claiming that she had been kid-
napped. Her story fell apart, and the mysterious incident seems instead
to have involved a romantic escapade with her lover, a married engineer
at station KFSG. She faced trial for conspiracy to produce false testi-
mony, though her popularity was still sufficient to save her from jail.
The case once more confirmed the worst stereotypes of the new gen-
eration of religious entrepreneurs.

The concept and language of cult emerged in the context of marginal
new Christian groups and their leaders and was chiefly formulated by
orthodox religious rivals. While it is possible still today to find books
attacking these sects in the standard anticult language, this literature
has become more scarce and is usually confined to the shelves of fun-
damentalist Christian bookstores. In fact, any writer today describing
Mormons or Christian Scientists as cultists would immediately be
marked as an unreconstructed fundamentalist. Since the 1960s, the up-
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surge of far more alien religious traditions has made the old ““estab-
lished cults” look quite respectable in comparison. Also since the 1960s,
most of the older fringe religions have seen quite startling surges in
membership, to the point where they challenge or actually outnumber
many of the respectable denominations. There comes a stage when even
the deadliest enemies of a so-called cult have to grace it with the name
of “church.”

Although the Christian sects initially atiracted most of the furor
about cults, by the 1920s this term expanded to take account of other
movements even less integrally connected to the Christian mainstream,
namely occult and esoteric groups that often drew inspiration from
Asian religions. For the popular media, if not for the Christian polem-
icists, the cult concept largely shifted its meaning to comprise these
still more outré movements, which were proliferating so impressively.
Already by the 1920s, the word “cult’” had acquired virtually all its
modern freight: it described small religious groups with highly unor-
thodox ideas, unshakably loyal to a teacher or prophet, who might well
bear some Oriental title like “’guru’ or “swami.”” And at least in some
instances, cults and gurus were associated with corruption, fraud, and
sexual license.
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The First New Age

Be Lemurian, and rank yourself with the race that aspires to be royal.
Slogan of the Temple of the Jeweled Cross, Los Angeles.

bservers of the 1960s and 1970s believed that the United States

was experiencing a sudden growth in occult and mystical ideas,

in new religious practices and beliefs that often found their
source in the great religions of Asia. While Aquarian and Asian ideas
increased in popularity during these decades, they were in fact anything
but new. As J. Gordon Melton has pointed out, virtually every aspect
of the “‘new religious consciousness’” was in place before 1900, as were
most components of what would come to be known as the New Age."
Most of these ideas had deep historical roots—not, as enthusiasts some-
times claimed, back as far as Atlantis or ancient Egypt, but traceable at
least to the last third of the nineteenth century. In what I have called
the period of Emergence, between 1910 and 1935, eccentric religious
and mystical ideas became commonplace, providing rich opportunities
for religious entrepreneurs. The result was an upsurge of small groups
with innovative religious practices. Some of these groups would
certainly count as cults according to both contemporary and modern
definitions.

As in the hippie era, this earlier cult milieu had its greatest strength
in the western states, particularly California, but fringe groups were
able to popularize themselves nationwide through a vastly expanded
mass media and by novel forms of marketing and advertising. By the
1930s, the concepts of this first New Age were being sold in packaged
form through new religions claiming to offer the wisdom of the an-
cients. The period between the two world wars produced a model cult
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explosion, which in turn set the scene for a major social reaction against
cults and the threat they were believed to pose.

Light from the East

In the history of religious thought, beginnings are very difficult to
pinpoint. Most of the ideas of the American religious fringe of the
1920s could be traced directly to the occult and Theosophical world of
the late nineteenth century; that in turn grew from a mid-Victorian
boom in Mesmerism and spiritualism. The chain could be traced back
still further, to the Hermetic and Neoplatonic thinkers of the Renais-
sance. Though less visible in some periods than others, the occult vision
never entirely vanished in either Europe or North America. Even so,
we can legitimately point to the last third of the nineteenth century as
an era of ferment for the esoteric tradition, in that old, established ideas
were vastly enriched by new insights and discoveries, many of which
derived from an idealized Orient.?

Though spiritualism never entirely vanished after its slump in the
1880s, it was increasingly modified and even supplanted by Asian mys-
tical traditions, Hindu and Buddhist, which were transmitted through
both Theosophy and New Thought. The importation of Hindu influ-
ences owed much to the Transcendentalists. While at Walden Pond in
the mid-1840s, Thoreau recorded how he would ““bathe my intellect in
the stupendous and cosmogonal philosophy of the Bhaguvat-Geeta [sic],
since whose composition years of the gods have elapsed, and in com-
parison with which our modern world and its literature seem puny and
trivial.”” Emerson was influenced by the Upanishads, and in 1883, Em-
erson’s widow hosted a lecture by a visiting Hindu teacher. In 1879,
American critics reacted enthusiastically to Sir Edwin Arnold’s The
Light of Asia, which retold the story of the Buddha in the form of an
English epic poem; in 1885, Arnold published his translation of the
Bhagavad Gita.’

Asian influences got a boost from the World Parliament of Religions
held in Chicago in 1893, which introduced many Americans to Hindu
and Buddhist belief. Among other things, this event marked the Amer-
ican debut of Zen Buddhism. Indian traditions found a charismatic and
attractive face in the holy man Vivekananda, ‘‘the first heathen we had
seen face to face.” He was lionized, becoming the subject of a Broadway
play, and in 1895, he led the first yoga class ever held on American
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soil. Within a few years, American Vedanta societies had been estab-
lished, with members drawn from New Thought, Theosophical, and
Unitarian congregations.* In 1900, the New Thought national conven-
tion heard a lecture by Swami Abhedananda, who was, like Vivekan-
anda, a pupil of the great Hindu reformer, Ramakrishna. Showing just
how fashionable swamis had become, Abhedananda was introduced to
President McKinley. Vivekananda’s example created an enduring vogue
for real or supposed Indian swamis.’

Vivekananda popularized ideas already introduced by the Theosoph-
ists in the 1870s: his beloved Gita preached reincarnation and taught
how successive ages were enlightened by the avatars, or wise masters,
who were manifestations of divine beings. This had an obvious reso-
nance for Theosophists who venerated the Ascended Masters, great
spiritual teachers who shared their wisdom with selected human pupils.
The Ascended Master idea also owed much to the Buddhist belief in
the bodhisattva, a perfect being of vast compassion, who had earned
the right to slip into the bliss of nirvana, but rather chose to remain
accessible to the world until all sentient beings had achieved salvation.

The Victorian Heritage

But Theosophy was more than a simple adaptation of the religions of
South Asia; it combined these inextricably with Western esoteric
traditions. The concept of the Ascended Master was drawn from the
novels of Bulwer Lytton, which were enormously influential in the
English-speaking world as well as Furope. Though Lytton is today re-
membered for what is commonly regarded as the worst opening line
of any novel ever written ("It was a dark and stormy night . ..”), for
contemporaries, his work excited interest as the manifesto of a learned
occultist.

Lytton’s best-known works include Zanoni (1842), about a poten-
tially immortal alchemist and adept during the French Revolution. The
character of the magus is based on the historical Count of Saint-
Germain, a figure at the eighteenth-century French court. Saint-
Germain attracted many stories suggesting that he was at least cen-
turies old and had gained access to the mystic knowledge of the East.
He had supposedly passed on his knowledge to various successors, in-
cluding Franz Mesmer. Not surprisingly, Saint-Germain featured
among Blavatsky’s Great White Lodge of Masters, and he became a
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hero for later occult theorists. Lytton again created a sensation with
his 1871 novel, The Coming Race. This featured a secret underground
race of superbeings possessing the overwhelming psychic powers
known as V7il, an idea that owes much to Mesmerism: Lytton’s book
warned that some day, unless human beings developed their own Vril
capacity, this hidden race would emerge and conquer the planet. Despite
their origins in fiction, characters like Zanoni and concepts like Vril
exercised a powerful spell on the esoteric subculture on both sides of
the Atlantic.¢

Another potent idea of these years concerned the promise of ancient
wisdom, a treasure long associated with ancient Egypt. Charles Piazzi
Smyth’s 1864 tract, Qur Inheritance in the Great Pyramid, inspired a
whole pseudoscience of pyramidology.” According to taste, the lessons
of the Great Pyramid could confirm the truth of the Bible, the Jewish
Qabala, or the teachings of ancient mystery schools. Meanwhile, the
modern mythology of Egyptian mummy’s curses and haunted pyra-
mids dates from a story published by Louisa May Alcott in 1869, and
the theme was developed by novelists Bram Stoker and H. Rider Hag-
gard. Egyptian fads reached new heights following the sensational dis-
covery of the tomb of Pharaoh Tutankhamun in 1922, which among
other things ignited a national vogue for Egyptian themes in design
and graphics.

The timescale for ancient wisdom was pushed into the remote hu-
man past when in 1882 Ignatius Donnelly published Atlantis: The An-
tediluvian World, which argued that the lost continent described by
Plato had been an advanced civilization of huge accomplishments. Don-
nelly’s ideas were taken up enthusiastically by Theosophists and others,
who claimed that the remnants of Atlantean wisdom could be traced
in various parts of the world, including Egypt and Tibet: once again,
we see how Western and Asian mystery traditions were integrated in
the new synthesis. Theosophists offered a detailed history of Atlantis
over hundreds of thousands of years, describing how it was destroyed
after its rulers turned to black magic and claiming that its fall was the
historical basis of most mythologies worldwide. The Hebrew myth of
the Fall, for instance, reflected human memories of this lost golden age.
For the lay audience, the Atlantis idea gained plausibility from the well-
publicized success of mainstream archaeologists throughout the nine-
teenth century in uncovering the remains of lost civilizations like As-
syria and in translating the scripts of long-dead languages. If the myth
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of Troy could be validated by contemporary science, why should not
that of Atlantis?®

Like Theosophy and pyramidology, the Atlantis myth implied that
great spiritual wisdom was to be found in alien cultures and that these
secrets had been passed on through the traditions of occult movements
or secret societies, perhaps in coded form. It was in the late Victorian
era that tarot cards came to be seen as a veiled textbook of initiatory
practices, something far more valuable than a mere fortune-telling de-
vice. The 22 greater trumps, or major arcana, were prized as a richly
symbolic series of guideposts on the path of the adept. Though opinions
differed about its origin, the tarot was said to epitomize the mysteries
of ancient Egypt.’

Also in the 1880s, the tradition of ritual magic was revived in Lon-
don by a group of Masonic adepts, who formed the Order of the Golden
Dawn, which would prove an incalculable influence on the whole sub-
sequent history of occultism. The Golden Dawn drew on Hermetic,
Masonic, and alchemical currents and used the tarot as a form of spir-
itual instruction. The London society also explored the legends of the
Holy Grail, seeing in the medieval Arthurian legends yet another coded
account of occult initiation, with the Grail as the ultimate spiritual
perfection. Like many groups before and since, the society venerated
the seventeenth-century texts of the rosicrucians, the Brothers of the
Rose Cross, an imaginary order said to have preserved the mystical
secrets of the ancient world. The rosicrucians were “revealed” to the
world in a fictional text published in 1614, and over the next three
centuries, many were inspired by the dream that the sect’s mysteries
and powers might be achieved in the real world. Golden Dawn members
like A. E. Waite, Aleister Crowley, and S. L. MacGregor Mathers trans-
lated and published many works previously unavailable except to spe-
cialists with access to the best libraries in London and Paris. These
included medieval textbooks of ritual magic, as well as Qabalistic texts
and the works of nineteenth-century scholars like Eliphas Lévi, Lyt-
ton’s pupil. The texts and commentaries of individual society members
like Crowley and Dion Fortune retain a substantial following today.
Together with the Theosophists, the Golden Dawn gave the would-be
adepts of the new century the vocabulary and the intellectual tools they
needed to construct an alternative mystical universe. Appropriately, it
was in the early 1880s that the words ““occultism’ and ““occultist’ ac-
quired their present-day meaning.
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The Esoteric Vision

By the 1890s, occult, mystical, and esoteric schools were flourishing,
and it is useful here to summarize the spectrum of beliefs that were
now taken up by American enthusiasts. Most of the developing move-
ments drew indiscriminately on the various available traditions, making
it difficult for us to distinguish clearly between different ideologies
or schools of thought. Though we are dealing with many distinct and
even contradictory strands of thought, some core themes can be iden-
tified. These common factors can help us understand just why some
of the new groups developed the cultlike tendencies that they did and
why esoteric circles occasionally provided rich pickings for confidence
tricksters.

The word ““occult” means simply “hidden,”” implying that the sub-
ject deals with truths not accessible to the masses, but only to selected
followers with the will and the determination to investigate such mat-
ters. Occultism refers both to a bedy of knowledge and assumptions
and to the secret or mysterious means by which this information must
be conveyed: ideally, such truths are acquired through private teaching
and initiation, through a school or teacher claiming special access to a
higher reality. This instruction was arduous, taking the pupil gradually
through successive stages of initiation (the Golden Dawn model had
ten grades, ascending from the basic Neophyte to the godlike Ipsissi-
mus). As American occultist Manly P. Hall wrote in 1926, “Realizing
that nothing is more dangerous than the indiscriminate circulation of
occult secrets, the Mysteries established their Schools for the purpose
of concealing rather than revealing the knowledge.”"" The ideas dis-
cussed were not intended for public drculation—though, of course,
some entrepreneurs did seek a mass market. This emphasis on secret
transmission justified the existence of the many small circles and study
groups, as well as their authoritarian structures: the guru, magus, or
hierophant was indispensable to the belief-system.

Generally, the esoteric schools offered a profound statement about
the nature of the universe, which they believed was a far more complex
structure than that proposed by conventional Christian or Jewish belief.
Though there might not be a personal God, there was an ultimate
reality. Supernatural realities were inscribed in Nature, so that every-
thing was a symbol or reflection of the divine, to be observed and
decoded by the informed mind: the world below, the microcosm,



76

MYSTICS AND MESSIAHS

reflected the larger universe, the macrocosm. Mystic truths could
therefore be studied through the occult properties of numbers and ge-
ometric forms, of birds, plants, and animals, while Manly Hall ex-
pressed the common view that ““the oldest, the most profound, the most
universal of all symbols is the human body.”” These ideas were influ-
enced by Qabalistic texts like the Sefer Yezirah, which explored the
mystical connotations of the Hebrew letters, each of which was con-
nected with particular planets, constellations, elements, parts of the
body, and days or months. The belief in symbolic correspondences
found its most popular expression in astrology.'

The occult vision was hierarchical in nature, reflecting the influence
of Qabalistic and Neoplatonic thought as well as Hinduism. The uni-
verse contained countless beings at different levels of spiritual devel-
opment, including what past cultures have called gods, demons, and
angels, and these beings or forces could be induced to serve the human
adept possessing the appropriate techniques. In 1888, a text on rosicru-
cianism claimed that members of the group ““say that if our spiritual
powers of perception were fully developed, we should see the universe
peopled with other beings than ourselves, and of whose existence we
know nothing at present. They say that we should then see this uni-
verse filled with things of life,”” including the famous elemental spirits
of Renaissance magic: nymphs, salamanders, gnomes, undines, and
fairies.”® Far more exalted were the planetary spirits, former human
beings who had attained near-divine powers.

Humans were an integral part of this celestial hierarchy. As the
spiritualists had supposedly shown, sentient existence did not cease
with death, so the soul existed as an eternal spiritual presence. Many
went still further in their belief in human survival, as both reincar-
nation and karma became tenets of most mystical movements. The
process of rebirth was part of the soul’s evolution towards perfection
and union with the Divine, the ultimate goal of all mystical enterprise:
in this vision, alchemy was a material symbol for the inner trans-
formation of the baser elements of the individual soul into heavenly
fire. The idea that humans could progress towards divinity meshed well
with the optimism of New Thought and with the popular evolutionary
ideas so prevalent at this time. Most occult authors were fascinated by
evolution, seeing it, however, in terms far broader than materialistic
Darwinism.

Great mystics or prophets might represent souls in a very advanced
state of spiritual progress, who should be regarded as the rightful teach-
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ers of humanity, Masters or Secret Chiefs. This idea explains the am-
biguous attitude towards established world religions: the Buddha, Jesus,
and other leaders were seen as highly evolved souls who offered au-
thentic wisdom, however much their words had been twisted by their
followers. Many Western occultists saw their own belief-system as a
return to an authentic Christianity, which preached a message that was
identical to Buddhism, as well as to Mesmerism, alchemy, and rosicru-
cianism. Whereas conventional Christians saw only the external truths,
esoteric believers heard the real Jesus. To quote Manly Hall again, “So
wisdom drapes her truth with symbolism, and covers her insight with
allegory. Creeds, rituals, poems are parables and symbols. The ignorant
take them literally and build for themselves prison-houses of words.
... Through the shadow shines ever the Perfect Light.””*

In addition to the overall belief-system, believers were offered a
vision of a vastly expanded human potential. Then as now, one of these
fundamental truths was that human beings contained within them-
selves immense forces presently unknown to science and that these
powers could be mobilized by an individual with the proper insight,
training, and initiation. Though some of the methods advocated to this
end were purely magical (such as the recitation of spells or names of
power}, much occult training consisted of attempts to master one’s own
body and mind through breath control, the regulation of sexual desire,
and the development of skills like meditation and visualization. This
shared many points of contact with the New Thought belief in the
power of the will to control the ailments of mind and body, though
occultists went still further, suggesting that a trained adept would be
able to exercise skills such as precognition, psychokinesis, telepathy,
miraculous healing, astral travel, and other traditional magic arts.

That such powers could be unleashed seemed confirmed by accounts
of Saint-Germain or Lytton’s Zanoni, and the spiritual masters whom
many sects claimed as founders. In 1888, the legendary rosicrucians
were described as ““a secret society of men possessing superhuman—if
not supernatural—powers; they were said to be able to prophesy future
events, to penetrate into the deepest mysteries of nature, to transform
iron, copper, lead or mercury into gold, to prepare an Elixir of Life or
Universal Panacea by the use of which they could preserve their youth
and manhood, and moreover it was believed that they could command
the elemental spirits of nature, and knew the secrets of the Philoso-
pher’s Stone, a substance which rendered him who possessed it all-

powerful, immortal and supremely wise.””'> Whether these forces were
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more accurately categorized as scientific or supernatural was of little
interest to practitioners, though many Victorian and early twentieth-
century occultists saw themselves as in the vanguard of scientific re-
search: as Arthur C. Clarke remarked, famously, any sufficiently ad-
vanced technology is indistinguishable from magic. The obsession with
the superbeing helps account for the messianic and autocratic tendency
among some occult groups, which were all too willing to acclaim par-
ticular individuals as incarnate masters who would usher in a glorious
new age.

It was further believed that this esoteric worldview, with the asso-
ciated powers, had been well-known to past civilizations, which had
bequeathed their immense knowledge in the form of legends, secret
rituals, or mystery schools. Much of the writing on the occult therefore
explores matters of archaeology, ancient history, mythology, and com-
parative religion, and authors were eclectic in using the materials they
found, whether these derived from Babylonia or medieval France, from
Aztec Mexico or Egypt, from Druids or Brahmins. Theorists also drew
freely from historical groups who were believed to have possessed an-
cient secrets, especially the Freemasons, and more shadowy entities like
the rosicrucians and Knights Templar. The goal of the adept was to
find the one universal spiritual truth, which different societies perceived
under various cultural forms. Western seekers for truth now had access
to a bewildering range of traditions and beliefs through which they
could search for the scattered traces of the lost wisdom.

The American Esoteric Boom, 1910-1935

In the early twentieth century, these various strands of thought became
acclimatized in the United States and were popularized through a num-
ber of evanescent churches, secret societies, and mystical orders. The
main activists came from the generation born between 1874 and 1886.
They entered early adulthood around the turn of the century, sharing
the general excitement of these years about occultism, New Thought,
and Asian religion (see Table 4.1). These leaders were still young
enough to found and lead their own movements in the 1920s. This was
the generation of rosicrucian revivalists R. S. Clymer and H. Spencer
Lewis, I AM leaders Guy and Edna Ballard, Psychiana founder Frank
B. Robinson, occult writers Lewis Spence and Paul Foster Case, and
Silver Shirt chief William Dudley Pelley. Other contemporaries in-
cluded Alcister Crowley, the magician; Edgar Cayce, the prophet; Ed-
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Table 4.1
Birthdates of Major Religious and
Mystical Figures, 1874-1890

Lewtis Spence 1874
Harry Houdini 1874
Charles Fort 1874
Aleister Crowley 1875
Edgar Cayce 1876
R. Swinburne Clymer 1878
Frank Buchman 1878
Guy Ballard 1878
Edward A. Wilson 1878
George Baker (Father Divine) 1878*
Alice Bailey 1880
H. Spencer Lewis 1883
Paul Foster Case 1884
William Dudley Pelley 1885*
Frank B. Robinson 1886
Noble Drew Ali 1886
Edna Wheeler Ballard 1886
William Seabrook 1887
Aimee Semple McPherson 1890
H. P. Lovecraft 1890

*In some cases, like Father Divine and William
Dudley Pelley, precise dates of birth are controver-
sial.

ward Wilson, the new messiah; and African-American mystagogues
like Father Divine and Noble Drew Ali.

Though the new groups were building on older traditions, some
developments of the early twentieth century helped stimulate growth.
One factor was the First World War; the passionate hopes and fears
aroused by the conflict were expressed in countless tales of visions,
prophecies, and miracles on a scale not witnessed since the Thirty Years
War.’e The war revived spiritualism, as newly bereaved families sought
contact with their dead: unlike the Vietniam era, families could not take
refuge in the comforting myth that lost soldiers were somehow alive,
either imprisoned or missing in action. Between 1906 and 1916, mem-
bership in spiritualist churches had fallen from 35,000 to 23,000, but
the 1926 figure rebounded to over 50,000, and these figures represent
only formal membership in organized churches, not unaffiliated
believers."”
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Postwar social developments enhanced the vogue for esoteric move-
ments. The 1920s marked the height of popularity of secret societies
like the Freemasons. Though American Masons did not necessarily
have any psychic or occult interests, Masonic ideas and rituals provided
a widely available fund of commonplaces from which other groups
could draw. Moreover, any serious investigation of the Masonic tra-
dition would soon lead the curious to the extensive and often-reprinted
works of Albert Pike from the 1870s, with his esoteric and Gnostic
interpretations of Freemasonry. It might also bring the seeker to Har-
grave Jennings’s book The Rosicrucians, and thence to the corpus of
literature that had originally inspired the Theosophists. Freemasonry
opened an enticing doorway to the wider occult world.'®

Masonic precedents also assisted the growth of other traditions, such
as the Ku Klux Klan, whose resurgence became a national phenomenon
between 1921 and 1926. In order to appeal to Masons and other fra-
ternal organizations, the Klan adopted a rich mythology and heraldry,
with all the mystique implied by its hierarchy of ““Hydras, Great Ti-
tans, Furies, Giants, Exalted Cyclops, Terrors,”
language, and an elaborate system of signs and countersigns. The Klan
briefly had five to eight million members nationwide, and it became a
hugely profitable operation through its sales of memberships, robes,
and regalia. The early 1920s were, in addition a golden age for Amer-
ican conspiracy theory, with the publication of the Protocols of the
Elders of Zion and Henry Ford’s revelations about the plotting of The
International Jew. Others speculated about the plots of secret societies
like the Bavarian Illuminati over the centuries. According to taste, ei-

its distinctive secret

ther Zionists or lluminati could be blamed for the recent Bolshevik
Revolution.' If true, such charges showed that history was indeed a
plaything of covert secret societies, of Secret Masters of Good or Evil,
just as Theosophists claimed.

Another social development of these years was the changing role
and improving status of women. The suffragette years before 1920
show many parallels to the organized feminist movement that
emerged during the late 1960s. In both eras, women enjoyed a higher
degree of economic independence and a new social and political power,
which was symbolized by important legal victories. For the generation
of the 1920s, this meant the suffrage and prohibition; in the 1970s, it
would involve sharply increased public awareness of issues of sexual
violence. Both decades were also marked by the surging popularity of
women-oricnted religious ideas and sccts, in the early part of the cen-
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tury, the groups founded by leaders like Madame Blavatsky, Aimee
Semple McPherson, Myrtle Fillmore, Ellen White, and Mary Baker
Eddy.

Theosophists and Rosicrucians

The mystical ideas formulated in earlier decades spread rapidly in the
early twentieth century. Theosophy, which possessed a widespread net-
work of lodges in North America, deserves much of the credit for pop-
ularizing yoga and associated Hindu ideas, as well as terms like

rr o4 1 oss

“karma,”” ““mahatma,” ““guru,” and ‘chela.”” The Theosophical tradi-
tion also disseminated ideas like the Ascended Masters and reincarna-
tion, which diffused throughout the California sects of the next half
century. In 1898, the American Theosophical Society fell apart amidst
vicious internal squabbles, but several new groups sprouted from the
wreckage. Some of these factions were short-lived but others thrived,
such as Rudolf Steiner’s Anthroposophy.

One American strand of Theosophy was dominated by Katherine
Tingley, who in 1899 established her headquarters at Point Loma, her
“White City in a Land of Gold beside a Sunset Sea.”” This became a
Xanadu dreamworld, in which forty buildings represented a spectrum
of architectural styles, with “Muslim domes, Hindu temples, Egyptian
gates, and Greek theaters.” Point Loma gave Tingley a base for her
educational and archaeological projects, which included a theosophical
university and a raja yoga college. At its height, the colony supported
three hundred residents under the autocratic rule of the Purple Mother,
and some 2,500 children were educated there between 1897 and 1942.
The community became an established part of the southern California
social landscape, and it survived for several years after Tingley’s death
in 1935.%

The experiment had enduring results. Carey McWilliams suggested
that “[i]t was through Point Loma that the yogi influence reached
Southern California. . .. After Mrs. Tingley’s appearance in Southern
California, the region acquired a reputation as an occult land and Theo-
sophists began to converge upon it from the four corners of the earth.”
The location fitted well with the Theosophical worldview, in which a
series of great races are said to have dominated the planet at various
times since the primeval Lemurians and Atlanteans. Soon, a sixth race
was expected to arise and replace the European Aryans; some writers
prophesied that this new group would appear in the Pacific regions of
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the United States. By the 1920s, other Theosophical visitors to Cali-
fornia included Annie Besant, a bitter rival of Tingley, and Krishna-
murti, whom Mrs. Besant proclaimed to be a messianic figure. Krish-
namurti was presented as the long-sought world teacher, successor to
Christ and the Buddha. He was lionized on several American visits in
the late 1920s, until in 1929 he repudiated both Besant and the mes-
sianic claims: later, he would warn listeners against all would-be mes-
siahs and prophets. Another Theosophical immigrant was Alice Bailey,
a prolific British writer on all manner of occult topics, who claimed to
be channeling a spirit known as ““The Tibetan.”” Bailey later relocated
to New York, where her Arcane School (founded in 1923) dispensed
correspondence courses in mysticism.”!

Besides Theosophy, the main vehicle for esoteric theories was rosi-
crucianism, which had an authentic American history beginning from
the time of the seventeenth century German settlers in Pennsylvania.
A new group, the Rosicrucian Fraternity, emerged on American soil in
the 1860s through the many-sided work of the remarkable pioneer
Paschal B. Randolph, who was originally a spiritualist medium. After
extensive travels in Europe, Randolph developed a complex occult sys-
tem that incorporated sexual magic and used hashish to alter conscious-
ness. Randolph made direct contact with European mystical societies,
so that the new American rosicrucianism was linked to the ancient roots
of occultism: these impressive activities predated the work of both Bla-
vatsky and the Golden Dawn.?

Despite these older connections, the modern rosicrucian movement
is largely an artificial creation, with its origins in academic histories of
the occult. In 1902, R. Swinburne Clymer of Quakertown, Pennsyl-
vania, published his history of the rosicrucian movement. Shortly af-
terwards, he founded his own Rosicrucian Fraternity, complete with a
hierarchy of Masonic-sounding titles: below the Imperialistic Council
and Venerable Order of the Magi were the degrees of the Priests of
Melchizedek, and the Knights of Chivalry and Order of the Holy Grail.
A new wave of interest followed in 1914 during the tercentenary of
the original rosicrucian manifesto. In 1915, H. Spencer Lewis founded
the Ancient and Mystical Order Rosae Crucis (AMORC), which bor-
rowed extensively from both Theosophy and the Golden Dawn. Orig-
inally based in New York, he soon joined the general westward migra-
tion of the esoteric sects: in 1918 he relocated to San Francisco, and in
1927 he created a world headquarters for his movement in San Josc.
Also in California, in 1915 Max Heindcl formed his own Rosicrucian
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Fellowship in Oceanside.> Heindel had also been a Theosophical lec-
turer and was influenced by Annie Besant and Rudolf Steiner.

Prophets of the New Age

The enormous output of the occult publishing industry between about
1910 and 1940 shows how firmly American esoteric thought was rooted
in late Victorian speculations about Atlantis, the Great Pyramid, and
the rosicrucians. Both Lewis and Heindel were prolific authors in their
own right, and their organizations published numerous tracts over the
next three or four decades. Heindel’s Rosicrucian Christianity included
the sections ““Astronomical Allegories of the Bible,” ““The Mystery of
the Holy Grail,” ““The Coming Force, Vril or What?’” and ““The Angels
as Factors in Evolution.””* Other writers were equally active. During
the 1920s, Evangeline Adams of Boston became “America’s first astro-
logical superstar.”” Paul Foster Case published on rosicrucianism and
the tarot, among other subjects, and in 1920 he founded his mystical
order, the Builders of the Adytum. Some authors made their living by
popularizing the mysteries of the East. Between 1924 and 1935, Baird
T. Spalding published his five-volume account of the Life and Teach-
ings of the Masters of the Far East, and Paul Brunton made a literary
career from romantic books like A Search in Secret India (1934) or A
Search in Secret Egypt (1936).”> Occult ideas were also disseminated
by novels: in 1933, James Hilton’s Lost Horizon created a Himalayan
dreamworld populated by immortal mystics, in a vision derived ulti-
mately from Blavatsky.

Though esoteric ideas were often presented by specialized presses
and offbeat magazines, they also made their impact upon the main-
stream. In the scholarly text From Ritual to Romance (1920), Jessie L.
Weston traced the medieval Holy Grail myth back to ancient fertility
rites. According to Weston, these primeval customs were preserved
through secret initiatory groups, who among other things used the
tarot, which was precisely the historical view held by occult groups like
the Golden Dawn and the rosicrucians: Weston drew her information
about the tarot from Golden Dawn members A. E. Waite and W. B.
Yeats. Weston’s theories and the associated tarot imagery were popu-
larized in T. S. Eliot’s The Waste Land, perhaps the best-known English
poem of the twentieth century.?

Meanwhile, tales of lost continents not only flourished, they prolif-
erated. Throughout the twentieth century, believers would claim access
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to a whole alternate history and archaeology of the human civilization,
venturing many thousands of years before the meager period marked
out by staid academics. The ancient civilization of Atlantis was soon
joined by the lost land of Lemuria, said to lie under the Indian Ocean
and to have left traces throughout the Pacific world, making it of great
interest to West Coast occultists. Historical accounts of this lost society
were mainly derived from mediumship and channeling. The most-cited
source for the Lemurian idea was Rudolf Steiner's The Submerged
Continents of Atlantis and Lemuria, which was translated from the
German into English in 1911. By the 19205, James Churchward was
claiming to have discovered secret records from yet another sunken
continent, that of Mu, the “Motherland of Man,”” which had left its
remnants in Polynesia. In his view, “[t]he Garden of Eden was not in
Asia, but in a now sunken continent in the Pacific Ocean,”” and mem-
ories of Mu were found scattered across the world, in Mayan, Indian
and Egyptian records, on Easter Island, and in the rituals of Freema-
sonry. Churchward claimed that Mu had foreshadowed and even ex-
celled all modern science, “We are probably now treading the same
road which our forefathers trod over 100,000 years ago.” Contempo-
rary groups hoped to gain access to these ancient secrets: in 1936, a
Lemurian Fellowship was founded in Wisconsin; it relocated to Los
Angeles in 1942.%7

The breadth of esoteric interests and concerns at this time is ex-
emplified by the work of Manly Hall, the hypnotist who in 1936
founded the Philosophical Research Society in Los Angeles, a long-
lasting occult study group. In 1928, he published his Encyclopedic Out-
line of Masonic, Hermetic, Qabalistic and Rosicrucian Symbolical Phi-
losophy: the frontispiece was, not surprisingly, a portrait of the Count
of Saint-Germain. The book proceeded through subjects as diverse as
the ancient mystery schools, Mithraism, Gnosticism, the works of Her-
mes Trismegistus, the continent of Atlantis, the significance of the
Great Pyramid, and Pythagoras’s work on mathematics, color, and mu-
sic. The Outline goes on to explain the occult significance of stars and
stones, fish and birds, trees and plants; the meaning of the zodiac; and
the insights of Qabalism, rosicrucianism, and esoteric Christianity.?

These varied themes were synthesized in many works of populari-
zation, which tried to make contemporary speculations available to a
mass audience. Among the most enduring were the writings of . Ho-
mer Curtiss and Harriette Augusta Curtiss. Homer Curtiss began the
series in 1909 with his Letters from the Teacher, a book that purported
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to be channeled, or more precisely, ““Transmitted by Rahmea, Priestess
of the Flame.”” This proclaimed the formation of a new mystic order,
the Order of the Fifteen, later the Order of Christian Mystics, “‘a great
Cosmic Order which has always existed and through which all souls
who have reached Mastery have passed on some plane, at a certain
stage of their evolution.”” The order claimed to have been founded in
Egypt in 4700 B.C. with its mystic symbol a sphinx, ““and today, as this
great Aquarian age begins its cycle, those souls must once more gather
together their reincarnated students and followers that that which was
symbolized in stone may be manifested in the world today.””” In 1912,
the couple published The Voice of Isis, beginning a joint publishing
career that stretched into the 1930s.

The Curtiss books were highly eclectic, dabbling in ““Masonic sym-
bols, the Trinity, the Elohim, angels, mythology, evolution, cycles, in-
itiations, etc.”” The books claimed to offer “/the philosophy of Christian
psychology and mysticism in plain, comprehensible terms and applied
to the daily life. Not mere theory and metaphysical speculation, but a
definite and comprehensible philosophy of life and Soul-growth. ...
which includes a rational explanation of all forms of mysticism and
Biblical Occultism, as well as the vital and complex problems of modern
life and all after-death conditions.”” The emphasis on a distinctively
Christian and biblical esoteric tradition was characteristic of the age, as
was the assertion of a plurality of divine teachers: Jesus was /[a] great
Avatar, the Son of God. All such come into the world at stated times
and give to the World their blessing and their teachings.” The goal of
occult inquiry was to arouse the Christ-Consciousness in each individ-
ual.® Realms of the Living Dead recalled the spiritualist tradition,
with its mythology of spirit guides, earthbound spirits, astral helpers,
and elemental spirits. Coming World Changes examined “the philos-
ophy of planetary changes such as sank Atlantis,” and explored proph-
ecies concerning “[tlhe king of the world and the predicted Asiatic
invasion of Europe.” In The Key to the Universe and The Key of Des-
tiny, the Curtisses explained themes like reincarnation and alchemical
transmutation.

We can take The Key of Destiny as typical of the allusive method-
ology and broad scope that characterized the writing of the Curtisses,
as well as Manly P. Hall and the Curtisses’ many New Age colleagues:
it also indicates the remarkably self-contained world of occult thought,
with its own distinctive logic. The book presents a system of number
mysticism that draws on correspondences between numbers, Hebrew
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letters, zodiac signs, and the greater trumps of the tarot deck, and they
cite such diverse sources as the apocryphal Book of Enoch and Lytton’s
Zanoni. For example, some fifty pages are devoted to discussing the
significance of the number fifteen “’a very powerful number and one
that is very little understood.”' Their investigation drew on Qabalistic
methods, noting that the number fifteen corresponds to the Hebrew
letter Samekh, which in turn is connected to the zodiacal sign Sagit-
tarius, and the greater trump known as The Devil. After a lengthy
meditation, the Curtisses conclude that the number has a profound
message for the believer, that “‘the pure Christ-light is beginning to
shine within him like the Sun rising on a new day.” All that from just
the number fifteen.

The Aquarian Age

The upsurge of occult speculation was well fitted to the Aquarian Age,
a phrase used much in the early twentieth century, and one that would
become very familiar in the 1960s. The term requires explanation. Dur-
ing different historical eras, the sun is located in different houses of
the zodiac, each of which is believed by astrologers to determine the
character of those centuries under its influence. When the dominant
sign was Taurus, around 1500 B.C., this constellation controlled the
ancient era of bull cults and bull sacrifice. Near the birth of Jesus, the
sun entered the sign of Pisces, and the next two thousand years were
dominated by the religion of Christianity, whose earliest symbol was
a fish. During the twentieth century, the sun would enter a new house,
that of Aquarius, and according to occult belief this event would be
marked by a profound new spirituality, a time of mystical enlighten-
ment and enhanced intuition, possibly symbolized by the appearance
of a new messianic figure—hence the stir over Krishnamurti. Aquarian
terminology was popularized by Levi H. Dowling’s book The Aquarian
Gospel of Jesus the Christ, an esoteric account of Jesus’ life. The book
first appeared in 1907, and its numerous reprintings indicate its con-
tinued popularity in the Theosophical and mystical subculture up to
the present day. In 1918, an Aquarian Ministry, practicing New
Thought principles, was founded at Santa Barbara. In 1921, the Cur-
tisses proclaimed The Message of Aquaria.

The Aquarian era would also be a New Age. This phrase appeared
in the 1880s, when John Ballou Newbrough claimed to channel a text
published as OAHSPE: A New Age Bible, and the usage spread with
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the dawn of the twentieth century: this was also the era of the new
woman, the new state, and of New Thought itself.”? Aleister Crowley
dated his New Aeon from the channeling of his new scripture the
“Book of the Law” in 1904. Writers of the 1920s and 1930s presented
themselves as advocates of a New Age of occult enlightenment, and
Alice Bailey did much to popularize the dual terms “New Age’”” and
’Aquarian.” In 1935, Paul Foster Case published a study of the Great
Seal of the United States, studying “’its history, symbolism, and mes-
sage for the New Age.” Southern California-based Corinne Heline
wrote on themes like Color and Music in the New Age and The New
Age Bible Interpretation, the latter from her own New Age Press.”

The American Audience

The popularity of occult, Asian, and New Thought ideas laid the foun-
dation for a new wave of fringe religions, attracting a sizable audience
of spiritual seekers. As early as 1896, we hear grumbling about a wave
of new prophets “sent from some great hierophant of the ‘Brotherhood
of the Motherhood of the Golden Candelabra’ and similar and un-
knowable Gobi and Himalaya dwellers to start some new sect for the
salvation of the world, and pocket from $25 to $100 initiation fee from
fools ready to pay it.””** Such complaints would become commonplace
in the new century.

Journalists remarked how ostensibly secular and modern people fell
instantly for supernatural claims if they were proclaimed in suitably
exotic style. A 1927 account in The Nation noted how a normally
skeptical young woman was enchanted by the Washington presentation
of an orange-robed swami, who talked of ““happiness, diseaselessness,
material success, scientific law, God, Jesus, and the great cosmic source
of energy. There was never once anything concrete, specific, detailed.
But it was intimated that such marvels would be revealed to an inner
circle with $25 each to enable them to meet for twelve intimate per-
sonal contacts with the Swami in the Rose Room of the most expensive
hotel in the city.”” Cult leaders were a migratory species who became
scarce in eastern cities during the winter, ““for it is then that the swamis
and yogis leave their haunts in Gotham and go to Florida or to the
Middle West, where they give courses in astrology to devout gover-
nors, or prey upon fat ladies in the dimly lighted shrines of opulent
hotels.”

Most of the resulting movements were transient, but a few found
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deeper roots, particularly in the West. In the late nineteenth century,
Boston had been host to many of the fringe groups, but after 1900, the
new religions found their main home in California, in the wake of
Katherine Tingley. California’s occult sects of the early twentieth cen-
tury have been described as “the sick survivors of New England tran-
scendentalism,”” and there are obvious resemblances between the reli-
gious ambience of Boston in 1870 and that of Los Angeles in 1920.%

Though contemporary comments leave no doubt about the preva-
lence of New Age ideas in the West, the distinctiveness of California
may be exaggerated by the diligent work of libraries and universities
in that part of world in preserving books and ephemera with local
imprints. In consequence, we overstate the strength of occult ideas in
California to the detriment of other western states like Washington
and New Mexico, to say nothing of Michigan or Pennsylvania. There
was a lot more to the cult boom than merely Los Angeles. As a tract
on “mystic cults” warned in 1913, “In Seattle, in San Francisco and in
Los Angeles, are temples to Buddha and Krishna . . . Lowell, Massachu-
setts, is another center for the propagation of obscure faith, and as for
Chicago, that place is the breeding-place apparently of all the erratic,
erotic, ridiculous and sacrilegious rites under heaven.””” Nevertheless,
much of our available evidence concerns California.

New Thought was vital in transmitting metaphysical ideas and in
promoting new sects in the West. The movement began in New En-
gland, but it was imported to Los Angeles about 1904, and from about
1915 most of the New Thought leaders established institutions on the
Pacific coast. George Wharton James accurately spoke of California as
“the natural home of New Thought.”” To quote Carey McWilliams,
“these two imported movements—Theosophy and New Thought—
constitute the stuff from which most of the later creeds and cults have
been evolved . .. the mystical ingredients came from Point Loma; the
practical money-mindedness from the New Thought leaders.””** For both
strands of the emerging tradition, the year 1915 proved a crucial turning
point. This marked the twin great expositions in San Francisco and San
Diego, which attracted an unparalleled number of visitors to California,
with the San Francisco Exposition actively promoting New Thought as
the religious vanguard of the new century. These events occurred dur-
ing a period of amazing population expansion in the far West: Los
Angeles grew from 50,000 residents in 1890 to 577,000 by 1920; Se-
attle’s population expanded in the same period from 43,000 to 315,000.
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The new sects benefited from the distinctive nature of migration to
the West, which advertised itself as a haven of wellness. In California,
as in Arizona and New Mexico, many new migrants were sick people
constantly in search of miraculous cures, especially from tubercular
conditions. Patients cared little whether solutions came from Christian
and Pentecostal sects or from occult temples claiming to dispense the
wisdom of Lemuria. The West and Southwest had also become the
voguish destination for bohemians wishing to establish artistic and cul-
tural colonies, and the eastern discovery of Taos and Santa Fe was at
its height in the second decade of the century.” On a practical level,
California law made it very easy to establish a new religious body. The
process was basically open to anyone who could lay their hands on a
small filing fee and produce a couple of witnesses. Finally, Californian
real estate was very cheap by eastern standards, so that a modest in-
vestment could produce an imposing temple or sanctuary with sub-
stantial grounds. Religious entrepreneurs found in the West the means,
motive, and opportunity to form new sects.

Furthermore, new groups faced little opposition from established
churches, which throughout the twentieth century were weaker in the
western states than anywhere in the nation. Scholars like Rodney Stark
and William S. Bainbridge have shown that the far West has always
been a largely unchurched territory, with rates of church attendance,
church membership, and orthodox religious belief well below the na-
tional average. Conversely, census records from the early part of the
century always show far higher western rates of adherence to fringe
religious groups. As we have already seen, it is very difficult to assess
the impact of cults using data that track individuals who declare them-
selves to be adherents of a particular movement, because that misses
the large floating population who are under the influence of fringe
ideas. In the 1926 religious census, only a tiny number of fringe be-
lievers identified themselves nationwide: apart from 200,000 Christian
Scientists and 50,000 members of spiritualist churches, we find only
some 14,000 combined for the Theosophists, Liberal Catholic Church,
Divine Science, Vedanta Society, and Bahais. Even in guru-rich Los
Angeles, the 1926 census recorded that only 1.7 percent of religious
adherents, some 5,500 people, belonged to fringe movements like
Christian Science, Theosophy, and spiritualism. Obviously, we are
missing a very large number of small temples and esoteric centers, to
say nothing of the whole Foursquare Gospel, which was too new to be
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recorded. Nor are major African American sects like the Moorish Sci-
ence Temple included.

Still, the available figures are suggestive. Whatever the problems
with the data, there is no doubt of the western predominance in fringe
belief and practice, as membership rates for the metaphysical groups
are generally far higher in the Pacific coast states than elsewhere. West-
erners were far more likely to record their official occupation in terms
of esoteric practice or mystical healing, what Stark and Bainbridge call
““client cult occupations,”” like naturopaths, homeopaths, faith healers,
and chiropractors. In 1930, the number of such “healers”” per hundred
thousand employed persons was by far the highest in the West, in the
states of New Mexico (123), California (116), Arizona (102), Oregon
(89), and Washington (74). By the same measure, chiropractors were
most numerous in California and Colorado.*® In Canada likewise, the
western province of British Columbia has always shown the weakest
adherence to established churches, and the greatest appetite for fringe
movements. ‘

California Cults

Even before the jazz age was under way, southern California was leg-
endary both for cults and for the occult. In 1913, an observer remarked
on Los Angeles’s tendency to quackery, to “‘faddists and mounte-
banks—Spiritualists, mediums, astrologists, phrenologists, palmists,
and all other breeds of esoteric windjammers . . . whole buildings are
devoted to occult and outlandish orders—Mazdaznan clubs, yogi sects,
homes of truth, cults of cosmic fluidists, astral planers, Emmanuel mov-
ers, rosicrucians and other boozy transcendentalists.” (The Zoroastrian-
derived Mazdaznan movement combined veneration for the sun with
breathing exercises and diet reforms and was said to count fourteen
thousand American followers by 1913.)*' When in 1926, H. L. Mencken
tried to explain the popularity of Aimee Semple McPherson, he sug-
gested dismissively that “there were more morons collected in Los An-
geles than in any other place on earth. . . . The osteopaths, chiropractors
and other such quacks had long marked and occupied it. It swarmed
with swamis, spiritualists, Christian Scientists, crystal-gazers, and the
allied necromancers.””*

Some of the new movements contributed to the cultural and eco-
nomic development of the growing city of Los Angelcs: in a sense,
Hollywood is built on occult foundations. Onc pioneer was the Krotona
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Theosophical settlement founded in Hollywood by Albert P. Warring-
ton in 1911 and named for the ancient mystical school of Pythagoras.
An autobiographical novel set in these years recalls ““the hills of Kro-
tona where the temple was, and the lotus pond and the vegetarian
cafeteria. There were several smaller tabernacles as well, a metaphysical
library, a Greek theater where The Light of Asia was being played, and
numerous dwellings cut into the hillside above and below the winding
road . . . Krotona was one of the most beautiful spots on the planet and
a highly magnetized spiritual center as well.”” ““Courses were given in
Esperanto, the Esoteric interpretations of music and drama, and the
human Aura.”* In 1920, Krotona relocated to the Ojai valley, between
Los Angeles and Santa Barbara, in an area that had become famous as
an international occult center, but Hollywood retained its esoteric slant.
When Aleister Crowley visited Los Angeles in 1918, he was appalled
at the clamor he encountered from occult amateurs, the “‘cinema crowd
of cocaine-crazed, sexual lunatics, and the swarming maggots of near-
occultists.”” Crowley’s popularity in decadent circles received odd con-
firmation shortly afterwards. During the investigation of the 1922 mur-
der of director William Desmond Taylor, perhaps the biggest scandal
to hit Hollywood during the silent era, a love letter providing key
evidence in the case was found in Taylor’s copy of Crowley’s scandal-
ous book White Stains.*

The fringe religions varied in seriousness, and some spectators ap-
parently attended chiefly for spectacle and entertainment value, but
even the most dubious events demonstrate how domesticated the occult
elements had become. We have the following recollection of a service
held in San Francisco about 1920: “We went to a fake ——— church,
and there was a lot of chicanery. The priest and priestess sitting in two
gold chairs with the twelve vestal virgins as the choir. Behind them
was a great illuminated cross with flashing lights. During the service,
the very lightly-clad vestal virgins threw flowers among the audience.
It was a scream. Afterwards came the Love Feast. A virgin held a basket
of bread and the audience were asked to join the holy order, which was
non-sectarian. Another virgin held a loving cup of wine. Talk of hyp-
nosis, would you believe it, over one hundred and fifty people went
forward and partook of that sacrilegious feast.””*> The incident was re-
corded not because it was considered at all unusual in the area at this
time, but because of its possible later consequences: among the con-
gregants were Guy and Edna Ballard, later founders of the I AM sect,
who would borrow from these services in their own rituals.
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New sects grew rapidly. By 1930, there were said to be three or four
hundred cults in southern California, appealing to a total audience of
a hundred thousand or so.* When Carey McWilliams surveyed the
small sects of southern California in 1946, he listed among others the
Agabeg Occult Church, the Ancient Mystical Order of Melchizidek, and
the Great White Brotherhood, while at the Agasha Temple of Wisdom,
Richard Zenor channeled an ancient Egyptian priest for the benefit of
his five hundred followers. In the 1930s, Nathanael West’s Day of the
Locust portrayed the odd undergrowth of Hollywood sects, which
preached ““a crazy jumble of dietary rules, economics and Biblical
threats.”” Fictional (but plausible) groups listed included “‘the Taber-
nacle of the Third Coming, where a woman in male clothing preached
the Crusade Against Salt, and the Temple Moderne, under whose glass
and chromium roof ‘Brain-breathing, the Secret of the Aztecs’ was
taught.”’

One particularly successful group was the Self-Realization Fellow-
ship, founded in India in 1921, and representing a fairly orthodox Hin-
duism. The fellowship established its American operation in the early
1920s under Paramhansa Yogananda, who commanded large audiences
during a national speaking tour in 1925. Several thousand enthusiastic
hearers turned out to hear him in Los Angeles, and this city became
the group’s American base. The fellowship prospered: by the 1950s, it
was credited with ten thousand local followers, although such round
numbers are questionable at best and usually reflect a media preference
for a large and impressive-sounding statistic. At any rate, the fellow-
ship had enough support to make it an economic powerhouse through
the 1950s, with its twenty-acre Golden World Colony, a Lake Shrine
with a golden temple, and a golden-domed India Center. Other Hindu
movements also flourished in the West: by 1930, the Ramakrishna
movement operated ten Vedanta Centers in the United States, of which
four were based in Southern California, in addition to one each in San
Francisco and in Portland, Oregon.*

One of the oddest Californian movements in an odd era was the
Perfect Christian Divine Way, which was founded as a commune by
William E. Riker in San Francisco in 1916. Riker’s beliefs were an
amazing mish-mash of doctrines, all geared to establish the World's
Perfect Government and to secure the racial superiority of whites and
Jews. In 1919, he established Holy City, in the Santa Cruz mountains,
where a communec of about thirty members lived sexually segregated
lives. They turned over their property to Father Riker, whose own
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lifestyle was lavish. Holy City became legendary for its garish displays,
which included multiple Santa Claus statues, and the site attracted afi-
cionados of eccentricity until its destruction by fire in 1959.%

Stories about California’s religious oddness became almost a genre
in their own right. Through the 1950s, most travel writers describing
Los Angeles in particular felt the need to explain its reputation for
crackpots, for ‘“swamis, svengalis, and just plain oddballs.” Already in
1938, Time described the state as a “hothouse of cockeyed sectarian-
ism.”” Walter Duranty provided an explanation in terms of the culture
shock experienced by the mainly midwestern immigrants: ““Iowa comes
here and goes crazy.” When Upton Sinclair mounted his quixotic Cal-
ifornia gubernatorial campaign in 1934, even a sympathizer noted the
crank elements making up his support: “quack astronomers . . . mind
readers, members of the powerful Utopian Society . .. Theosophists
from Ojai, rosicrucians from San Jose.”””® In 1947, journalist John Gun-
ther commented, ‘/Pick up any copy of a Los Angeles newspaper and
read the religious advertisements. They are unique; this is theology in
extremis.”” Such accounts usually concentrated on the ludicrous aspects
of the fringe movements. Hidden between the lines is the fact that the
cults often commanded wide followings and represented a well-rooted
religious tradition. “Crackpot’’ is a strictly relative term. Gunther
rightly added that ““the fabulous economic power of the chief crackpot
groups is not always appreciated. The size of their congregations, the
amount of real estate they accumulate, the number of contributors on
whom they call, can become staggering.”’>!

The Cults Go National

Though in the 1920s the New Age sects were firmly concentrated on
the Pacific coast, a few groups would use mass-marketing to project
their ideas onto the national stage, bringing the word of mystic reve-
lation to millions. Earlier Californian precedents faded into insignifi-
cance beside three national movements that now emerged: the Psychi-
ana movement of Frank B. Robinson the Silver Legion of William
Dudley Pelley, and the T AM sect founded by Guy and Edna Ballard.

Psychiana
The fact that Psychiana was created as a purely commercial operation
did not prevent it enjoying phenomenal success, demonstrating the vast
hunger of the seekers fascinated by the occult. Its creator, Frank B.
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Robinson, was an expatriate British pharmacist whose checkered career
included being thrown out of both the Royal Canadian Mounted Police
and the U.S. Navy for drunkenness. Taking up residence in Moscow,
Idaho, he edited a small newspaper, and in 1928, /a time of great psy-
chic ferment in America,” he began placing magazine advertisements
declaring that ““I TALKED WITH GOD. Yes [ did—actually and literally!"*
Curious readers were invited to subscribe to a correspondence course
in spiritual truth. The ideas presented were skeptical of Christianity
and other established religions; instead, Robinson’s religion venerated
the Life-Spirit, which was largely identified with the natural forces then
being revealed by scientific explorations of the subatomic world. Psy-
chiana, the New Scientific Religion, taught readers to follow the inner
God-Law, in order to find “health, wealth, and happiness,”
repeated so often in the lessons as to become a mantra. Prayer consisted
of visualizing those things the believer sought, in such a way that they
would actually come true. Psychiana obviously drew on New Thought,
and it foreshadowed The Power of Positive Thinking. In later years,
Robinson drew more heavily on Theosophy and described himself as
an adept.”

Psychiana was a gold mine. The basic twenty-lesson course cost $28
($8 off for cash), and three advanced courses went for $10, $40, and
$100, respectively, with a money-back-if-not-entirely-satisfied guar-
antee, of the sort not offered by competing religions. The adherent
could also buy extra books, emblems, and records. Robinson pursued a
clever marketing strategy from his base in Idaho, advertising in mag-
azines whose audiences might be interested in his readily accessible
form of popular mysticism: at the height of his business, he was ad-
vertising in two hundred publications. As he boasted, the orthodox
might dismiss their rivals as lunatics, crackpots, and racketeers, but “‘we
lunatics have more than we can do. I don’t print application blanks by
the tens of thousands, I print them by the 500,000. I buy envelopes
by the five million lot.” In the first nine months of 1933, Psychiana
took in revenues of over $130,000, with expenses at $80,000, and Rob-
inson lived in luxury.® At its height in the Depression, Psychiana
reached hundreds of thousands of Americans, perhaps millions. Rob-
inson also boasted highly placed followers, including Idaho’s U.S. Sen-
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ator William Borah, who was able to save him from deportation (Mus-
solini was also said to admire the movement). Howevcr, Psychiana was
in decline by the Second World War, with large debts from unpaid bills

for correspondence courses, and the movement staggered on for only
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a few years after Robinson’s death in 1948. Predictably, Psychiana’s
critics presented the ‘“Moscow Jesus’” as peddling ““lunatic,”” “crackpot’”’
ideas to the gullible masses.>

17 id

Robinson could have drawn his commercial approach from any one
of a number of contemporary models. He had surely noted how the
Ku Klux Klan had persuaded millions of Americans to join a pseudo-
mystical order, and in these same years Aimee Semple McPherson was
triumphantly developing her Foursquare Gospel mission. Other strik-
ing parallels are found in Unity, the first religion to apply modern
mass-advertising techniques, and Alice Bailey’s booming Arcane
School, which at its height employed 130 secretaries to serve the scat-
tered faithful. Psychiana was an attempt to cash in on a separate but
equally large potential public. In turn, Psychiana inspired other mail-
order esoteric schools, including the Mayan Temple, which flourished
from the mid-1930s into the early 1960s. Despite its name, this San
Antonio-based group offered a hodgepodge of Qabalism, Buddhism,
reincarnation, and esoteric Christianity, and it allowed the home-based
student to rise through successive grades of adeptship by means of
correspondence courses and examinations. Initiates received the most
arcane secrets of “Mayanry” by means of a simple cipher, which was
intended to guard against profane inquiry.

The Silver Shirts

Besides Frank Robinson, another religious leader who communed di-
rectly with God about this time was William Dudley Pelley (c. 1885/
1890-1965). Pelley was a publisher, magazine writer, and minor nov-
elist who by the 1920s had explored most of the available fringe
religions, including British Israelitism, Atlantis theories, and pyrami-
dology. He had also lived in Hollywood at the height of its occult boom.
In 1928, while in the mountains near Pasadena, he had an alleged near-
death experience, during which he was granted visions of the afterlife
and the Ascended Masters. He told the world of the truths he had
learned during his “seven minutes in eternity,” which was also the
title of an article he published in the American Magazine. As advertised
in his many books and tracts, Pelley, like Christ, was a leader of the
cosmic forces of Light.>

Pelley was typical of the New Age sects in attempting to draw on
contemporary scientific and psychological advances. Presenting mysti-
cal teachings in pseudoscientific guise was scarcely novel: Mesmerism
had claimed to be using a new form of magnetism, while spirit rapping
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was presented as a kind of spiritual telegraphy. Twentieth-century oc-
cult groups likewise drew on the new scientific findings of their era, at
least as far as they understood them, and this apparent ultramodernity
was part of their appeal. These sects not only accepted the concept of
evolution, they imported it into the spiritual realm. They also adopted
ideas like multiple dimensions, and Psychiana borrowed from suba-
tomic theory. Pelley similarly dressed spiritualism in the language of
science, or at least science fiction. He communicated to his followers
the messages received from his “hyper-dimensional instructor’” and the
other Great Souls, which he heard via the Psychic Radio. Others at the
time incorporated words from the newest technology: Upton Sinclair
undertook telepathic experiments via what he called the “‘mental ra-
dio,” and Father Divine employed his “/spirit wireless.”*”

Unlike Robinson, Pelley was not content merely to found a mail-
order audience cult, and in 1933 he formed a new political-religious
movement, the fascist and anti-Semitic Silver Legion of America, the
Silver Shirts. This was “‘a great Christian Army fortified by the invi-
olable principles of the Christ.”*® Pelley was the “beloved Chief,” a
term that could equally well refer to his role as American Fiihrer, or
as the living Secret Chief, a not-yet-ascended Master: he was aspiring
to be Zanoni as much as Hitler. The Silver Shirts were explicitly mod-
eled on the German Nazi Party, and Pelley claimed that he was inspired
to form his movement on January 30, 1933, the day Hitler became
German chancellor. He may have drawn some of his images from the
popular media, as this day also marked the first broadcast of the radio
western series, The Lone Ranger, with its heroic rangers and the re-
current silver themes: Pelley’s followers were also called ““Silver Rang-
ers,”” and that was the title of one of his newspapers. Whatever the
origins of the idea, Pelley now focused on the Jews as the source of
most evils and problems in the world, and he offered a solution based
on the formation of a Christian Commonwealth, a Christ-Democracy.
Through the 1930s, the legion continued to circulate its anti-Semitic
views in books like No More Hunger, The World Hoax, and The Pro-
tocols of the Elders of Zion. Pelley became the nation’s best-known
figure on the paramilitary Far Right, and he inspired Sinclair Lewis’s
imaginary American dictator Buzz Windrip in the 1935 novel It Can't
Happen Here.

The Silver Shirts boomed in the mid-1930s, and the movement may
have had as many as twenty-five thousand members nationwide at its
height from 1933 to 1934. Support was heavily concentrated in Cali-
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fornia, Oregon, and Washington, though other centers of strength were
scattered across the Midwest in Chicago, Cleveland, and in the Ohio
steel districts. Within California, the group found most adherents in
the southern parts of the state, in Los Angeles and San Diego.” Though
the movement looks like a classic fascist sect, it never lost its strong
occult motivation, and some adherents claimed to be less interested in
the anti-Semitic rhetoric than in Pelley’s mystic revelations. After the
movement was suppressed during the war years, adherents abandoned
their overt political ambitions and drifted back to their Theosophical
roots.

Mighty I AM

The third of these movements was the most successful in terms of its
national impact. In 1930 former medium, hypnotist, and gold prospec-
tor Guy Ballard claimed to have had a personal encounter on Califor-
nia’s Mount Shasta with none other than the Count of Saint-Germain,
the figure who had fascinated Lytton and the original Theosophists.
Though now thousands of years old, Saint-Germain lived on as an
Ascended Master, who chose Ballard as his earthly vehicle and the
channel of the forces of light: Guy and his wife, Edna, now became
Accredited Messengers of the Masters. Ballard founded the movement
of I AM, which claimed to show adherents how to achieve perfect unity
with the higher self, the God within. Publishing under the pseudonym
of Godfre Ray King, Ballard promulgated his beliefs in a number of
books, including Unveiled Mysteries (1934), the title of which recalls
Blavatsky’s Isis Unveiled ® In 1932 the movement set up headquarters
in Los Angeles, and it used profits from the books to advertise heavily
on radio.

Critics attacked I AM for its flagrant exploitation of public gullibil-
ity, especially in cult-prone California. In 1938, the Christian Century
described the new movement under the weary headline “ Another One
in Los Angeles.”® One of the deadliest enemies of the group was Ger-
ald Bryan, who produced a series of embarrassing revelations about its
origins through the late 1930s. Among other things, Bryan showed
that Ballard had plagiarized much of his written material from Theo-
sophical works written over the previous forty years or so, which de-
scribed meetings with ascended masters in words almost identical to
Ballard’s, specifically naming the Count of Saint-Germain.** Visual por-
trayals of the Ascended Masters were also borrowed, uncredited, from
standard Theosophical works.
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Bryan shows once again how commonplace such esoteric ideas had
become in popular culture by the 1920s and how easily a whole reli-
gious system could be concocted from materials lying readily at hand.
He claimed that the Ballards “imbibed a little of Christian Science, read
a bit of the Walter Method C. S. [Christian Science|, branched over to
the Unity School at Kansas City, linked up with the Ancient and Mys-
tical Order Rosae Crucis (AMORC), joined the Order of Christian
Mystics [the Curtiss group|, studied under Pelley the Silver Shirter,
sat at the feet of some of the Swamis, read a little of Theosophy, looked
into the magic of Yogi philosophy and Oriental mysticism, [and] in-
terested themselves in Baird T. Spalding and his Masters of the Far
East.”s> Ballard also consulted with Frank Robinson, who “/just warned
him to keep off my [Robinson’s] stuff.”* Pelley had also had his vision
of the Masters on a California mountain, and like Pelley, the Ballards
drew from the pulps and popular science magazines. I AM claimed
access to “‘great and mighty Ascended Masters speaking audibly over
a dazzling LIGHT AND SOUND RAY [sic],”” which manifested in the Bal-
lard headquarters in Chicago. This could easily have been borrowed
from a contemporary science fiction magazine like Astounding, if not
from a Flash Gordon movie serial.®>

Whatever its origins, I AM developed its own style of meetings and
ceremonials, emphasizing the roles of both Jesus and Saint-Germain.
To attract the curious, large public meetings were held in elaborately
decorated public auditoria, while permanent T AM temples were devel-
oped to serve the fully committed initiates, the Hundred Percenters.
Five I AM centers appeared in California, two in Florida, others in
Philadelphia, Seattle, and Chicago. Members’ services were reminiscent
of traditional seances. Also recalling spiritualism, the Ballard system
involved exorcising the countless psychic entities that threatened the
human race, with the believer invoking Saint-Germain or some other
higher presence: on one occasion in 1939, some four hundred thousand
troublesome entities were removed from greater Philadelphia. As well
as raiding the ranks of spiritualism, “they have taken followers from
Christian Science, Unity, the various metaphysical cults and even from
the older religions; many persons of education and refinement are in-
cluded in their number.”’s

I AM played to enthusiastic audiences across the nation, with a se-
ries of ten-day classes or crusades focusing on particular cities and
regions. The movement’s claim to have a million followers is doubtful,
but there were at least tens of thousands prepared to support a sizable
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merchandising operation, which included books, records, pins, rings,
posters, and portraits of the Masters, including Saint-Germain and Guy
Ballard himself. I AM rings sold for $12, photographs of Ballard for
$2.50, a chart of the Magic Presence for $12, and $1.25 bought a special
binder in which to store the flood of continuing I AM edicts. New Age
Cold Cream was also available.” By such means I AM allegedly took
in $3 million during its first decade of existence.

As with Psychiana and the Pelley crusade, the success of the Ballard
movement pointed to the existence of a widespread hunger for esoteric
spirituality. At the same time, the sects were bound to draw criticism,
not least for their flagrant commercialism and their political implica-
tions. In addition to reaching a wider audience, the success of the three
national movements alerted potential opponents to the scale, and often
the radicalism, of new religious developments. As we will see, this laid
the foundation for intensified anticult activism during the 1930s and
afterwards.
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Black Gods

My name is Mahdi: [ am God.
Wallace Fard, quoted in Claude Andrew Clegg, An Original Man

frican Americans were subject to the same forces that fostered

so many new religious groups among whites, so it is not sur-

prising to find a comparable upsurge of new black religious
movements in the early twentieth century. Although scholars tend to
treat black and white movements as separate phenomena, the two grew
from exactly the same cultural roots and bore far more mutual resem-
blance than either might have cared to admit. For both races, the first
quarter of the century was a time of effervescent religious creativity,
and both were exposed to the enticing ““doctrine of ‘the God within,’
a mixture of Christian Science, New Thought, Theosophy, Spiritual-
ism, and plain foolishness.””! This phrase originally referred to the New
York religious milieu that produced Father Divine, but it could with
equal justice be used for many of his contemporaries. By the 1930s,
these ideas were influencing national movements, I AM and the Silver
Shirts for whites, the Nation of Islam and Father Divine’s Peace Mis-
sion among blacks.

Just as predictable as the upsurge of new groups was the unsym-
pathetic public attitude towards what the press termed “‘the Negro
cults”: for blacks as well as whites, a period of Reaction soon followed
the period of Emergence. However, the whole concept of cult was ap-
plied more generously to black movements, which at every stage were
depicted as far more extreme, ludicrous, and dangerous than their white
counterparts. Most of the different kinds of new African-American
movement swiftly earned the title of cult, including the followers of
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Father Divine and the Muslim sects, and essentially all movements
outside established churches like the Baptists and Methodists. One
scholarly 1944 account of black “cults”” includes not only the Muslims
but also the Holiness, Pentecostal, and faith-healing traditions.”

According to the common racist stereotype of the time, blacks were
vulnerable to cult-like behavior: a gullible, superstitious, primitive, and
exotic people, they were subject to unrestrained sexuality and violence.
When not restrained by white control, it seemed only natural that
blacks would revert to these so-called jungle, or African, characteristics.
These black-derived images would be crucial for the public attitude to
all cults, as these stereotypes were increasingly applied to white move-
ments. This influence was largely responsible for the idea that cults
tended to be bloodthirsty or homicidal, an image drawn partly from
sensationalist coverage of voodoo practices in Haiti. In the worst age
of segregation and prejudice, any association with supposed black char-
acteristics added to the existing condemnation of all fringe religions,
regardless of their racial makeup.

The World of Father Divine

For both black and white Americans, the first quarter of the twentieth
century was a time of rapid social change. African-American migration
to northern and midwestern cities accelerated during the First World
War in response to acute labor shortages, and the thriving urban cul-
tures of the 1920s were fertile ground for all manner of religious and
political innovation. A new racial consciousness was reflected in the
emergence of organizations like the NAACP, founded in 1909, and in
the rise of independent black newspapers and media outlets. Militancy
and racial pride were strengthened in response to the savage black-
white conflicts and rioting that occurred between 1919 and 1921, and
to the revival of lynching. Black nationalism during the 1920s was
expressed in mass support for Marcus Garvey and his Universal Negro
Improvement Association, which taught black Americans that they had
a true spiritual and national home in the land of Ethiopia. Garvey’s
messianic movement also developed its own African-derived religious
arm, and his followers freely compared him to Jesus and Buddha.?
Black religious movements proliferated in these years. In 1935, nov-
elist Claude McKay remarked that “‘the most African characteristic of
Harlem, after the color of its people, is the multitude of amazing cults.
... To say there is a cult on every block would be no exaggeration. . . .
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It is through religion, more than any other channel, that primitive
African emotions find expression in our modern civilization.”” Tra Reid
scoffed at the whole ramshackle culture of *[blishops without a diocese,
those who heal with divine inspiration, praying circles that charge for
their services, American Negroes turned Jews overnight, theological
seminaries conducted in the rear of railroad apartments.””*

Some of the new sects attracted media attention precisely because
they seemed so outrageous, so vulnerable to racial parody. “Primitive
emotions” were exemplified by George Baker, Father Divine, whose
followers believed that he was, literally, God. If, as seems probable, he
was born in 1878 or 1879, then “‘the Father”” was a contemporary of
rosicrucian and Theosophical figures like Guy Ballard, R. S. Clymer,
and Edward A. Wilson, as well as of Frank Buchman. By the age of
twenty, the Father had already associated with several messianic fig-
ures, one of whom, Father Jehovah, was influenced by New Thought.
Following his move to Harlem, Baker was exposed to the intoxicating
fringe ideas of the day, which in various ways taught that all human
beings were ultimately divine. By 1915, he was preaching that “‘God
... [was] repersonified and rematerialized”” in himself.>

During the 1920s, the newly proclaimed Father Divine led ““a holy-
rolling kind of black and white cult”” based in a ““heaven’ at Sayville,
Long Island. When this mixed-race establishment aroused resentment
among neighbors, Divine was prosecuted for maintaining a public nui-
sance, and in 1932, he was jailed pending psychiatric evaluation. Soon
afterwards, the judge who had issued this order died suddenly, giving
rise to claims that Father Divine had struck him down for blasphemy.
This moral victory created tumultuous excitement, as the Father was
hailed in the streets with slogans like “God! There goes Father! Father
Divine is God! The true and living God.” Over the coming years, the
Father’s followers promoted a steady flow of similar tales of miraculous
punishments of the faithless and disrespectful. For the media, he re-
placed Sister Aimee as the stereotypical American cult leader, as the
flamboyant ““God in a Rolls-Royce.”’s

Father Divine established a national Peace Mission, dedicated to
peace and universal racial equality. Its newspaper, New Day, enjoyed
scriptural status, and issues were dated A.D.F.D., or anno domini Father
Divine. A network of headquarters or divine kingdoms spread across
the nation, with centers in New York, Philadelphia, Newark, Seattle,
and Los Angeles: the number of scparate groups peaked in 1941 at 178.
Services mainly consisted of hymns of adoration for the Father and
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gratitude for all he had given his adherents through material prosperity
and healing. The number of followers was uncertain: “‘Father Divine
has anywhere from five thousand to five million, depending on his

1y

statistical mood.””” Though support was mainly black, there was a sprin-
kling of white and Latino followers: a substantial majority were
women. Many followers had long records of activity in other marginal
movements, ‘‘people, many of them whites, who have been Baptists,
Holy Rollers, Christian Scientists and Theosophists before coming to
Father.”®

The movement gained credibility by its social action programs,
which included free food for the homeless. As a white character opined
in Sinclair Lewis’s novel It Can’t Happen Here, the best of the current
wave of messiahs "“is this darky, Father Divine. He doesn’t just promise
he’s going to feed the underprivileged ten years from now—he hands
out the fried drumsticks and gizzard right along with the salvation.”?
The source of the money for these operations was as mysterious as the
overall membership figures, but disciples gave generously. By the
1950s, the organization owned “‘thirty apartment houses . ..a dozen
city hotels, fourteen residence clubs, twenty properties in foreign coun-
tries, some twenty luxurious country estates, several schools, churches,
and business establishments too numerous to mention.” Even the larg-
est real estate purchases were always made in cash.’®

However benevolent in many ways, Father Divine ran his group in
a manner reminiscent of the most authoritarian cults of modern times.
As an observer commented in 1944, within the group, “Father Divine
is the organization. . . . Father Divine is God. He is everywhere, knows
everything, sees and hears all things. Even though he dwells in New
York City or Philadelphia, a decision made by a follower in California
could not have materialized independently, but must have been the
result of spirit wireless directly from Father Divine.” There were two
categories of members: the brothers and sisters, who accepted the
group’s doctrine; and the higher category of absolute devotees, or an-
gels. An angel “has renounced the things of this world completely. He
no longer plans his own life, but lives it completely in accordance with
the instructions of Father Divine. If he is the possessor of worldly
goods, he disposes of them in a manner agreed upon between him and
the leader. . .. Such members are the true angels of the cult.””"" These
absolute members were required to seek permission from Father Divine
to change their routine in any way, to relocate or make any other
significant decision in life, and carried on no business or job except as
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ordered by the Father. Having said this, commentators found little ev-
idence of hardship in the movement, which was praised for offering
tollowers stability and decent living conditions in a time of economic
collapse.’?

But Father Divine was by no means the only prophet of this era.
Only marginally less exalted in his claims was Sweet Daddy Grace,
who began his preaching in 1919, and who became absolute head of
the United House of Prayer for All People. The group soon possessed
twenty churches along the eastern seaboard.”® In many ways, this was
"’a Christian sect of the Holiness type, believing in conversion, sanc-
tification and the intervention of the Holy Spirit,” but Daddy Grace
was the centre of a cult of personality and veneration far above what
was found in most such groups. He boasted of taking on earthly form
specifically to help elevate the humbled black race, and he pursued his
task through divinely granted powers of healing. Daddy proved his
bona fides by applying to himself all New Testament passages con-
cerning Grace, such as ‘/Salvation is by Grace only. . .. God and Grace
are one. God 1s invisible and Grace is visible.”** In return for his bless-
ings, all members were to give very generously to Daddy, ideally to
the extent of all their worldly goods. Like I AM, Psychiana, and other
fringe groups, Daddy Grace developed merchandising to a high art,
offering a special range of products bearing his name, everything from
cosmetics to cookies, as well as uniforms, buttons, badges, and banners,
and his Grace Magazine. His services used radio for advertising, and
the services were broadcast live. When Grace died in 1960, he left a
House of Prayer some 25,000 strong and an estate valued at $25 mil-
lion. In the 1990s, the church still commanded a real estate empire
worth hundreds of millions of dollars.'?

Black Jews

For all their theological quirks, movements like these remained rec-
ognizably Christian, at least in their worship style. Other groups de-
parted still more radically from traditional modes. An early example
was the black Jews, who gained a solid foothold in African-American
communities in the 1920s. Under the influence of insurgent racial na-
tionalism, these new movements reinterpreted biblical history through
an African lens, claiming that the story of the Hebrew people and the
early Christians was in reality the story of oppressed blacks, who had
struggled against white oppressors. In this account, Jesus, David, Abra-
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ham, and all other biblical heroes were black Africans. Then in later
years, "‘We were chased out of Palestine by the Romans (Italian) into
the west coast of Africa where we were captured and sold into this
great USA.”"1¢

Several sects claimed primacy as the original black Jewish move-
ment, but the first was probably the Church of Ged and Saints in
Christ, which was organized by William S. Crowdy, a former cook on
the Santa Fe railroad. Following a visionary experience in 1896,
Crowdy formed a church in Kansas City, which he headed as bishop.
Crowdy’s Church adopted Jewish customs and feast days, and its clergy
gradually adopted the title of “rabbi.”” It also foreshadowed other Af-
rican American sects by drawing on Masonic ritual and symbolism.
Among other movements influenced by Crowdy’s ideas was the Church
of the Living God, which was originally formed in 1889 by William
Christian of Arkansas, who also claimed a special divine revelation. One
wing of this church was founded in Philadelphia in 1915 by F.S.
Cherry, who remained its inspired prophet and absolute leader.”” The
group venerated the Hebrew scriptures, as Hebrew was the authentic
ancient language of the black race who subsequently became African
Americans: the so-called Jews were impostors. The group kept Saturday
as the Sabbath and began the year from Passover. Yet another group
emerged about 1900 when Warien Robertson founded a communal set-
tlement in Virginia on black Jewish principles, under the title of the
Temple of the Gospel of the Kingdom. The movement developed sev-
eral settlements or “’kingdoms’’ across the country, but the sect col-
lapsed following Robertson’s conviction on sex charges in 1926. Finally,
the Black Jews of Harlem were founded by a former officer of the
Garvey movement.'*

The racial appropriation of biblical history and ancestry was scarcely
new or daring, as African Americans were explicitly doing what every
white church did unconsciously when it posted pictures of a blond and
blue-eyed Jesus standing proud before the swarthy Levantine Pharisees.
The claim to be the “‘real” Jews was exactly the same as that made by
white followers of the contemporary British Israel movement, which
was spreading in North America in these same years. When blacks
made similar declarations, however, white observers saw the matter as
merely ludicrous, and the existence of black Jewish groups may have
contributed to the comic vision of black Old Testament prophets in the
1936 film Green Pastures, with its parade of racist clichés. But this
black trend was of far-reaching religious importance, and we can see
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many resemblances between such nationalist-oriented black groups and
the contemporary white Theosophical movements. Both trends claimed
religious roots far deeper than would be accepted by contemporary
scholarship, and both boasted access to secret racial histories, thousands
of years for the black Hebrews, perhaps millions for believers in At-
lantean and Lemurian theories.

The search for ancient and authentic roots was naturally at its most
intense among relatively new and displaced migrant communities, re-
spectively, urban blacks recently arrived from the countryside and
white midwesterners relocated to California. Following the collapse
during the Depression of their newly aroused expectations, both com-
munities were likewise vulnerable to prophets or messiahs who boasted
direct access to divine wisdom. Though the first beneficiaries were black
Jews and individual messiahs like Father Divine, the quest for racial
authenticity led some African Americans altogether outside the Judaeo-
Christian tradition, to create an Americanized Islam.

Black Muslims

The pioneer of the American Muslim movement was Timothy Drew,
or Noble Drew Ali, who preached a heterodox Islam with himself as
the last prophet, a figure on a par with Jesus, Buddha, Confucius, and
Zoroaster. Drew had no qualms about creating his own scriptures, cre-
ating a Holy Koran that attached his own statements and parts of con-
temporary New Age works to the established holy writ of the Arabic
Quran. Large sections of his Holy Koran were appropriated from Levi
H. Dowling’s esoteric The Aquarian Gospel of Jesus the Christ, which
reported the career of “‘Jesus in India, Europe and Africa, in the land
of Egypt.”" This first American Islam owed as much to the contem-
porary New Age sects as to any authentic Islam. The decision to cast
the new religion as a form of Islam reflected Drew’s ostentatious re-
jection of white Western culture and history, in the very years that
fanatical stereotypes of non-Western religions were most pervasive.
Like Bishop Crowdy, Drew was also indebted to Freemasonry. This
package of mystical ideas held a particular appeal for black Americans,
who by the early twentieth century were largely excluded from the
regular Masonic lodges in which whites satisfied their own curiosity
about esoteric religion. Though there were thousands of black Masons,
pressure from southern segregationists meant that nonwhites were
confined to what were technically clandestine lodges. By the turn of
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the century, a whole parallel structure of Negro Masonry was using
pseudo-Arabic language drawn from the white Shriners, the Ancient
Egyptian Arabic Order of the Mystic Shrine, which erected temples
and dated events in terms of Ramadan and the Hegira. These exotic
precedents certainly influenced the thinking of Drew and later Muslim
sects.?

In 1913, Drew founded his Moorish Science Temple, MST, in New-
ark, New Jersey. The name was auspicious: though “Moor” was the
archaic name for Muslims of North Africa (to which Drew promised
to return his disciples), the word was derived from the Greek word for
dark-skinned, so the concepts of black and Muslim were neatly com-
bined. However, Drew believed that Moors had Asian rather than Af-
rican origins and should properly be termed Asiatics: Islam was the
distinctive religion of Asiatics, just as Christianity was the religion of
white Euro-Americans. Like the sects of black Jews, the Muslims
claimed to be restoring the authentic religious and racial character of
African Americans, who were cast in a messianic role. Incidentally,
there had been a Moorish Zionist Temple in Brooklyn as early as 1899,
the name perhaps echoing the World Zionist Congress held only two
years before.”

The new MST movement spread quickly, appealing particularly to
Garveyites, and temples developed in most major northern cities, as
well as across the South. By the late 1920s, membership peaked around
fifteen or twenty thousand, and sect members became a visible presence
on the streets through their red fezzes, which derive from Shriner
precedent.”” Believers adopted Muslim names incorporating the ele-
ments -Bey or -El, foreshadowing the practice made famous by the
later Nation of Islam. Because the movement was firmly focused on
Drew’s own personality, it was irretrievably weakened when he dis-
appeared in 1929, while awaiting trial for the murder of a rival, and
the group split into several competing factions. Violence resulting from
this schism resulted in a near riot in Chicago in 1929, an event that
alerted white Americans to the existence of the new Muslim sects.?

Still, Islam retained its appeal. By the 1940s, some fifty Moorish
Science Temples spread over eighteen states: over half were located in
Ohio, Indiana, [llinois, and Michigan. This was in addition to local clubs
and sects, such as a Hamitic Mohammmedan Club in Rochester, New
York, the Addeynue Allahe Universal Arabic Association of Buffalo, or
the Pittsburgh-based African Moslem Welfare Society of America.
There was also an immigrant Muslim presence: during the 1920s,
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Syrian and Lebanese merchants were building the nation’s first-known
mosques. About the same time, the United States was visited by mis-
sionaries from the Indian-based Ahmadiyya, a messianic sect of Islam
whose leader claimed to be the Mahdi, the Expected One: Ahmadiyya
groups were found in Chicago, Detroit, and other cities. Every black
community of any scalé had at least a vestigial Muslim group, which
laid the foundation for the Black Muslim expansion in later decades.*

The Nation of Islam

By far the most important of the Muslim movements originated in
Detroit about 1930 under the auspices of a mysterious peddler. The
man, Wallace Fard (or Wali Farad or Wallace Ford Muhammad), de-
veloped a reputation as a prophet, using the Bible as a means of intro-
ducing his new religious teachings, until disciples could be brought to
full knowledge of the true word of God, the Quran. Fard claimed char-
ismatic skills and declared himself an envoy from the city of Mecca,
who would one day be seen in royal robes. He taught that the Muslim
religion was intended to help free black peoples from oppression by
whites, the blue-eyed devils, and their deceitful religion of Christianity.
“The black men in North America are not Negroes but members of
the lost tribe of Shebazz, stolen by traders from the Holy City of Mecca
379 years ago. The prophet came to America to find and to bring back
to life his long lost brethren, from whom the Caucasians have taken
away their language, their nation and their religion.””* Just as Garvey
promised a return to Ethiopia and Drew to Morocco, so Fard offered
the prospect of a regathering in Mecca. As we can see from the prec-
edents of the black Jews and the MST, Fard was not introducing any
radical new doctrine but was rather returning to a well-tilled field.
This radical antiwhite doctrine had a particular appeal during the
depths of the Depression. Soon a Temple of Islam opened in Detroit,
and the new Nation of Islam movement was consolidating the vestiges
of other sects, including MST followers in Chicago and elsewhere. Con-
verts were given true, original names to replace the slave names that
had been imposed upon them. Fard charged ten dollars for each indi-
vidual naming, and must have made a substantial sum from the esti-
mated five to eight thousand Detroit residents who became Black Mus-
lims in these years. Considering that the black population of Detroit at
this time was around 120,000, the Muslims represented a significant
religious minority. When Fard left the city in 1934, he was succeeded
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as leader by a convert who had taken the name Elijah Muhammad.
Elijah Muhammad dominated the group until his death in 1975, and
under his leadership, the sect peaked at between seventy and a hundred
thousand members.

The new American Islams differed substantially from mainstream
Muslim tradition. The Ahmadiyyas were attacked as heretical for their
messianism. Noble Drew Ali violated two basic principles of the reli-
gion, namely, the centrality of the revelation to the Prophet Muham-
mad and the unchangeable validity of the Quran, and the MST even
adopted reincarnationist ideas. Wallace Fard went further, allegedly
claiming the role of Supreme Ruler of the Universe. In Black Muslim
writings, Fard becames the ““Supreme Being among all black Men,”
and the movement celebrates his birthday as that of the Savior. The
doctrine of incarnation would horrify most Muslims around the world,
for whom the act of associating any creature with Allah is an ultimate
blasphemy, shirk. And while mainstream Islam prides itself on being
blind to distinctions of race or ethnicity, the Black Muslims were fe-
rociously antiwhite, recognizing no salvation for any whites, even if
they were loyal Muslims. Equally alien to democratic Islam is the au-
thoritarian leader-cult centered around Fard and his successors.

In addition, Black Muslims claim a variety of special revelations be-
yond those in the original Quran. Fard passed on his secret teachings
through an orally transmitted Secret Ritual, available only to initiates.
According to Elijah Muhammad, God taught his people the mysteries
of “‘science and astronomy, the civilizations on other planets, and the
knowledge of self.””?* Already in these pioneer days, we find the num-
ber mysticism that would so often recur in the movement up to the
present day: when Louis Farrakhan spoke at the Million Man March
in Washington D.C., in 1995, he invoked numerical oddities and par-
allels that often mystified his audience, but which had deep roots in
Nation of Islam thought. The Nation taught the complex history of a
universe said to be seventy-six trillion years old, in which there were
said to be many inhabited worlds, and the movement recounted the
secret histories of otherworldly civilizations on Mars and elsewhere.”
Blacks, the Original People, dominated the planet for trillions of years,
achieving astonishing feats of science, until the calamitous rise of the
white race. Whites were the result of a genetic experiment gone hor-
ribly wrong, the work of Yacub, ““a black scientist in rebellion against
Allah.” These monstrous creations were permitted to oppress other
races for six thousand years until God became incarnate in the man
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Wallace Fard, an event signaling the beginning of the end of white
supremacy. Imminent Armageddon would be initiated by the Mother
Plane, a colossal UFO that would annihilate America and the white
powers.

The Roots of Black Islam

Early writers assumed that the Black Muslims were simply misunder-
standing Islam, or adapting it for their own ideological purposes, while
perhaps trying to compete with the claims of Father Divine, but the
new movement must be placed in the context of the contemporary
religious fringe. Although Fard himself claimed little formal education,
he was an eclectic thinker who borrowed from Freemasonry, Jehovah’s
Witness doctrines, and Baptist apocalyptic, among other sources. The
Witness connection probably explains the key importance of the year
1914 in Nation of Islam thinking, as the year in which the white race
is judged, even though Divine mercy permits its unjust rule to stagger
on for a few additional decades. Both Fard and Elijah Muhammad pro-
fessed great respect for Noble Drew Ali, and like the founder of the
MST, Fard had drunk deeply from the springs of New Age teaching.
Fard lived in Los Angeles from 1918 through 1929, the period of the
messianic hopes surrounding Krishnamurti, and coincidentally or not,
the Nation of Islam was founded in the same year as I AM. As we
have seen, New Age ideas in southern California already had several
points of contact with the Pentecostal and Christian apocalyptic tradi-
tion. As a spokesman for the Ascended Master Wallace Fard, Elijah
Muhammad had much in common with his white Theosophical con-
temporaries, serving as earthly interpreter much as Guy Ballard did for
his own Count of Saint-Germain.

Literary sources may also have influenced Nation of Islam thought.
In 1927, journalist William Seabrook published his popular Adventures
in Arabia, which described secretive Muslim sects like the Druze. The
Druze give scriptural authority to their distinctive Book of Wisdom,
parts of which are available only to initiates: “/[the Druze,] like Free-
masons and rosicrucians, have secret formulas and passwords.””?® An-
other conceivable influence was Olaf Stapledon’s 1931 science fiction
novel, Last and First Men, an account of the evolution of the human
race as it migrates through the solar system over the coming two billion
years: this reads like the elaborate multitrillion year interplanetary his-
tory depicted in NOI mythology. The Nation may have drawn on The-

osophical speculations about the rise and fall of successive Root Races,
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as the account of Yacub’s creation of the white race echoes contem-
porary writings about the emergence of a new race in the Pacific West.

Many of Fard’s religious idiosyncrasies find parallels in the sectarian
Islam of Syria and Lebanon. Even the incarnationism has echoes here:
some Shi‘ite sects believe that God has successively manifested himself
in several earthly figures, including Muhammad and Ali, while the
Druze accept the divinity of the tenth century Caliph Hakim. Further-
more, Shi‘ites have a high regard for the charismatic and clerical au-
thority of their spiritual leaders, the imams. Particularly Shi‘ite is the
idea of occultation, or ghaib, the notion that great leaders and imams
do not die but remain concealed from the world until the time is right
for their reappearance.?” This may provide a context for Fard’s role after
1934, when his departure from Detroit gave rise to so many legends,
speculating that he had perhaps become a human sacrifice or been killed
by rivals: a Shi’ite would have spoken in terms of an imam retreating
into holy obscurity. The presence of these ideas would be easier to
explain if we knew more about the origins of the mysterious Fard.
Police thought he was Polynesian or Hawaiian, while his Detroit fol-
lowers believed he was a Syrian or Lebanese peddler. The latter view
is easier to reconcile with the prophet’s facial features, which look more
Levantine than Polynesian: perhaps Fard invented his Polynesian/Ha-
waiian origins in order to avoid deportation. If he was in fact a Lebanese
follower of one of the esoteric Shi‘ite sects, then his American pupils
were indeed receiving ancient and authentic Islamic beliefs, albeit in a
form that most Muslims would regard as heretical.

Sacrifice
As an autonomous separatist movement, the Black Muslims attracted
profound suspicion from the authorities, as well as from African-
American Christian leaders. The group attracted many stories concern-
ing its violent tendencies, and it developed an armed paramilitary or-
ganization, the Fruit of Islam. There were even accounts of human
sacrifices, and the group’s oral Secret Ritual was reported to have
taught ““that it was the duty of every Moslem to offer as sacrifice four
Caucasian devils in order that he might return to his home in Mecca.”
Police and court records of the early 19305 suggest that sacrificial in-
cidents did occur, though it is controversial whether these involved the
following of secret doctrine or just outbreaks by deranged individuals;
the Detroit police believed the former. One notorious offender was the
“fanatical’” Robert Harris, or Robert Karriem, who threatened two
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women welfare workers for sacrifice, as each was a “‘no-good Chris-
tian.”” In November 1932, Harris induced his roommate to volunteer
to be stabbed to death as a ritual sacrifice. Though Harris claimed mem-
bership in a splinter group, the Order of Islam, his crime was blamed
on African-American Muslims in general, and the media claimed that
politicians were targeted for assassination. In early 1937, another man
““was arrested as he prepared for the ceremonial slaying and cooking
of his wife and daughter,” in order to cleanse himself from sin.*

The Harris murder provoked a major anti-Muslim movement be-
tween 1932 and 1934. Detroit’s black clergy launched a fierce attack on
on the ““fanatical teachings and barbarous practices” of the Muslim cult
and urged police to combat “’the sinister influences of Voodooism.” The
Detroit Free Press used the term ““voodoo” in virtually all its stories
about the movement in these years, with headlines like “Negro Leaders
Open Fight to Break Voodooism’s Grip”’ and that referred to the ‘Voo-
doo Altar Slaying.” Police intervention drove Black Muslim activities
underground, which resulted in Fard’s arrvest and departure from De-
troit. Supposedly, he even confessed to police interrogators that his
whole scheme was from the very start a money-making racket. By
1933, the Detroit Free Press could declare that ““Voodoo’s Reign Here
is Broken.” Fard’s successor, Elijah Muhammad, often had occasion to
move his activities to Chicago, Milwaukee, or Washington, D.C,, as the
pressure became too great in Detroit. Legal assaults continued through
the decade, including efforts by Michigan’s Board of Education to close
Islamic schools, and there were armed confrontations with police. In
1934, Elijah Muhammad himself was arrested for “contributing to the
delinquency of a child, and Voodooism.””>

Voodoo

In seeking to understand the religious upsurge among African Amer-
icans, whites relied on long-established racist caricature, but with a
pernicious new element, namely the notion of voodoo. Reference to
““voodooism’’ pervaded official reaction to the new black Islams. When
in 1937 the prestigious American Journal of Sociology published a
scholarly account of Black Muslim origins in Detroit, it did so under
the bizarre title of “The Voodoo Cult Among Negro Migrants in De-
troit,” discussing “’[t[he Nation of Islam, usually known as the Voodoo
cult.”#2 A less suitable parallel could scarcely be imagined, given that
voodoo and Islam arc located at opposite ends of the religious spectrum
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in terms of their attitude to divinity and the nature of religious practice.
Still, in the thought-world of the time, any autonomous black religion
was assumed to be voodoo-related, with all that implied about primitive
violence and orgiastic sexuality. (Nor did the author feel the need to
discuss the word “‘cult,” which seemed self-explanatory.) The insistence
on seeing black religions as forms of voodoo extended beyond the Mus-
lims. When a group of white Columbia University students attended
one of Father Divine’s services, they anticipated ““an evening’s enter-
tainment consonant with popular ideas of African fetish or Haitian
Voodoo worship.”'®

Voodoo certainly existed, in the sense of African-derived rituals and
folk-beliefs that were strong in the Caribbean and the American Deep
South, but a sharp line has to be drawn between the real religious
practice, now conventionally referred to as “Vodun'’ or “’Vodoun,”” and
the farrago of myths and legends called “‘voodoo” that became a media
commonplace.** This voodoo myth provided a frame through which all
the new African-American religions were interpreted—and distorted.
If it did not exist, a homicidal American voodoo cult would have to be
invented, and so, under media influence, it was. This largely imaginary
movement in turn became one of the most frequent targets of cult
exposés for some decades. Much like the anti-Satanism crusades of the
1980s, the attack on voodoo in the mid-1930s mobilized anticult sen-
timent against an illusory target, and as later with Satanism, there were
just enough grains of truth to provide some plausibility to the harrow-
ing picture.

Americans had a long familiarity with voodoo through travelers’
tales of the Caribbean and especially Haiti, a territory with which the
United States had a long and mixed relationship. In 1884, one study,
Hayti; or, The Black Republic, portrayed the voodoo religion in terms
of human sacrifice and rampant cannibalism. This image seemed amply
confirmed when two years later the New York World reported a well-
documented case of the sacrificial killing and eating of two children. In
1908, the Metropolitan Magazine reminded American readers of the
Haitian horrors, especially the idea of the ritual sacrifice of a young
child, known as the “/goat without horns.”% In 1915, the U.S. military
occupation of Haiti increased the likelihood of direct contact with voo-
doo belief. The existence of voodoo aggravated relations between the
occupicers and the local people, as Americans believed that missing or
killed Marines had been mutilated, sacrificed, or eaten in pagan rituals,
and such legends occasionally provoked massacres of civilians. The
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initial legend held that three Marines had been ritually killed, but the
story escalated to claim that many victims were kidnapped and mur-
dered ““solely for the sake of the ritual cooking-pot.””*¢ Following na-
tionalist risings in 1929, the U.S. government deliberated for several
years how best to return the nation to local control, making Haiti a
newsworthy topic in the American media until the end of the occu-
pation in 1934. Voodoo was a natural angle for reporters to pursue,
especially after the appearance of William Seabrook’s account of voo-
doo, also in the pivotal year of 1929.

The Magic Island

Seabrook’s book, The Magic Island, set the tone for all later writings
on voodoo. This was a follow-up to his Arabian travelogue, which we
have already mentioned as a possible influence on the emerging Nation
of Islam. The author, a former features writer for the Hearst syndicate,
was by far the most important occult popularizer of the interwar years
and did much to shape American perceptions of witchcraft, Satanism,
and parapsychology, as well as voodoo. He introduced the mass Amer-
ican audience to such technical terms as the papaloi and mamaloi (the
priests, that is, Papa Roi and Mama Roi) and the houmfort (mystery
house, or temple), and his book introduced the word ““zombie’” to the
English language.

Seabrook quoted extensively from voodoo rituals, describing cere-
monies that are not only bloody, but also involve a powerful sexuality,
with elements of perversion and bestiality: Haitians were presented as
a “‘blood-maddened, sex-maddened, god-maddened”” people. These ac-
counts of voodoo ritual are laden with pornographic themes that could
scarcely have appeared in any mainstream book of these years if the
author had not had the excuse of describing primitive rituals. Though
Seabrook distinguished between normal voodoo practice and evil ritual
magic, a large portion of his book concerns the specialized culte des
morts, with its themes of fear, death, and bloodshed, of death curses,
zombies, and animal sacrifice: this is suggested by chapter headings like
“Black Sorcery,” ““The Altar of Skulls,”” “Dead Men Working in the
Canefields.” It remains open to debate whether he was accurately de-
scribing Haitian realities or if he was projecting his own admittedly
Gothic obsessions. Seabrook’s autobiography is frank about his long-
standing fascination with “‘the foulest, most absurd and darkest phases
of the so-called occult,” and a scandal followed when in his 1931 book
Jungle Ways, he admitted having experimented personally with can-
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nibalism. As so often in the history of anticult exposés, the more out-
rageous charges may tell us more about the observers than the con-
ditions on which they are supposedly reporting.?”

Though Seabrook’s version of Haitian voodoo was much criticized,
it nevertheless provided a template for most of the voodoo-related fic-
tion and reportage proliferating between 1932 and 1936. Most of the
travelogues belonged to what might be called the ““white man in darkest
Africa” genre, describing how the writer or journalist had penetrated
the inner secrets of a cult that held its midnight meetings in a jungle
clearing. Seemingly taken direct from the Heart of Darkness were the
accounts of Faustin Wirkus, a white Marine serving as an officer in the
Haitian gendarmerie, who became legendary in the American media as
“‘the white king of La Gonave.”” He portrayed voodoo in terms of all-
powerful high priests and priestesses, presiding over an orgiastic reli-
gion in a society endemically terrified of curses and witchcraft. Wirkus
even reported the existence of “a secret high priest, a kind of Pope,
who is supreme over all the bocors ['magicians’] and hougans and pa-
palois of that religion.”” Remarkably, Wirkus discovers this interna-
tional voodoo empire from information received not in Haiti, but in
Harlem.’

The view of an evil religion founded upon human sacrifice and can-
nibalism was extended to other African-derived movements throughout
the Caribbean and, by extension, to parallel movements in the United
States.”” In 1937, the Literary Digest reported on the struggle of Cuban
authorities to eradicate a “‘cult practicing kidnapping and human
sacrifice’”: though apparently the practices described are Santerfa, the
rituals are identified totally with Haitian voodoo. The article claimed
that Haitians practiced snake worship “‘with dancing and sexual
orgies. But for generations, rites centered around the sacrifice of a
white child known in the ceremonies as the Goat Without Horns.
Stupefied with drugs, the sacrificial victim was killed and parts of its
dismembered body given to worshipers who believe its virtue purified
them.””* The notion that the sacrificed child should be white was a
recent embellishment.

Similar images dominated Richard Loederer’s 1935 account of Hai-
tian religion. Loederer claimed, “Only at dead of night could they
gather together in the secret places of the forest and celebrate their
ancient rituals. On these occasions, the primitive instincts of the blacks
were given free rein, and the monotonous rumble of the tom-toms
inspired demoniacal dances, mad drinking orgies, and sexual frenzies.
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... With the massacre of the whites and the establishment of the black
empire, Voodoo attained its zenith. . . . From out of these sexual orgies
grew the atavistic impulse towards cannibalism. Definite feasts were
instituted at which there was a ritual slaughter of children and even
grown men, followed by a meal of roast flesh.”

Loederer also wrote of the zombie, the figure raised from the dead
by a voodoo priest to do his bidding, making the religion “’stronger
even than death.”?! Zombies became a recurring element in popular
culture depictions of voodoo, in horror films like White Zombie (1932)
and its many imitators, all of which drew ultimately from Seabrook.
The decade after 1936 brought B-movies like Revolt of the Zombies
(1936), King of the Zombies (1941), Revenge of the Zombies {1943),
Voodoo Devil Drums (1944), and Voodoo Man (1944). There was also
the more serious treatment in Val Lewton’s brooding and atmospheric
1943 film I Walked with a Zombie with its knowledgeable depictions
of voodoo rituals.

Most such accounts rarely lost an opportunity to stress the quin-
tessentially African character of the devotees, how in fact the worship-
ers are reverting to their ancient tribal selves, freeing themselves of
the veneer of Christian and Western civilization; this is, we are told,
the real African character. As racist theorist Lothrop Stoddard wrote in
1921, ““The Negro when left to himself, as in Haiti and Liberia, rapidly
reverts to his ancestral ways.” Loederer further claimed, ““Voodoo is
the sublimated expression of the African mentality ... under a thin
veneer, the ancient African nature forces its way out like a volcano
from beneath the crusts of the earth.” Not until the 1950s did more
serious and critical accounts appear, which treated voodoo as an au-
thentic religion rooted in Africa.

Hoodoo and Voodoo

However diabolical the stereotype of Haitian voodoo, at least it took
place on foreign shores. During the 1920s and 1930s, however, the
voodoo stereotype was increasingly imported into the United States.
This was partly a matter of loose definition, as ““voodoo”” came to be a
generic term for all African-based folk-beliefs and practices in the
Americas, including the diverse Afro-Caribbean traditions more prop-
erly known as Macumba, Candomblé, and Santeria. Within the United
States, the demonized term “‘voodoo”” gradually came to incorporate
African-American beliefs that were far less organized and did not con-
stitute an alternative religion in the Haitian sense.
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Through the nineteenth century, it was commonly acknowledged
that rural blacks, like their white neighbors, had well-developed magical
traditions, together with a body of supernatural folklore. These ideas
were known by various names, including ‘“hoodoo,” but in 1893, a
classic study of black Missouri folktales reminiscent of Uncle Remus
used the title Voodoo Tales, although there was no suggestion of any
pagan worship or ritual magic.® The distinction was neatly drawn by
a 1908 exposé of the ““voodoo cult,”” which quoted all the familiar Hai-
tian images, but stressed that these horrors were not generally found
among black Americans, ““superstitious and childish types’” though
they were. The author, Marvin Dana, offers a classic account of ““[a]
mad band of dark-skinned savages,”” who practice “‘nameless debauch-
eries. . . . And sometimes, the devout seek the pleasuring of their god
by offering up to him a human sacrifice. Thereafter, they feast upon
the victim’s flesh. But such phases of Voodoo worship are far from the
experience of most of the colored folk in our country.”* In contrast to
Haitian conditions, Dana describes the flourishing American subculture
of spells and witcheraft, together with the ubiquitous voodoo doctors
who could cure a disease or raise a hex. Though part of the allegedly
global cult, these were only weak manifestations of the problem.

The closest American parallel to Haitian voodoo was found in Lou-
isiana, and especially New Orleans, where through the nineteenth cen-
tury there were reports of organized rituals and ceremonies, of dances
and animal sacrifices, attended by perhaps thousands of devotees: this
was the age of legendary witches and voodoo queens like Marie Laveau.
From the 1850s onwards, there were also sporadic rumors and panics
concerning the kidnapping and murder of children and the sacrifice of
the “goat without horns.” This does not mean that the charges were
objectively true, any more than allegations in northern cities about
atrocities committed by Catholic priests or Freemasons, but the exis-
tence of the legends illustrates the lively folklore surrounding voodoo
belief. By the end of the century, stories of rituals and orgies were
collected and elaborated by Romantics and antiquarians, whose ac-
counts were still being quoted verbatim decades later. The imaginative
process was assisted by an increasingly sensationalistic media, for which
tales of dancing by scores of naked women, black and white, were al-
ways good copy. When in 1911 and 1912, Texas and Louisiana suffered
one of the several waves of serial murder then under way across the
United States, the newspapers blamed the fifty or so killings and mu-
tilations upon an obscure black religious sect, the Church of Sacrifice,
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which was said to be linked to voodoo. Though police did investigate
these cult ties, no connections were ever substantiated.*

Over the next three decades, accounts of voodoo in New Orleans
produced little evidence of any organized blood cult. A 1926 study of
Folk Beliefs of the Southern Negro included major sections on what
was called voodooism, but virtually all the sources the author found
for ritual dances, snake-worship ceremonies, animal sacrifice, and blood
drinking came from the romantic/decadent books and articles published
at the turn of the century, referring to events long ago, usually before
the Civil War. Posing as a conjure doctor about 1925, N. N. Puckett
found that ““remnants of Voodooism, in the form of spells, tricks, con-
jurations and witchcraft of all kinds still persist, but the closest search
fails to reveal any underlying organization; and real Hoodoo men, who
inspire the fear and patronage of countless superstitious clients, have
confided to me that they have long wished to join the Voodoo society,
but years of residence in New Orleans have failed to bring to light the
existence of any such. With the death of Marie Laveau [about 1890],
Voudouism all but disappeared from New Orleans.” This was the con-
clusion reached by Robert Tallant’s critical 1946 study of Voodoo in
New Orleans. Most of the contemporary voodoo described by Tallant
involved the spells and divinations of individual magicians, the two-
headed doctors, who were heavily influenced by white spiritualist
thought and rhetoric.*

One firsthand account of twentieth-century ritual came from Zora
Neale Hurston, who describes her elaborate initiation at the hands of
several New Orleans hoodoo doctors, in ceremonies that involved the
sacrifice of sheep and chickens. At times, she seems to confirm the
reality of the organized Voodoo myth, speaking of “‘rites that vie with
those of Haiti . . . deeds that keep alive the powers of Africa.” In Mules
and Men, published in 1935 at the height of the demonization of voo-
doo, she declares that hoodoo “or Voodoo, as pronounced by the
whites, is burning with a flame in America, with all the intensity of a
suppressed religion. It has its thousands of secret adherents. ... It is
not the accepted theology of the Nation, and so believers conceal their
faith.” On the other hand, she stresses the individual work of spells
and conjures, and mocks the '“Voodoo ritualistic orgies of Broadway
and popular fiction . . . drum-beating and dancing.”’* Her ambiguity re-
flects the mixed feelings felt by cducated black Americans towards the
voodoo tales. While hoodoo might have a romantic appeal for intellec-
tuals, folk traditions and hoodoo witchcraft were viewed very differ-
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ently by the aspiring urban middle classes, whose views are represented
in black newspapers like the Pittsburgh Courier or the Chicago De-
fender. In these circles, such superstitions were at best irrelevant, at
worst an embarrassment that could threaten a hard-won respectability.

Voodoo in America?

Traditional African-American customs and folklore were brought to
northern cities during the great migration between 1910 and 1930, and
popular fascination with Haitian magic led to these domestic traditions
being reinterpreted as voodoo. In 1927, the American Mercury pub-
lished an article identifying the witchcraft and hoodoo customs of black
Americans with Haitian vaudoux. However, the Washington, D.C,,
“mulatto’’ informant who makes this identification is chiefly indebted
to popular culture: * ‘Haven’t you never seen it in the movies? she
asked. ... One film in particular which had impressed her had gone
back to the very roots of the cult, and laid bare the rites of its priest-
hood in a far-away jungle.” The confusion between (domestic) hoodoo
and (foreign) voodoo was reinforced by Zora Neale Hurston's 1938
book, Tell My Horse, her study of African-derived beliefs in Haiti and
Jamaica. Though intended as a celebration of African culture, the book
encouraged the idea that black Americans were likely to be involved in
savage rites.*

American voodoo now became a staple of the American media. In
1932, a voodoo king was said to be based in a Florida jungle.* The
following year, a book on Voodoos and Obeahs juxtaposed two recent
news stories, implying that they were describing related phenomena.
One, from the New York Times, was headed “/Seize Price Lists of Voo-
doo Doctor’” and described how police seized the advertising circulars
of a Brooklyn man who sold ““all sorts of love powders, wishing dust,
lucky charms and incantations.” Though there is no element here of
an organized cult or religion, the story immediately following is head-
lined “Save Child from Torture” and tells how Cuban ““Voodoo wor-
shippers” kidnapped and almost sacrificed a white toddler.®

The press concluded that black Americans must be engaged in secret
blood rituals. In 1937, the Literary Digest agreed that most American
voodooism consisted in “‘hocus-pocus charms and fetishes,” but still,
“in the turpentine camps of Georgia, the cotton fields of Texas, and
the cypress swamps of Louisiana, good old fashioned snake-worship
with all its half-crazed rites is known to exist. Chickens, goats and cows
are offered up at rough jungle altars.”” To the music of the ““tom-toms”
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played by faithful ““darkies,”” the rituals culminate when “‘a huge black
steps into the circle under the moonlight with a cane-knife, slits the
throat of the sacrificial victim.” American cities even had colonies of
Caribbean sacrificial cults. In 1940, the New York Herald Tribune re-
ported that a California woman who had killed her five-year-old daugh-
ter belonged to a voodoo cult that practiced ritual murder.”

Such domestic stories were a gift for the authors of pulp fiction. In
1935, a New Orleans-based cult provided the foundation for Cornell
Woolrich’s short story, ““Music from the Big Dark’” (Woolrich was a
highly regarded noir suspense writer, from the same tradition as Dash-
iell Hammett). The story concerns a bandleader who enjoys huge suc-
cess by appropriating voodoo music and rhythms for his nightclub act,
which indicates the contemporary white interest in this exotic culture.
However, Woolrich’s description of the rituals recalls the bloodiest Hai-
tian accounts. Animals are sacrificed, and an orgy ensues as dancers are
“lashing themselves to a frenzy, tearing at their own and each other’s
clothes, drawing blood with knives and fingernails, eyes rolling in ec-
stasy that colder races cannot know.””> A voodoo magician wears a
death’s head juju mask throughout the rituals: this is the all-powerful
papaloi, a term imported from the Haitian tales. One potent theme
throughout the story is that of racial subversion, as white characters
are drawn into the voodoo movement. The terror of miscegenation is
manipulated by the cult, who use drugs to induce subtle skin changes
in their white dupes, convincing them that they are reverting to prim-
itive type, racially as much as spiritually.

The chronology of the voodoo scare does much to explain the contem-
porary interpretation of the Nation of Islam as a voodoo cult, as the
authentic Muslim movement was emerging in exactly the years of the
media frenzy. Popular accounts of American voodoo may well have
influenced the police in Detroit, Chicago, and elsewhere in determining
that the Nation of Islam was launching a homicidal race war against
whites under the guise of religion. And if sober academics could not
discriminate between voodoo and Islam, why should law enforcement
agencies be any more perceptive?
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The Cult Racket
Anticult Campaigns, 1920-1940

Under the guise of religion, these cults are growing in America and the
number of their victims increasing with each succeeding year.
Frederick S. Miller, Fighting Modern Ewils That Destroy Our Homes

f the nation was indeed overrun with messiahs, whether white ox

black, then it is scarcely surprising to find there was a counterblast

from alarmed groups and individuals. By the mid-1920s, there
emerged a powerful secular critique of the unorthodox religious move-
ments, variously charging that cults were authoritarian, exploitative,
sexually predatory, antifamily, and downright fraudulent, as well as
personally destructive to the health and sanity of cult members.

Cult opponents in the early twentieth century represented an im-
pressively broad coalition. Between the 1920s and the 1940s, exposés
were normally initiated by individual activists or entrepreneurs genu-
inely outraged at religious exploitation; we also find the familiar figure
of the cult defector or apostate, an individual who abandons the move-
ment in order to expose it to a wider world. Some of the most active
and venomous critics were drawn from interest groups that saw them-
selves as actual or potential competitors of the new movements. Most
conspicuously, this meant the Christian clergy, who feared the growth
of powerful rival denominations outside the orthodox fold, but the
medical profession was similarly alarmed at the rise of heterodox heal-
ing techniques. Other competitor groups included professional magi-
cians, who were appalled to see their stagecraft hijacked for purposes
of fraud and thereby discredited. Meanwhile, reputable esoteric believ-
ers feared, plausibly, that the disgraceful stunts of some of the new
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sects could lead to a general public reaction against all religious inno-
vation. Debunking work found institutional bases within groups like
the American Medical Association and the Society of American Ma-
gicians, and the latter launched the most knowledgeable and systematic
assaults on fraudulent religions.! In addition to these interest groups,
the psychiatric profession provided the scientific rhetoric that seemed
to confirm that both cult leaders and followers were suffering from
varying degrees of mental disorder or defect. It was a professional com-
monplace that religious enthusiasm and cult involvement led the emo-
tionally vulnerable to the brink of insanity—and beyond.

Anticult critics easily found an audience for their message through
the media, which used cult misdeeds as the basis for prurient exposés.
Most leading metropolitan papers involved themselves in at least one
long-running crusade against small sects in the first half of the century,
and anticult ideas made inroads into popular culture and in films, nov-
els, and pulp magazines. In one respect, cult opponents in the earlier
period had advantages over counterparts during the 1970s and 1980s
in that the legal environment made it easier to invoke official sanctions
against religious groups, who could be attacked on grounds of fraud or
sexual deviance. Small religions were harassed by police bunco squads,
and social welfare agencies had few qualms about intervening to rescue
children from immoral environments, for example, settings in which
polygamy was practiced.

Forceful action against cults was made easier by the growing popular
belief that fringe religious groups were involved in violent activities,
including human sacrifice. This was partly a consequence of the torrent
of vilification directed against black movements through the 1930s,
which associated cults with voodoo and ritual murder. Though charges
of cult violence were very poorly substantiated in the context of any
racial group, the popular media made up for this by an active process
of literary invention, which proceeded apace through the Depression
years. By the late 1930s, as in the 1980s, the popular indictment of
cults included rumors of violence and sacrificial murder, and the ste-
reotype of sex cults segued into that of blood cults and death cults.? A
period of anticult Reaction in the 1920s thus evolved into what I have
termed the period of Speculation—and indeed, of panic.

But the notion of sacrificial violence posed some difficulties. With
blacks, the argument of the day went, a reversion to primitive savagery
might be easily explained, but what sort of creed could produce such
aberrant behavior among whites? An answer was found in romanticized
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and reconstructed images of witchcraft and Satanism, which vastly en-
riched the snowballing anticult mythology. Just as bucolic hoodoo was
reconceived as bloodthirsty voodoo, so rural witch-traditions were in-
tegrated into a new system of imagined devil-worship.

The Medium Racket

Much of the anticult rhetoric of the 1920s originated with the older
attack on spiritualism, and indeed, indicting cults as mere covers for
fraud and crime harked back to the exposure of deceptive mediums in
the mid-nineteenth century. This critique intensified after the First
World War, when mediums preyed upon the emotionally vulnerable
and exposing the “‘medium racket”” became a crusade for some in the
1920s. A sequence of scandals and criminal cases during the mid-x920s
reinforced public doubts about the spiritualist movement. In his 1929
crime novel, The Dain Curse, Dashiell Hammett refers to the well-
known tricks of the “spook racket’: his private detective had recently
been “digging down in a chain of fake mediums who had taken a coal-
and-ice dealer’s widow for a hundred thousand dollars.””

The best-known antifraud activist was the escape artist Harry Hou-
dini, whose own knowledge of the tricks of showmanship allowed him
to unravel even the most cunning spiritualist performances. Houdini
comprehensively exposed the medium’s craft, all the technical skills
required to shake a table, produce writing on a blank slate, manifest
ectoplasm, or levitate. He even had to debunk overenthusiastic observ-
ers who cited his own escape tricks as proofs of the reality of psychic
power, as triumphs of dematerialization and psychokinesis. Knowing
the methods of vaudeville mind readers, Houdini described the many
ways in which swindlers could find confidential information about a
subject, making it seem as if they could only have obtained these facts
by supernatural means. His 1924 memoir A Magician Among the Spir-
its described the techniques of all the great mediums and recounted
harrowing stories of brazen confidence tricksters. One telling exhibit
in his gallery of spiritualist crime concerned Ann O’Delia Diss Debar,
a New York swindler with a record of homicidal violence, who in the
1880s used her seances to fleece rich clients. She later formed Theo-
cratic Unity, ““an exceptionally immoral cult’”” in London, which lasted
until her husband raped a devotee during a ceremony. She disappeared
about 1909.*

Houdini’s crusade was carried on by the Society of American
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magicians, SAM. The Society’s press committee was chaired by Julian
Proskauer, whose 1932 book, Spook Crooks!, exposed “the secrets of
the prophet-eers [sic] who conduct our wickedest industry.”” The danger
was all the greater after the stock market crash of 1929 left so many
desperate people seeking supernatural aid to save or restore their for-
tunes. Proskauer claimed that the occult racket duped perhaps thirty
million people each year, making a profit of $125 million. “In return
for their comfortable livelihood, they ruin many of their victims, cause
the suicide of others, even drive some of them insane.””* The SAM
campaigned against permitting astrologers and fortune-tellers access to
radio, and between 1931 and 1932, the number of radio astrologers was
reduced from 147 to 4. By the late 1920s, this debunking work had
made the society the most prominent campaigner against religious
fraud, and its magazine, The Sphinx, regularly excoriated fortune-
tellers and mediums. The society published illustrated accounts of how
even the most impressive stunts could be performed. The SAM press
office responded to queries with form letters demonstrating, for in-
stance, just how easily anyone could obtain credentials as a ““recognized
medium.” The mechanisms were very simple: in 1931, two dollars
bought a “‘medium’s certificate’”” from the National Spiritualist Alliance,
and five dollars would purchase a church charter. A minister’s certificate
followed with little difficulty, which allowed the individual to obtain
donations without risking prosecution as a fortune-teller.®

The society’s targets included not just fraudulent mediums but also
various types of shady fortune-tellers, astrologers, and cult tricksters,
which indicates just how far spiritualism had fallen since its Victorian
heyday. At least some fraudulent cults were drawing directly on the
age-old tradition of traveling fairground or carnival culture and its as-
sociated confidence tricks. Proskauer related one impressive “spook
fraud”: A group approached a recently bereaved college professor,
claiming to be part of “The Cult,”” which received messages through
their guide, Lucarius the Sun-Worshiper. Cult members showed their
supernatural powers by producing ectoplasm and withstanding extreme
heat, a power inherited from Lucarius’s earthly career as an Aztec fire-
priest. After several months, the spirit messages from his wife began
suggesting that the widower turn over all his earthly belongings to the
Cult. Luckily, though, just as he was about to deliver the money, the
professor found police officers in the process of raiding the Cult’s prem-
ises. Proskauer remarks that “the entire fraud was the work of a clique
which has been working the Sun Worshipers” Racket for more than
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forty years, and handing it down through the generations.” The gang’s
trade secrets involved the chemicals necessary to allow the requisite
effects of mysterious flames and apparent immunity from fire.”

Cults as Confidence Tricks

Doubts about the bona fides of mediums extended to the new wave of
cult leaders, especially those offering miraculous medical cures. In a
1927 book, Morris Fishbein lamented the extensive range of “/cults and
quackeries”” that Americans turned to in lieu of seeking proper medical
attention and complained, ““Of all the nations of the world, the United
States is most afflicted by its healers.”” Fishbein was a visible national
figure, a syndicated columnist who also edited the Journal of the Amer-
ican Medical Association and Hygeia. His book listed and denounced
many pseudoscientific fads derived from chiropractic and homeopathy,
but there were also spiritual healing techniques like New Thought,
Christian Science, and Divine Science, and mystical doctrines like astral
healing, Dowieism, Zodiac Therapy, and several orders of “‘blood-
washers,”” like the Christos cult. Though snake-oil salesmen were by
no means a new feature of American life, many in the early twentieth
century had learned the value of adopting a religious guise for their
ideas in order to evade regulation by professional bodies, in addition
to winning tax advantages; chirothesianism was “a method of mixing
religion and fake healing to get around the medical practice laws.”
Typical of Fishbein’s examples was the Christian Philosophical Institute
of Oakland, California, founded by Wilbert LeRoy Casper, who used
“the Sixth Sense method of mental discernment in locating the pa-
tient’s ailments.”” Casper played “‘the cult game clear across the board,”
selling paper diplomas and degrees.?

Hostility to cults escalated thanks to the popular distaste for reli-
gious fanaticism following the 1925 Scopes trial in Tennessee and the
scandal that befell Aimee Semple McPherson the following year (see
Table 6.1). Deceptive cult leaders now became a staple of popular fic-
tion. In 1927, Sinclair Lewis’s controversial novel Elmer Gantry de-
picted the evangelical world as the realm of cynical tricksters on the
make, spiritual leaders for whom revival meetings were a money-
making device little different from a traveling show and whose sexual
morality fell far short of the standards they demanded of their listeners.
The McPherson case was the major source for Frank Capra’s study of
a phony healer named Florence “Faith’” Fallon in the 1931 film Miracle
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Table 6.1
Cults and Cult Scandals, 1926-1929

1926 Mysterious disappearance of Aimee Semple McPherson.
Conviction of Warien Robertson, founder of the Temple of the
Gospel of the Kingdom.

1927 Trial of Benjamin Purnell, leader of House of David.
Morris Fishbein, The New Medical Follies.
Herbert S. Gorman, The Place Called Dagon.
Sinclair Lewis, Elmer Gantry.

1928 Frank B. Robinson founds Psychiana.
William Dudley Pelley experiences his “Seven Minutes in Eter-
nity.”’
Collapse of Theosophical colony led by Brother XII.
Charles W. Ferguson, The Confusion of Tongues.
Hugo Hume, The Superior American Religions.
H. P. Lovecraft, ““The Call of Cthulhy,” published in Weird Tales.

1929 Witchcraft trial in York County, Pennsylvania.

Krishnamurti repudiates messianic claims.

Violence and mob activity surround breakup of Moorish Science
Temple movement; disappearance of Noble Drew Ali

San Francisco Examiner exposé of Riker’s Holy City.

E. F. Dakin, Mrs. Eddy— Biography of a Virginal Mind.

Dashiell Hammett, The Dain Curse.

William Seabrook, The Magic Island.

Aleister Crowley, Moonchild.

Woman. This work even goes beyond Elmer Gantry in its depiction of
the corruption surrounding show-tent religion: the healer’s managers
are shown bribing politicians for the right to operate and commit mur-
der to prevent exposure of their racket. Aggravating the McPherson
scandal were the recent memories of the Ku Klux Klan boom of the
early 1920s: although this was ostensibly a political and racial move-
ment, Klan leaders were superbly successful in peddling what amounted
to a synthetic quasi-religious cult. In the 1936 film Black Legion, the
leaders of a Klan-like organization boast how much more easily money
could be made through a pseudoreligion than through traditional pur-
suits like selling Florida swampland.

Through the interwar years, scandals surrounding spurious cults did
immeasurable harm to the image of legitimate small and nontraditional
religions. One perennial media favorite was Edwin J. Dingle, who
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claimed to have encountered in China “‘the last of an age-old chain of
wise men” from whom he learned great spiritual wisdom and mental
secrets. In the 1920s, under the name of Ding Lei Mei, he established
his Institute of Mentalphysics [sic] in Los Angeles and sold religious
secrets guaranteed to attract prosperity for any user. As late as the
1950s, he still had a local following of a thousand or so, in addition to
another ten thousand mail-order adherents.”

Images of deception and hypocrisy were reinforced by the stories
surrounding Father William Riker's Holy City. Through the early
1920s, he was facing periodic criminal investigations for false pretenses
and conspiracy to corrupt public morals. In 1929, he was plotting a
huge expansion that would include an amphitheater seating seventeen
thousand people, who would witness “‘bodies lifted up to heaven by
wires and mirrors; men from the colony to masquerade as crippled,
blind and deaf, then to be magically cured by the Father.”"® Unfortu-
nately, he confided his plans to an undercover reporter for the San
Francisco Examiner, which printed a disastrous exposé. In the same
year, Los Angeles police investigated “The Divine Order of the Royal
Arm of the Great Eleven,” the prophet of which was awaiting angelic
inspiration before revealing the location of rich deposits of gold and
oil; a failed healing ritual allegedly caused the death of one follower."
In 1945, the leader of the Los Angeles-based Temple of Yahweh was
jailed on theft charges. This eccentric movement claimed direct contact
with Yahweh, a resident of the star system Orion; the group also held
British Israelite views."?

Just as unsavory was the story of Mankind United. The movement
was founded by Arthur L. Bell in San Francisco in 1934, and it appealed
to an audience much less sophisticated than that which normally re-
sponded to esoteric movements. Bell, ““The Voice,” freely plagiarized
existing movements: like Theosophy, he claimed, his own group had
also been founded in 1875 under the instruction of ultraintelligent be-
ings, though his were “‘Sponsors” rather than ““Masters.” The Spon-
sors aimed to assist humanity to free itself from the tyranny of its
"*hidden rulers,”” who were seeking to establish a worldwide slave state.
Followers were promised a world of minimal toil and enormous ma-
terial wealth, under the auspices of its omnipotent leader. Among other
powers, Bell claimed possession of secret ray weapons, which could
knock the eyeballs out of people hundreds of miles away, and he could
allegedly transport himself to any location instantly through his own
will. Between 1934 and 1941, fourteen thousand Californians joined
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the group, mainly “elderly persons or individuals who had suffered
severe economic losses.”** The movement reached its peak in 1939,
partly because it seemed to offer a miraculous solution to the impend-
ing war crisis. Though Mankind United collapsed in the early 1940s,
Bell promptly organized a new Church of the Golden Rule, to which
followers would donate all their worldly goods. He commanded $3.4
million in assets in various parts of California and Oregon, including
“two laundries, six hotels, business buildings, five restaurants, two can-
neries, two lumber mills, Santa Monica’s lush Sorrento Beach Club, a
thousand head of cattle, a cheese factory, and ten thousand acres.””2* As
employees were church members, they received low wages for long
hours, and Bell paid no taxes.

Love Cults

Cult horror stories often involved titillating sex scandals: indeed, the
press frequently reported on love cults and sex cults, generally referring
to forms of polygamy or free love. Other usages were more insidious
and suggested sexual perversion. When American social investigators
uncovered homosexual and transvestite underworlds in major cities,
with their distinctive slang and customs, these subcultures were like-
wise discussed in terms of cults. By about 1911, the metaphor of a
homosexual cult became standard in the American media. In 1925, raids
on a pioneering gay rights organization in Chicago led to newspaper
headlines on the lines of “strange sex cult exposed.” Through the
1940s, antigay writers charged that homosexuals, male or female, con-
verted the child victims they molested to become perverts themselves,
in a process described as “/proselytizing.”” Victims learned “‘all the prac-
tices and ceremonials of homosexualism.”"* In what became a cause
céleébre, in 1918, a British newspaper attacked a performance of Wilde’s
Salome on the grounds that its performers and audience were mainly
lesbian or homosexual. As neither word was acceptable in print, the
paper resorted to what was then an obscure medical term in its head-
line, claiming that the deviants belonged to ““The Cult of the Clitoris.””*¢

The newspapers also applied their “sex-cult” coverage to religious
and mystical groups, particularly those that imported Asian beliefs. In
the first quarter of the century, religious cults were one of the very
few areas of life in which whites, especially white women, would reg-
ularly defer to the authority of Asian leaders. Racist concerns about
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this authority were expressed in sexual terms. American women were
said to be particularly vulnerable to the exotic enticements of Asian
mysticism. Gullible women were thus reopening the gates to paganism,
and a 1912 article on contemporary swamis claimed that “Eve is eating
the apple again.”” As anticult critic Fred S. Miller argued in 1913, ““The
dull and pampered natures of such women crave the mysterious and
the sensual. . . . What has come over our women?”"

Sexual and racial dangers both featured in Miller’s 1913 tract on
menaces to the Christian family, among which were “‘the wiles and
trickery of mystic cults.”” This was illustrated by the tale of ““how lovely
Mrs. Prince was fascinated, then fell—a victim to the sad voice, the
unctious [sic] personality and the seductive smile of a pagan priest lover
from a tropic land where heathen lust-gods rule.”” Mrs. Prince fell vic-
tim to one of “‘these swarthy, black-eyed, magnetic and persuasive
priests from the far East.”’'® Miller warned of these ““unclean abomi-
nations” and exposed “‘licentious tendencies and unchaste practices of
foreign religious cults whose leaders come from heathen countries,
finding a rich harvest of dollars in America; and for our gold establish
here their indecent doings and damnable enticements-——How some of
our fairest women listen to the voice of the fire-eyed Oriental and lose
honor’s precious jewel.” Cult leaders used religion to seduce their fol-
lowers: “Gently it is intimated to her that she may become (who
knows?) the mother of the new messiah, whose coming is confidently
expected.”" Miller’s tract was one of the first to speak of cult “vic-
tims,”” a usage that enjoyed wide currency later in the century.

During the mid-1920s, the whole culture of small religions was dis-
graced by a series of scandals involving more or less blatant confidence
tricks and often sexual misdeeds. One media mainstay was Oom the
Omnipotent, otherwise Pierre Bernard, who became a bugbear of the
Hearst press.™ In 1910, Bernard opened his Sanskrit College in New
York City, and he later served as guru and charismatic leader for a
Tantric-based movement with its headquarters at Nyack, New York.
The group attracted a number of wealthy devotees, including represen-
tatives of elite families like the Vanderbilts, Rutherfords, and Dukes.
Over the next three decades, the press reported his ceremonies in the
most lurid and ludicrous terms, suggesting (probably correctly) that
Oom practiced sexual rites with his female followers in an orgiastic
“love cult.” Though the guru faced difficulties with police on a number
of occasions, the Nyack cult survived into the 1940s.
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The Scandals of the 1920s

Such scandals were becoming commonplace by the mid-twenties. Even
Point Loma had its scandal in the 1920s when Katherine Tingley was
sued for alienation of affections. This was in no sense a matter of weird
orgies or perverse sexuality, but rather a personal romantic triangle:
Tingley herself was then in her seventies. Still, the scandal was dam-
aging for one of the most reputable of the fringe groups. In 1926, one
of the black Jewish sects was uprooted following the imprisonment of
its prophetic leader for immorality charges, specifically for violating the
federal Mann Act of 1910, which forbade transporting women across
state lines for immoral purposes. In this case, the head of the Temple
of the Gospel of the Kingdom was arrested in connection with a New
Jersey-based ‘‘baby farm,” where devotees would bear his offspring.?!

Even more lethal was the case of the itinerant British messiah Ed-
ward A. Wilson, the Brother XI1.> Between 1924 and 1926, Wilson
claimed a series of visions that declared the onset of a new world age,
which would be ushered in following disasters and travails on a scale
unparalleled since the destruction of Atlantis. Through automatic writ-
ing, he received communications from the Masters known as the Great
White Lodge, long venerated by Theosophists. Wilson was now ele-
vated to the position of the twelfth member of that lodge. As the
Brother XII, he formed his Aquarian Foundation and gathered disciples
whom he led to his settlement on Vancouver Island, which would be
the nucleus of a new race that would dominate the world, the Knights
of the Grail. In Canada, Britain, and the United States, he found a ready
audience in preexisting occult and especially Theosophical lodges; he
more or less co-opted the membership of Canadian Theosophy. Not
surprisingly, Wilson also gained many followers in California, where
Theosophists were already thrilled by the hopes surrounding Krish-
namurti. By late 1927, Wilson’s Foundation had 125 groups in North
America, each comprising ten members; at its height, the island colony
had hundreds of members.

Wilson exploited his occult role in order to attract the wealthy and
gullible, while using sexual ritual magic to seduce female followers.
When the Aquarian Foundation collapsed among internecine disputes
and legal conflicts, Wilson formed a new communal center for his re-
maining hard core of loyal followers. The disciples turned over their
possessions to him in exchange for the privilege of being subjected to
prolonged forced labor in conditions that may have been deliberately
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intended to hasten the members’ deaths. Discipline was maintained by
the Brother’s supposed mastery of curses and black magic. Wilson ap-
parently died in 1934, having made perhaps half a million dollars from
his religious racket.

The case added to the publicity woes of the new sects. When the
Brother XII story broke in 1928, the original Canadian news coverage
exposed the operation as “‘a free-love colony, and the resort of weak-
minded money-mad Americans who have been resorting there by the
hundreds”; it was proclaimed: ““Weird Occultism Exemplified.” Recal-
ling recent spiritualist scandals, the newspapers suggested that if the
colony was not suppressed, its members would all run the risk of in-
sanity. When the affair was reported in the U.S. papers that same year,
it was under misleading headlines such as “Free Love Cult Laid to
Californians” and ““Californian Called Head of Love Cult,”” on the
grounds that only a Californian would be likely to head such a dubious
operation.” The Wilson case followed shortly after the House of David
trial, which had occurred in 1927. That affair focused on Benjamin
Purnell, “King Ben,” who had succeeded his disgraced predecessor Mi-
chael Mills in 1900 and over the years had faced sporadic scandals and
press denunciations. These peaked with Purnell’s trial for sex crimes,
which confirmed a widespread public stereotype about lascivious proph-
ets. The cliché was enduring. When modern American nudism emerged
in southern California during the early 1940s, the press applied the
familiar “love cult’’ script, again claiming that ““unspeakable orgies”
took place in the closed compounds.>*

Popular images of the cults are summarized in Hammett’s The Dain
Curse, which could have been inspired by any of the numerous scandals
of the mid-1920s. The book involves a fringe group called the Temple
of the Holy Grail, founded by a theatrical couple, the Haldorns, who
were looking for a money-making angle. “/Thinking in that direction
meant pretty soon thinking about Aimee, [Frank] Buchman, Jeddu
what’s-his-name [Krishnamurti], and the other headliners. And in the
end, their thinking came to, why not us? They rigged up a cult that
pretended to be the revival of an old Gaelic church, dating from King
Arthur’s time. . . . They brought their cult to California because every-
body does, and picked San Francisco because it held less competition
than Los Angeles.””> The detective cynically comments that the mys-
tical order dated not from the time of King Arthur but of Arthur Ma-
chen, the turn-of-the-century occult novelist: this is a shrewd remark
both in terms of the modernity of the ideas represented and their
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artificial literary quality. Enlisting an assistant who is expert in the
tricks of stage magic, the Haldorns use lights, smoke, and perfumes
to create illusions during their rituals, even to the point of inducing
a gullible believer to carry out a sacrificial murder on their behalf.
Hammett's descriptions probably draw from Houdini’s technical
exposés.

Apart from the account of the Holy Grail sect itself, The Dain Curse
is fascinating evidence for just how commonplace such groups and ideas
had become at all levels of society. The Haldorns” Holy Grail was “the
fashionable one just now. You know how they come and go in Cali-
fornia,” so this was not just “‘the Holy Roller or House of David sort
of thing.””? In terms of the contemporary view of cults, all that was
really lacking from the Haldorn operation is the suggestion of perverse
sex. That element was supplied in abundance by William Seabrook’s
book on Haitian Voodoo, The Magic Island, which also appeared in

1929.

Cults and Insanity

If indeed the cults were so deviant, irrational, and criminal, then their
followers must themselves be of questionable sanity, and psychiatric
experts of this era indeed claimed that the fringe religions attracted the
mentally unbalanced, much as their present-day successors argue that
cults appeal to the maladjusted. This attitude was in keeping with the
early-twentieth-century tendency to medicalize types of deviance and
to seek psychodynamic explanations for all forms of criminality. In
turn, cult activity was thought likely to cause mental instability and
outright insanity, and psychiatrists regarded the marginal religions as
strictly within their area of expertise. Throughout this literature, we
find a persistent reluctance to acknowledge that experimental religious
activity might reflect any honest intellectual endeavor or genuine spir-
ituality, even where the specific traditions involved were of long his-
torical standing.

The supposed link between cults and insanity dated back at least to
the nineteenth century and the trial of the presidential assassin, Charles
Guiteau. The belief was promoted by contemporary assumptions about
the peculiar female tendency to neurosis since women were so active
in many fringe movements. As Fred Miller claimed in 1913, “In
Chicago not long ago, a beautiful young maiden of culture and re-
finement was taken screaming from onc of these foreign religious
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temples—praying and tossing her light white raiment to the winds—
and was incarcerated, a maniac, in the Illinois asylum for such unfor-
tunates.” In 1911, the courts overturned the will of an American
woman who bequeathed her wealth to the Ramakrishna Order on the
grounds that her practice of Hindu spirituality was ipso facto evidence
of insanity.”

In the same years, religious revivalism was variously analyzed in
terms of mass hysteria, atavism, and degeneracy. One academic ob-
server of the Pentecostal revival wrote in 1905 that ““the most im-
portant purely pathological phenomenon of superemotional revivals is
insanity,”” and in 1925, psychologist W. T. Root argued that ““neuras-
thenics”” and degenerates ““constitute the emotional core of successful
Holy-Roller or gift-of-tongue orgies.” Such low mental types were
dangerously vulnerable to hypnotism, which was said to be the secret
weapon of every successful revivalist and cult leader. From this point
of view, it was no coincidence that revivalism enjoyed its largest fol-
lowings in the rural South, where eugenic theorists claimed to
find so many depressing examples of hereditary crime, insanity, and
alcoholism, in legendary families like the Jukes and the Kallikaks. It
seemed that degenerate white trash composed the natural audience for
revivalism.?

The insanity theme reemerged forcefully during the post-First
World War antispiritualist movement. In 1919 and 1920, the new pop-
ularity of mediums and seances led to a media panic over clients sup-
posedly driven mad by occult involvement. Reporting a wave of inci-
dents in the northern California community of El Cerrito in March
1920, the San Francisco Chronicle included front-page headlines like
“Ouija Board Seance Drives Seven Insane’” and “’Question of Abolish-
ing Seances is Discussed by Experts,”” while the San Francisco Exam-
iner offered “Ouija Board Drives Policeman to Street Naked: Mystic
Word Sends Man to Seek Enemy.” The same issue of the Examiner
included a story under the heading “’Ouija Said to Hasten Insanity—
Contributing Cause of Lunacy—Mental Experts Discuss Effects.”?
State legislators proposed the formal abolition of the seance and the
ouija board. Seances were blamed for other violent or irrational acts,
though usually we can presume that the disasters would have occurred
without the occult stimulus, and the media were merely latching on to
a then popular villain. In 1922, newspapers reported that a San Fran-
cisco man who killed two of his small sons did so under instructions
from his dead wife, with whom he had been in communication. The
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following year, New York state legislators proposed to ban seances fol-
lowing the suicide of a Barnard College student, who killed herself in
order to join a spirit with whom she had fallen in love.?

As Houdini noted, the “by-products of spiritualism’’ could be dev-
astating, and similar charges followed each new movement. In the
1930s, critics of the Ballards’ I AM sect charged that followers were
forced to concentrate on its doctrines ““with such intensity and emo-
tionalism that a number of them have had nervous breakdowns, or
have been confined to psychopathic wards and insane asylums. ... It
has produced untold mental suffering from fears of cataclysms, entities,
black magicians, destructive decrees, and other fear-inspiring bogeys.”’!

The psychiatric approach reached new heights in the 19305, reflect-
ing the growing dominance of Freudian theories. In 1933, Louis
Binder’s pioneering sociological analysis of cult leaders and members
fully accepted a psychopathological interpretation of the movements’
appeal, relying on pop psychoanalysis: throughout the work, terms like
““pathological,” “complex’” and “hysterical”” recur. The following year,
the American Journal of Psychiatry published a paper on the mille-
narian Adventist movement, which had swept through the United
States in 1843 and 1944, under the revealing title of “‘The Miller De-
lusion: A Comparative Study of Mass Psychology.” Sociologist Read
Bain argued in 1936 that “much flight to structural psychotic groups,
gangs, homosexual colonies, bizarre cults and so on, is merely an at-
tempt, sometimes successful, to escape individual psychopathy.” Lo-
cating cults alongside other such antisocial groups was not uncommon:
in 1938 a study of ““The Kingdom of Father Divine’’ appeared in The
Journal of Abnormal Psychology. Following a surge of media interest
in snake handling sects in 1940, Science News Letter offered a report,
“Snake Handling Cultists Resemble Other Groups,” pointing out that
one might theorize about the cult member as a specific type of deviant
individual. *

Meanwhile, studies of religious leaders like Mary Baker Eddy em-
phasized the personal mental disorders and neuroses that had given
rise to their ideas. Binder blamed a ‘“sex neurosis” for many of Eddy’s
ideas and actions, due to her “repressing the natural sex urges which
she had failed to sublimate.”””® When Nation of Islam leader Elijah
Muhammad was placed in a federal prison in 1943, his psychiatric eval-
uation claimed that he had the 1Q-level of an eleven-year-old child,
that he was suffering from “dementia praecox, paranoid type,” and his
schizophrenia was demonstrated by his bizarre belief that Allah had
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communicated with him “in visual and auditory form.” Surely, only
a severely disturbed individual could believe that God had taken human
form and spoken directly to his followers and, moreover, that God
incarnate might not be white.” Cultists, whether leaders or followers,
must be sick.

To What Green Altar?

The question of just how aberrant cult behavior could be was raised in
acute form at the end of the 1920s by allegations that fringe religious
groups might be involved in ritualistic violence and murder. Funda-
mental to the notion of cult violence was a radical reshaping of older
notions of witchcraft, a change that reflected the speculations of aca-
demic anthropologists. According to the most extreme interpretation,
witcheraft was not merely folk magic, but a complete alternate religion,
a secret domestic paganism that practiced human sacrifice. These re-
vised concepts of witchcraft were forged during a period of intense
cultural work in the decade after 1925, and they gradually merged with
the gruesome stereotypes derived from the voodoo panic. Though lit-
erary and artificial in nature, tales of American blood cults were soon
being treated seriously by journalists and police. Charges that some
cults might be involved in murder affected perceptions of all eccentric
religious groups, particularly those living in isolated enclaves, removed
from the public gaze.

The first tales of clandestine alternate religions in the heartland date
from an era of rapid change in the American countryside and in the
relationship between urban and rural societies. The 1920 census was
the first to show a majority of Americans living in cities rather than
the countryside, while the popularity of the private automobile vastly
increased the opportunities for city dwellers to explore those rural land-
scapes that now seemed so exotic. As tourism boomed, entrepreneurs
made all they could of the exoticism of the countryside, selling as com-
modities the authentic folk-traditions of regions like New Mexico, the
Ozarks, or the Louisiana bayou. A serious scholarship of folklore flour-
ished alongside this popular hucksterism, and ethnographic observa-
tions of backward rural communities flourished in the interwar years.
Though their goals were more exalted than the marketers, ethnogra-
phers, too, exaggerated the primitive and sensational elements they
encountered. Interest in rural folk-traditions received a boost in the
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1930s when the Federal Writers Project encouraged the collection of
oral history accounts to preserve a vanishing popular heritage.

Because of its proximity to major East Coast cities and newspapers,
German Pennsylvania was a particular target for such romantic inves-
tigations. The popular discovery of the Amish dates from the publi-
cation of the 1905 novel Sabina, which launched a whole subgenre of
fiction set among quaint sectarian groups, and already by 1915, Penn-
sylvania possessed a whole industry of Amish postcards and souvenirs.
Also at the turn of the century, the urban media began reporting on
the thriving witch traditions of the Pennsylvania Germans. Removed
from their decorative origins, hex signs were marketed as symbols of
a society terrified of witches and the occult.’® Images of witches and
pagan-sounding folk-beliefs were welcomed by a new popular media in
search of sensational stories, during a great era for newspaper stunts
and tabloid exposés.

The extent of popular interest in the “pagan countryside’”” became
obvious during 1928 and 1929 when an incident in Pennsylvania’s York
County attracted worldwide attention. In November 1928, three young
men murdered the reputed witch Nelson Rehmeyer, whom they ac-
cused of hexing them. One of the killers, a witch in his own right, also
wanted to seize Rehmeyer’s pow-wow book, or manual of spells. The
media frenzy over the ensuing trial was led by the New York World,
but major stories followed in all the major magazines, including For-
tune, the North American, the Nation, Colliers, Mentor, and the Lit-
erary Digest.>

The York story was reported across the globe, partly because the
depiction of such primitive conditions exactly fitted international ster-
eotypes of American country bumpkins in the aftermath of the Scopes
trial. Typical reporting in the papers from New York City and Phila-
delphia portrayed rural Pennsylvania as a medieval community living
under the constant shadow of spells and superstition, where “the ig-
norance and fear of the savages have not been uprooted by our boasted
civilization.” Media investigations brought to light the numerous other
magicians, “‘brauchers,” or pow-wowers scattered across the state, and
the hexerei they employed. The main occultism expert conscripted to
comment on the York case was William Seabrook, whose expertise lay
in the quite dissimilar world of Haiti, but for the media, Pennsylvania
witchcraft was an equally mysterious subculture. In this area, observed
the Literary Digest, ''Witchcraft rears its head and flourishes as it did
in the Medicval Ages, and does now along the Kongo.” As evidence
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that the York crime was no isolated event, another similar murder was
reported in Virginia about the same time, in which a Lunenburg
County man killed his supposed occult tormentor.”

For years afterwards, the media sought hungrily for any hint of a
new “‘witch murder” in Pennsylvania and exaggerated the slightest
hints of the occult in the most mundane crimes. The closest parallel to
the York County sensation was the 1934 murder of a Pottsville woman
by a man who believed she had bewitched him and who duly claimed
self-defense at his trial.’® Other stories concerned small children who
had died while being treated by pow-wowers instead of being taken to
doctors employing modern remedies. As in the York County case, the
element of witchcraft here did not imply any kind of organized cult,
nor did the violence have any sacrificial purpose, but these cases en-
couraged journalists and urban readers to imagine pagan secrets smol-
dering beneath the tranquil surface of an otherwise modern farming
landscape.

Witchcraft was a hot topic in the American media in the 19205 and
1930s, usually in the context of distinctive ethnic communities like the
Pennsylvania Germans or of those urban Slavic and Italian immigrants
who retained a powerful belief in folk magic. When Seabrook pub-
lished Witchcraft: Its Power in the World Today in 1940, he noted that
“[Clurrent American witchcraft cases occur with steady frequency, and
in pleasing variety, at the rate of several dozens a year.” A handful of
the most extreme instances involved the murder of supposed witches,
usually by people who believed that this was the only way of removing
a curse.® Native American traditions also made headlines, and in 1930
the New York City papers exposed witchcraft practices on reservations
near Buffalo. In southwestern states like New Mexico, where witches
had been lynched at least up to the end of the nineteenth century,
stories and incidents recorded in the 1930s demonstrate the continuing
vigor of Native American and Hispanic occult traditions.*!

The Witch Cult
That American witchcraft still existed was beyond question, but in
these same years, a diverse group of anthropologists and sensationalist
writers reinterpreted these vestigial practices to construct an enticing
mythology of a powerful organized movement. The ultimate influence
was Sir James Frazer, whose book The Golden Bough first appeared in
1890. Frazer claimed that fertility cults represented a universal primal
religion, which practiced regular human sacrifices, and these ideas had
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an enduring impact on both elite and popular culture. The concept of
rural nature spirits being appeased by blood sacrifice was given an
American setting in John Steinbeck’s 1933 novel, To a God Unknown,
while D. H. Lawrence’s ““The Woman Who Rode Away”’ (1924) ex-
plored the human sacrifice theme. Lawrence’s story imagines a cult
among Indians in northern Mexico, who inherit a clandestine tradition
from the ancient Aztecs.

Also saturated in Frazer’s theories was Margaret Murray, whose
1921 book, The Witch Cult in Western Europe, formulated the concept
of widespread secret religions. Murray argued that the witch hunters
of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries had exposed an authentic
underground religion, which was the lineal descendant of an ancient
European paganism dating back to the time of the Palaeolithic cave
paintings.”? In her view, the so-called witches of early modern France
or England had been adherents of this goddess-worshipping Old Reli-
gion, and the witch-hunters were reporting no more than the sober
truth when they told of cells (““covens™), each comprising thirteen
members. Each coven was headed by a disguised leader bearing some
title, such as The Devil or The Black Man, and the groups met in
periodic assemblies known as “‘esbats’”” and “’sabbats.”” Also accurate,
according to Murray, were accounts of the witches” calendar, which
preserved ancient agricultural cycles, with key dates like Halloween and
May Eve (Walpurgis Night, or April 30). When early modern Chris-
tians denounced so-called witchcraft, they were actually describing the
European manifestation of Frazer’s primal religion, in which the orgi-
astic rituals of the Sabbat were really fertility rites.

Murray’s influential account is the grandparent of all modern pagan
and Wiccan belief and practice, though as a historical picture, it is
worthless. No modern scholar of witchcraft accepts the notion of an
underlying Old Religion, at least in the sense of an organized move-
ment, and few would acknowledge that the witch-hunts were respond-
ing to any authentic pagan survivals. Among other flaws, Murray paid
no attention to the brutal judicial means by which the witch-hunters
obtained their stories, and to say the least, she massaged the evidence
to produce the ““witches’ calendar,” which she found so infallibly in
whatever account she examined. Even so, her ideas inspired a thorough
revision of conventional views of witches and witchcraft.

Murray’s prominent use of the word “cult’” as a description of covert
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occult or satanic groups helped popularize the idea of a secret religion
in North America as well as Europe. She argued that the Salem trials
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zenuinely had exposed at least one pagan coven, with Puritan minister
George Burroughs as Black Man, the literal Devil of Salem, and other
thirteen-member covens could be found in the history of seventeenth-
century New England. This view ran contrary to the accepted com-
monplaces of the nineteenth century, when Salem had become a sym-
bol for Puritan intolerance, greed, and wild superstition. Standard
historical authorities like Charles W. Upham referred simply to the
" when “it was in the
power of every man to bring down terrible vengeance upon his enemies
by pretending to be bewitched by them.”” This was also the image
proposed in works like Hawthorne’s House of the Seven Gables.* The
witch-hunts long continued to be powerful metaphors for unreasoning
intolerance, as in the 1937 film Maid of Salem, which brought the story
before a mass public once again. As for the alleged orgies and sexual

great ‘“‘witchcraft delusion,” the “fanaticism,’

rites, the liberal view saw them as no more than fantasies arising from
Puritan repression.** But Murray’s work raised the question whether
America’s numerous witches were part of some secret cult. The Liter-
ary Digest concluded its 1930 investigation of witchcraft among New
York’s Native Americans with the remark that “no organized cult . . .
seems to exist,” a note which would have been superfluous only a
decade previously.*

Pulp Fiction

The speculations of Murray and Frazer would have remained an aca-
demic curiosity if they had not been taken up so avidly by a new
seneration of sensational writers, for whom they offered wonderful
new material. During the 1920s, the world of popular fiction was rev-
olutionized by mass marketing and the pulp magazines. By 1934, about
150 pulps were being published in New York alone, and a few famous
names redefined whole genres. The most prominent titles included
Black Mask (detective stories) and Astounding (science fiction), while
the key name in the horror genre was Weird Tales, the legendary
magazine that published all the major American horror authors from
1923 until its demise in 1954. As exemplified by writers like H. P.
Lovecraft, the Weird Tales type of horror story often used the Amer-
ican backwoods as a setting for secret horrors, depicting cults, witches,
and sacrificial religions. Although Weird Tales did not reach a mass
national audience, it is representative of a large area of popular culture,
and similar themes now pervaded not just the pulps but cheap novecls,
and they appeared in radio serials and films.
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The notion of an American witch cult proved extraordinarily at-
tractive for Lovecraft and the Weird Tales generation, many of whom
were immersed in antiquarian scholarship. Fantasy writers began treat-
ing Salem as if the witchcraft genuinely had represented a serious oc-
cult movement, and the village had been the scene of evil rituals by an
organized movement. The pioneering fictional work was Herbert S.
Gorman’s novel The Place Called Dagon (1927), which portrays a secret
cult in a western Massachusetts town populated by descendants of ref-
ugees from Salem who were still practicing “‘the morbid and degenerate
horrors of the Black Sabbat.”*¢ In light of Murray’s work, the name
Dagon evoked some bitter controversies of Puritan New England,
which suggested that this Puritan society really had had its covert pa-
gan side. The case in question was the notorious incident in 1627 in
which dissidents erected a maypole of the type familiar from the En-
glish countryside and held a festive gathering under the auspices of the
Lord and Lady of the May (the story is recounted in Hawthorne’s
““Maypole of Merry Mount”). Aware of its pagan connotations, out-
raged Puritan leaders denounced the maypole as a Dagon, after the
Philistine idol mentioned in the Bible. Both Gorman and Lovecraft ap-
propriated the name, implying that the maypole incident had been part
of an American section of the witch cult.

The Dagon theme appeared in Lovecraft’s ““The Shadow Over Inns-
mouth,”” (1931), one of his best-known stories. This portrays a forbid-
ding New England town, dominated by an evil race whose secret rituals
are carried out under the cover of The Esoteric Order of Dagon, “a
debased, quasi-pagan thing imported from the east,”” “’a degraded cult”
linked to devil worship: the order had its special holy days on Hallow-
een and May Eve. In “The Haunter of the Dark” (published in Weird
Tales in 1936), the secret cult is the Church of the Starry Wisdom,
which is said to have flourished in Providence until eradicated by neigh-
bors outraged at the disappearance of local children. Though entirely
Lovecraft’s concoction, the portrait of this cult draws heavily on actual
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esoteric movements of his own day, with elements taken both from
the Golden Dawn magical tradition and from ancient Egyptian ele-
ments. Lovecraft explicitly cites the work of both Murray and Frazer,
in addition to creating his own battery of spurious occult texts that
sound so convincing that many readers then and since have thought
them genuine. The main difference between him and equally creative
contemporaries like Guy Ballard and Wallace Fard was that Lovecraft
never pretended that his invented scriptures were to be taken seriously.
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Lovecraft portrayed secret cults as the conduits by which evil hu-
mans commune with malign alien intelligences, by means of the mass
sacrifice of animals and, often, humans. This theme first appears in the
1926 story “‘The Call of Cthulhu,” which shows how an evil ““Cthulhu
cult’” has operated in various parts of the world over the centuries.”
The movement is related to other manifestations on the religious
fringe, including “Voodoo orgies’” in Haiti and ““the wooded swamps
south of New Orleans,”” and “ominous mutterings’’ in parts of Africa,
while in California, “a Theosophist colony” dons ““white robes en
masse for some glorious fulfillment which never arrives”” (Lovecraft
could be thinking of either Point Loma or Ojai). The word “cult” is
repeatedly used throughout to describe the real-life world of voodoo as
well as the imaginary followers of Cthulhu, and cultists are responsible
for abducting and sacrificing women and children.

Lovecraft often used this idea of subterranean colonial cults. In The
Case of Charles Dexter Ward (1927), Lovecraft depicts Salem’s Rev.
Burroughs as the leader of a group of evil sorcerers, some of whom
escape to carry on the cult into the present day. In ““The Dreams in
the Witch-House,” reincarnated Salem witches in a modern city wait
to celebrate Walpurgis Night, when “there would be bad doings, and
a child or two would probably be missing.”** Other Weird Tales writers
concurred with his view: in 1936, Henry Kuttner referred to Salem’s
“’old days, when Cotton Mather had hunted down the evil cults that
worshiped Hecabe and the Magna Mater in frightful orgies.”*> America
not only had real witches surviving into the twentieth century—the
York case proved that—but they might be part of an ancient historical
tradition, a deeply rooted homicidal cult. The presence of the Caribbean
slave-woman Tituba in the original Salem tale allowed twentieth-
century writers to link the episode with voodoo.*

The Black Mass

During the 1930s, the concept of rural paganism increasingly merged
with that of religious Satanism, another notion constructed from im-
ported literary materials. This would be important in shaping media
perceptions of American occultism and in creating stereotypes that
would be projected on authentic movements of the religious fringe.
Ultimately, the fictional synthesis would also contribute to the evolu-
tion of a real-life American Satanism.

Quite separately from the fantasies of the witch-hunters, an au-
thentic religious worship of Satan can be found in western Europe of
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the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, where it found its most no-
torious expression in the the Black Mass. This parody of the Catholic
ritual was celebrated by a defrocked priest, who used a naked woman
for his altar and who sacrificed living creatures, including children. The
Black Mass achieved a literary revival in the decadent literature of late-
nineteenth-century France, and an extensive account appeared in J.-K.
Huysmans’s novel Li-bas (Down There.)®' Shortly after the English
translation of Li-bas was published in 1924, elaborate stories of the
Black Mass began appearing in the American pulps, familiarizing
American readers with the concepts of satanic worship. In 1925, this
ritual was the basis of an E. Hoffmann Price story in Weird Tales, and
in 1931, the same magazine offered a lengthy description in Seabury
Quinn’s “‘Satan’s Stepson.” Quinn’s Satanists desecrate a Catholic
church, replacing the consecrated host with the putrefying carcass of a
cat. Their Black Mass involved the sacrifice of *‘a little baby, most usu-
ally a boy, who has not been baptized”: at the climax of the ritual, the
priest ““cuts the helpless infant’s throat and drains the gushing lifeblood
into the chalice.” The story thus offered a white counterpart for the
Haitian goat without horns.”

Tales of Satanism had an obvious appeal for sensational writers, but
the problem was that the Black Mass was initially too exotic to be
relevant to American circumstances. The ceremony only acquired its
blasphemous meaning in the context of a Catholic society, and it had
no precedents in the English-speaking world. Both the Weird Tales
stories employed a foreign setting, Price’s in an Oriental never-never-
land, while Quinn located his ritual in Huysmans’s Paris. Still, it would
not be long before the Black Mass idea was imported onto American
or British soil, both as fiction and as an alleged reality. The central
figure in this development was Aleister Crowley, the publicity-loving
English occultist whose followers indulged freely in magic based on
sexual rituals and drugs: Crowley also sacrificed animals. There were
even rumors of child sacrifice, though these accounts were fictions,
spawned by Crowley’s lust for notoriety.>

Crowley’s appalling reputation in the British media was reflected in
the United States, which he visited on several occasions, traveling
widely across the continent. From 1914 to 1919, he lived in Greenwich
Village, and his arrival in the United States was greeted by a New York
World exposé of what were described as London’s Satanists. Journalist
Harry Kemp affected to be appalled by Crowley’s quarters, which were
““decidedly uncanny,” “queer,”” ““decidedly sepulchral;” the article in-
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cludes a text from a Crowley ritual, with its “’slow, monotonous chant
of the high priest: ‘“There is no good. Evil is good. Blessed be the prin-
ciple of evil. All hail, Prince of the World, to whom even God himself
has given dominion.” A sound as of evil bleating filled the pauses of
these blasphemous utterances. . . . In the third and largest room stood
a tall perpendicular canopy under which the high priest stood during
the celebration of black mass.”>*

Though Crowley described the story as “‘balderdash,” this may be
the first account by the American media about the actual existence in
the English-speaking world of bona fide practitioners of black magic or
Satanism. Shortly afterwards, the leader of this group stood on Amer-
ican soil. Crowley’s occult group, the OTO, or Ordo Templi Orientis,
already had a lodge in Vancouver, and he developed a following in
southern California. Agape Lodge #2 was founded in Los Angeles in
the 1930s, and the heavily Californian composition of Crowley’s fol-
lowing led him to refer punningly to the headship of the American
OTO as “the Caliphate.””* His American friends included William Sea-
brook, who used Crowley as a source for his influential accounts of
modern-day black magic, while American-born Leah Hirsig was Crow-
ley’s mistress, disciple, and chosen “Scarlet Woman.”” Another devout
Californian follower, Jack Parsons, was obsessed with the darkest cor-
ners of magic and in 1945 was said to be “enamored with witchcraft,
the houmfort, Voodoo.”" Parsons tried to undertake the rituals neces-
sary to incarnate the Moonchild, an Antichrist figure who would be
born to a woman, as described in Crowley’s novel Moonchild.”

These American connections ensured that Crowley’s activities would
fascinate papers like the New York Journal, which in the 1920s reported
on the sexual and occult doings at his magical commune, the Abbey of
Thelema, at Cefalti in Sicily. Such accounts helped establish the genre
of the cult headquarters where the rich and gullible were maltreated
by a leader until their money and patience ran out. A particularly
violent media attack ensued in 1923 when one of the Cefalt disciples
died: although the death was natural, Crowley was, of course, accused
of foul play. In 1928, Leah Hirsig’s sister published an account of “life
in a love cult” as "“a warning to all young girls.”” In 1934, Boris
Karloff used Crowley as the model for his role as a satanic cult leader
in the horror film The Black Cat, which features a Black Mass.

Despite public perceptions, Crowley’s particular kind of magic had
nothing to do with either Satanism or the Black Mass, but was rather
a bookish combination of Hermetic and Gnostic traditions. As he
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pointed out, he could scarcely perform a true Black Mass, as he was
not an apostate Catholic priest. Nor did his occultism have any points
of contact with any kind of backwoods paganism. Nevertheless, Crow-
ley’s bizarre world became the subject of fictional writings in which all
these diverse elements were mingled together, so that witchcraft, Sa-
tanism, and black magic became indistinguishable in the popular mind,
contextualized with sexual orgies and ritual violence.

The merger of these divergent traditions owed something to ro-
mantic scholarship in the work of authors like Seabrook. In 1939, Jules
Michelet’s celebrated history of French witchcraft, La Sorciére, was
translated under the evocative title of Satanism and Witchcraft, while
in 1945, Montague Summers published his credulous study of Witch-
craft and Black Magic. American readers were also fascinated by the
discovery of the Middle Eastern sect of the Yezidis, who were mislead-
ingly presented as authentic ancient diabolists who had preserved their
rituals over the millennia and are cited thus by Lovecraft. In 1927,
Seabrook’s Adventures in Arabia inevitably included a description of
his encounter with the ““Yezidee Devil Worshipers.”’>

Novelists shared much of the responsibility for mingling Satanism
and witcheraft. One culprit was Dennis Wheatley, British author of
numerous black magic novels, in which Crowley generally served as
the model for successive archvillains.®® The Devil Rides Out (1934) is
important as the first attempt to synthesize the hitherto unrelated
worlds of ceremonial magic (authentic) with the accounts of the me-
dieval witch trials (fictitious). Thus the evil magicians do not work
alone, as in tradition, but have followers who gather in covens at the
great seasonal meetings, the orgiastic Sabbats, the accounts of which
borrow extensively from the Black Mass. Though fictional, books like
this played an indispensable part in shaping the new occult groups from
the 1960s onwards, including real-life Satanists. The Devil Rides Out
was also pivotal for anticult critics, as the Sabbat scene contains vir-
tually all the charges that would be so popular in the literature of anti-
Satanism in the 1980s, including the notion of child sacrifice. Though
Wheatley’s writings were not initially well-known in America, the
originally discrete worlds of witchceraft and Satanism did become fused
in this country as well as Britain. Crowley himself became the proto-
type for most fictional evil magi over the coming decades.

Partly through such literary influences, some self-described Satan-
ists were practicing in the United States by the late 1930s. By 1940,
Seabrook was reporting the existence of networks of genuine Satanists
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in Great Britain and the United States, some of which practiced the
Black Mass. He claimed to have attended Black Masses in Paris and
Lyons, and at least one celebrated ““within less than a mile of the Wash-
ington Arch, in New York.” In 1948, Toledo, Ohio, became home to
Our Lady of Endor Coven of the Ophite Cultus Satanas. By 1956, on
no known evidence, Newsweek declared that some forty groups in
southern California alone ‘“devote themselves to the celebration of the
Satanic Mass.”'*®

Ritual Murder

By 1930, tales of ritual human sacrifice in the United States had become
a familiar theme in popular literature, but the idea of sacrificial cults
soon moved out of the realm of sensational fiction. Both newspapers
and pulp magazines charged that ““cult’” motives might be involved in
some of the real-life serial murder stories that were so commonplace
in media reporting of the time: these instances appeared to confirm the
existence of secretive human sacrifice cults. In assessing these tales,
much depends on the definition of ritual murder. We can scarcely apply
this term to an individual who merely cites religious motives for a
crime, for example, to a man who believes that he is entrusted with a
divine mission to kill prostitutes. Nor should we include murders that
feature some occult-related motive, like the revenge killings of witches,
though this distinction was often lost on the media. Strictly, the ritual
murder concept should only apply to a killing carried out by an organ-
ized group, with the specific intent of fulfilling the prescribed demands
of a given religious ritual. By this strict standard, the last killing carried
out in the United States unequivocally recognizable as ritual in nature
would be the often-described human sacrifice of a young girl by the
Pawnee tribe in what is now Nebraska in 1838, though other later acts
of this kind might have escaped the attention of observers.*'

Despite the lack of genuine incidents, a vigorous ritual murder my-
thology has flourished over the last century. In addition to crimes at-
tributed to real or alleged occult sects, other rumored culprits included
the Jews, whom anti-Semites accused of undertaking acts of human
sacrifice. The blood libel story that Jews ritually killed Christian chil-
dren for festivals like Passover is at least a thousand years old, and it
does have a subterranean history in the English-speaking world. In the
American context, stories can usually be traced back to the mythologies
of some Christian immigrant group derived from an area where such
storics were strong, particularly in eastern Europe.®? The American
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media discovered the phrase ““ritual murder” in 1913, while reporting
anti-Semitic trials in tsarist Russia, and over the next decade or so, the
term exclusively implied a Jewish context. In just this year, and reflect-
ing eastern European influences, we find domestic blood libel rumors
in New York City and in Pennsylvania. In 1919, the stories reemerged
in Fall River and Pittsfield (both in Massachusetts) and in Chicago. In
Pittsfield, a young Polish boy claimed to have been dragged to the
basement of a synagogue where he was to be drained of blood. In 1928,
a rumored case developed in Massena, New York. Human sacrifice tales
revived in the early 19305 during an upsurge of popular anti-Semitism,
at a time when Americans feared the renewal of mass Jewish immi-
gration. For the fascist right wing, the Lindbergh baby murder of 1932
was certainly a Jewish ritual murder, supposedly carried out at the Feast
of Purim. Two more child murders were reported in San Diego between
1930 and 1933, both marked by the draining of blood, which suppos-
edly proved the Jewish ritual element in the crime. San Diego was a
center for the Silver Shirt movement, which trumpeted the various
human sacrifice charges in its newspapers, Liberation and The Silver
Ranger.®®

The Media and Human Sacrifice

Whether under the influence of anti-Jewish legends or Haitian fanta-
sies, the media discovered human sacrifice as a popular theme from the
early 1930s. In 1932 Detroit police claimed that they had uncovered a
real-life ritual murder linked to the city’s so-called voodoo cult, that
is, the Nation of Islam, which may be the first time “‘ritual murder”
was extended beyond anti-Jewish accusations. Soon afterwards, the
concept was extended to other religious cults. One of the first such
stories to gain national attention occurred in Inez, Kentucky, in Feb-
ruary 1933, when an old woman was killed by believers from a Holi-
ness or Pentecostal sect. According to the New York Times, she was
“’choked to death in a religious frenzy to prove their power over death”
during a ritual to celebrate “‘the death of sin,” which had involved a
week of dancing, fasting, and speaking in tongues. Supposedly, the
woman in question agreed to be killed by her son, and several other
women stood ready to face the same fate. The Times headlined a “cult
slaying”’ and (a striking novelty) a ““human sacrifice.”’s

The ritual murder theme reemerged during the still-unsolved Cleve-
land torso slayings of the late 1930s, when seventeen victims werc
killed and mutilated in poor areas of that city and some other victims
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recorded in western Pennsylvania. As public frustration and panic
reached new height in 1938, both police and media began investigating
possible ritualistic elements, finding in the process some remarkable
aspects of Cleveland’s religious underworld. Police encountered “a wide
range of unorthodox sects—blacks practicing Haitian Voodoo, covens
of self-proclaimed witches and warlocks, and even a Hispanic group
observing some obscure, ancient Aztec religion.” Though none of these
leads proved relevant to the case, the national public was further sen-
sitized to the idea of authentic human sacrifice.®®

Just as notorious as the torso killings was the sensational “poison-
for-profit’’ ring discovered in Philadelphia in 1939, an insurance fraud
operation that may well have claimed fifty lives. A mixed Jtalian and
Jewish gang operated a criminal racket in which families took out in-
surance policies on the lives of relatives, who were then poisoned. The
ring found its victims through a network of folk healers, exorcists, and
popular magicians in the unassimilated ethnic communities, and the
case offers an unparalleled glimpse into the plebeian occult underworld
of the 1930s. The chief villain of the case was Morris Bolber, reported
to be the greatest faith healer and witch doctor in the city, who claimed
to have treated some twenty thousand patients. Bolber and his circle
drew on very varied traditions, including Jewish popular Qabalism,
German Hexerei, and Italian folk magic, or Fatura, while his colleague,
Paul Petrillo, had sold his soul to the devil for the power of raising
demons. Bolber reported attending a “midnight assembly [in Philadel-
phia] where weird rites were practiced and black and white magic cre-
ated strange illusions”” and where ““witches and magicians could assem-
ble, in the dark of night, in a dimly lighted room’” in what earlier
generations would have labeled a witches” Sabbat. Despite Petrillo’s
confessed diabolism, the magic revealed was more populist and peasant
in nature, rather than resembling a Black Mass: the normal spell or
cure involved carrying blessed eggs or summoning spirits with a special
knife, and Bolber’s chief talent involved his evil eye. Though the crimes
were not sacrificial in nature, tales of viclent murder were juxtaposed
once more with words such as ““witchcraft” and “cult,” and naturally
the media dwelled on the occult components of the case. The cases were
generally known as the “Mass Witchcraft Murders.”’¢

Media coverage of these cases could not fail to attract horror authors,
who in turn cultivated the developing mythology. The main activist
was Lovecraft’s young protegé Robert Bloch, who through the 1930s
and 1940s repeatedly cxplored concepts of cults and human sacrifice.

147



MYSTICS AND MESSIAHS

Bloch was fascinated by the idea that apparent serial murders might be
disguised ritual sacrifices. In 1943, Weird Tales published his widely
anthologized story ‘“Yours Truly, Jack the Ripper,”” which imagines
that the original London Ripper carried out his murders as part of an
obscure ritual—a spurious theory that Crowley had done much to
promulgate.”” In Bloch’s story, the Ripper was magically seeking eternal
life and youth, and the same individual was in fact responsible for
countless murders in successive decades, up to and including the Cleve-
land torso killings. Bloch retained a lively interest in the relationship
between popular culture and the mythology of cults. In his 1947 novel,
The Scarf, he depicts a sensationalistic California journalist urging a
colleague to write a book on the Cleveland murders: “People like to
read about it. Look at the way those true detective magazines sell. Sex
crimes. Blood. Everybody wants to know. . . . Ever hear about the ritual
murders we had out here? The devil worshipers? They cut up a kid.”
The notion that authentic American “‘devil worshipers’” might “cut up
a kid” would have been astonishing to the thought-world of 1920, but
a generation later, it had become a cliché.®

In any given period over the last hundred and fifty years, we can find
a similar array of charges mobilized against small religious groups,
though the actual balance of charges might shift in individual cases. In
the late 1930s, attacks on Psychiana or Mankind United were framed
in terms of gangsterism and deception, while African American move-
ments were stereotyped in the language of voodoo, but the rhetorical
arsenal from which allegations were chosen remained relatively con-
stant. About this time, however, the critique of cult activities was vastly
aggravated by two largely novel kinds of allegation, which combined
to make cults appear much more insidious than hitherto. One, obvi-
ously, was the ritual murder idea, which came to fruition with the cases
in Cleveland and Philadelphia. The other was the charge that marginal
religious groups were fronts for sedition or subversion. Security con-
cerns created an atmosphere that made it easier for authorities to take
official measures against sectarians who might earlier have been tol-
erated or ignored, making the early 19405 a bleak era for the right of
religious expression.



SEVEN

The Purge of the Forties

I would . . . have done with this business of judicially examining other
people’s faiths.
Justice Robert Jackson

y 1940, war threats had made American authorities particularly

sensitive to possible threats from any movements seen as active

or tacit supporters of enemy powers. Prominent among these
potential subversives were some major organizations on the religious
periphery, which naturally included the Silver Shirts, with all their
overt fascist trappings, but also some other conspicuous groups.
Charges of disloyalty raised the stakes in the struggle against cult ex-
cesses, and serious official sanctions were imposed in the early 1940s.
Because the courts were initially less supportive of minority religious
rights than they would be later on, they permitted a broad purge of
various unorthodox movements: by 1943/44, a newspaper headline
about “Cult Arrests” or “Cult Leaders Held”” might refer to any one
of a dozen groups, in any part of the country. The chillier climate for
religious tolerance was reflected in an outpouring of books and articles
that attacked the fringe religions as part of a sinister cult phenomenon.
This alarmist message was carried to the general public through films,
magazines, and other popular culture outlets.

Subversives

One major target of cult critics was “‘Ballardism,” which had already
been attacked in newspapers across the nation in the late 1930s. Carey
McWilliams described it as ‘‘a witch’s cauldron of the inconceivable,
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the incredible and the fantastic. .. a hideous phantasm.””! The move-
ment was attacked by occultists no less than skeptics, because of  AM’s
bastardized version of esoteric teachings and its vast appeal to New Age
believers. Theosophical magazines rejected Ballardism as a perversion
of occult inquiry, and in 1937, rosicrucian H. Spencer Lewis denounced
these ““mystical racketeers”: he ruefully confessed that his own writ-
ings on Lemuria had provided Ballard with some of his sources.? The
most powerful condemnations are found in the pamphlets produced
from 1936 onwards by the occultist, and former Ballard student, Gerald
Bryan. The I AM leaders instructed movement followers to buy and
burn Bryan's work, which they did ““with all the fanaticism of a witch-
burning rite, reminiscent of a former age of bigotry and superstition,”
but Bryan'’s attacks continued to flow.’ His work culminated in the 1940
book, Psychic Dictatorship in America, which has such striking paral-
lels to modern anticult works.

Bryan comprehensively attacked the dubious origins of the move-
ment, its plagiarized scriptures, and the mercenary motives of the foun-
ders. He also charged that I AM devastated the lives of its members.
Bryan argued that “‘probably in no other movement has there ever
been such widespread interference with the personal lives of its mem-
bers as in this cult of the Mighty I AM.” Members were told to sever
all contact with anyone who rejected I AM teaching, even family mem-
bers, and the strain on family life was enhanced by the Ballards preach-
ing against sexual desire, which was an enemy to be suppressed. I AM
prohibited sex except for procreation, and recommended against bring-
ing children into a world so close to its end. “‘Husband, wife, mother,
or some other relative living in a fanatical Mighty I AM family has
actually been kept in another part of the house and denied former
privileges because he or she would not embrace the Ballard doctrines.”
Intolerance was demanded of “hundred percent students.” Also bizarre
was the Ballard view that animal life was the creation of black magi-
cians and that spirits in animals should be freed, in other words, that
members should “‘release’” their animals by having them killed.

Even if we grant the literal truth of all the allegations made against
I AM, members were subjected to no form of distress to which they
did not consent, so that official intervention was unlikely. Matters were
however changed utterly by the movement’s powerful political dimen-
sions, which led to it being condemned as a cryptofascist sect. This idea
is invoked by the title of Bryan'’s Psychic Dictatorship, which also sug-
gests the totalitarian lifestyle inflicted upon followers. The Ballards in-
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vited these fascist comparisons by their growing use of superpatriotic
rhetoric and symbolism. I AM boasted of being ‘“not a religion but a
patriotic movement,” aimed at purging the United States of “vicious
forces” within its borders, variously identified as black magicians, com-
munism, the war menace, and so on. The group spawned an inner circle
of Minute Men of Saint-Germain, along with Daughters of Liberty and
an Inner Secret Service.> This language was worryingly reminiscent of
the Silver Shirts, and critics of I AM stressed the parallels with William
Dudley Pelley, whose ideas Ballard had plundered. The Ballards also
sought to co-opt the Silver Shirts. In 1934, they channeled a vision in
which Saint-Germain recalled nostalgically how some of Pelley’s lead-
ing followers had been associated with him in previous lives, many
millennia past, and he urged them to ally with the present-day I AM
movement.

Carey McWilliams believed that I AM had “‘Hitlerian overtones,”
and other groups attracted similar suspicions. As John Gunther claimed,
““most of the extreme cultists have, or had, strong fascist leanings, since
they believe in salvation through energy and power,” and perhaps be-
cause the leaders were attracted by the fascist cult of personality.¢
When Arthur L. Bell of Mankind United proclaimed in 1934 his op-
position to the hidden rulers of the world, his ideas had an obvious
overlap with the theories of contemporary anti-Semitism, not to men-
tion the conspiracy ideas of the Protocols of the Elders of Zion, which
was a favorite text of both Pelley and the Brother XII. British Israel
doctrines contributed a religious justification to anti-Semitism by pil-
lorying the Jews as impostors.

Also controversial was Frank Buchman, the former Lutheran min-
ister whose Oxford Group (founded in 1909) tried to convert influential
followers during high-pressure gatherings that culminated in intense
outpourings of communal confession. These intrusive tactics foreshad-
owed the psychological methods for which cults and therapy sects
would become notorious in the 1970s. As most of the material con-
fessed tended to be sexual in nature, critics were horrified at the image
of the young and well-to-do women publicly parading their most in-
timate secrets and fantasies. The Oxford Group had often been de-
nounced as cultish, and in 1924 it was banned from operating at Prince-
ton University after Buchman declared that 85 percent of the students
there were sexual perverts. In the 19305, Buchman aroused political
alarm by his advocacy of “a God-controlled fascist dictatorship.” He
would long be haunted by his cry that “I thank heaven for a man like
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Adolf Hitler who built a first line of defense against the Antichrist of
Communism! . . . Think what it would mean to the world if he surren-
dered to the control of God. Or Mussolini. Or any dictator. Through
such a man God could control a nation overnight and solve every last
bewildering problem.”” Throughout 1938 and 1939, Buchman con-
ducted an international revival campaign demanding ‘“Moral Rearma-
ment’’ amidst rallies and pageantry of a kind that had acquired extrem-
ist political connotations. Though Buchman was not in the same
flagrantly political category as Bell or the Ballards, his high-profile ac-
tivities did tend to attach a political label to the cults.

Suppressing the Cults

In the late 1930s, I AM and other sects fell victim to a broad federal
action against the extreme Right. This campaign found public expres-
sion in the House Committee on Un-American Activities (the Dies
committee), while the administration inspired media leaks that por-
trayed domestic fascist groups as a dangerous fifth column. Concern
grew after war broke out in Europe. The summer of 1940 was a
uniquely tense time, with the British Empire standing alone against
Hitler and the likelihood that the United States might soon have to
confront a German-dominated Europe. The concentration of ““fascistic’”’
cults on the West Coast was alarming, given the abundance of defense-
related industries and military bases and the possibility of Japanese
invasion. In early 1940, Pelley faced a grueling interview before the
Dies committee, and shortly after Pearl Harbor, he and several key
lieutenants faced federal sedition charges.® Silver Legion leaders were
banned from residing in the western states for the duration of the war
for fear that they might assist Axis invaders. The Ku Klux Klan, which
had staged a minor revival in the late 1930s, was so harried by federal
and state authorities in the early 1940s that it formally ceased to exist
by 1944.

Other sects were treated equally harshly. Also accused of sedition
was Arthur L. Bell, who had claimed that American planes had bombed
Pearl Harbor under orders from the ‘‘hidden rulers of the world.” He
was summoned before the Tenney committee, which the California
legislature had appointed to investigate subversive activities, and in
December 1942, Bell and sixteen followers were arrested by the ¥BI for
disseminating false information about the U.S. war effort. Though his
conviction was eventually overturned in 1947, the prolonged appeal
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process broke the group’s momentum.® Father William Riker faced se-
dition charges for publishing pamphlets praising Hitler and urging
peace with the Axis, though he was not remotely as significant as some
other leaders, and he was acquitted.’® Psychiana also encountered dif-
ficulties in the late 1930s, with investigations of its activities by the
Treasury Department, Post Office, and the FBI, as well as the American
Medical Association, and Frank Robinson briefly faced the threat of
deportation.” In this case, however, the movement remained unmo-
lested, presumably because the British-born Robinson was a vociferous
supporter of the war effort, to which he claimed to be devoting all his
spiritual energies.

The Black Muslims faced a dreadful time of trial during the Second
World War. Though the remaining followers of Noble Drew Ali were
patriotic, the Nation of Islam and some other sects rejected the war as
a contest between whites and refused to serve in the military. Some
actively supported the Japanese as a fellow colored race and attacked
the Jews for their persecution of Palestinian Arabs. Some American
Muslims had also been impressed by the role of Moorish regiments on
the pro-Fascist side in the Spanish Civil War. After Pearl Harbor, an
alarmed FBI investigated accounts of the spread of pro-Axis sentiment
among black Americans and undertook a national survey of black racial
consciousness and dissent, RACON, the findings of which attested to
the spread of Muslim belief. Though little active disloyalty was found,
Nation of Islam temples were raided in Chicago and elsewhere, and
federal sedition charges were pressed against leaders in Chicago, Mil-
waukee, and Washington, D.C. Dozens of Muslims were prosecuted for
draft evasion, including Elijah Muhammad himself, who remained in
prison from 1942 through 1946. Illustrating the official attitude to the
religion, the warden of the Cook County jail refused his request for a
Quran, telling him that ““that is what we put them in prison for”” and
urging him to read the Bible instead.??

The Ballard Prosecution

I AM was a prominent victim of the purge. In July 1940, a federal
grand jury in Los Angeles indicted twenty-four leaders of the group
for mail fraud on the grounds that the Ballards were falsely claiming
to heal the sick and communicate with the spirit world and that they
“well knew”” these claims were bogus. The group’s final provocation
had been to use the mails to sell paintings of Jesus and Saint-Germain,
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supposedly taken from life. A trial judge, nervous about constitutional
issues, ruled that the jury could not assess the literal truth of the claims
“but could inquire whether the defendants knew them to be untrue,”
and the defendants were convicted. The indictment threatened to pe-
nalize [ AM for distributing false religious teachings, in turn raising
the knotty question of what was ““true” religious doctrine. Even if
Ballard’s claims to revelation were suspect, they were not necessarily
more so than those of any other prophet through the ages. No religious
claim, scripture, or doctrine is demonstrably and verifiably true in the
same sense as the statements of an engineering textbook. Guy Ballard’s
revelations were no more questionable than those of Joseph Smith,
whom he resembles in so many ways.

The Ballard case was appealed to the Supreme Court, which upheld
the exclusion of any testimony concerning the truthfulness of the Bal-
lards’ claims, but with two important dissents. Chief Justice Harlan F.
Stone could not agree ““that freedom of thought and worship includes
freedom to procure money by making knowingly false statements
about one’s religious experiences.”” On the other side, Justice Robert
Jackson went considerably further in a memorable dissent. He “could
see in [the Ballards’] teachings nothing but humbug, untainted by any
trace of truth. But that does not dispose of the constitutional question
whether misrepresentation of religious experience or belief is prose-
cutable; it rather emphasizes the danger of such prosecutions.” Cults

’

could do financial harm to “overcredulous people,”” who sometimes
received ‘‘mental and spiritual poison” in consequence, but even so,
““the price of freedom of religion or of speech or of the press is that
we must put up with, and even pay for, a good deal of rubbish.”” If
religious motives were to be examined, ““such inquiries may discomfort
orthodox as well as unconventional religious teachers, for even the
most regular of them are sometimes accused of taking their orthodoxy
with a pinch of salt.”** Jackson’'s words are rightly quoted as a mile-
stone in the defense of religious freedom, but the affair was not an
unqualified victory for I AM since other convictions were restored by
the lower courts, and the movement was forbidden the use of the U.S.

24t

mails until 1954.

The official decision to go after I AM must be seen in the context
of general concerns about fascist sects and “‘shirt”” movements, but
another more subtle agenda may have been present. By far the best
known of the media religious tycoons was Catholic priest Charles
Coughlin, a populist demagogue whose financial enterprises were quite
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as suspicious as those of the Ballards. Listeners were sending him large
sums, ostensibly for the support of his Michigan-based Shrine of the
Little Flower, which one exposé suggested renaming the Shrine of the
Silver Dollar.™* From 1938 onwards, Coughlin’s broadcasts became anti-
Semitic and pro-German, and the Roosevelt administration faced the
dilemma of how to silence the priest without alienating the Catholic
hierarchy and creating a martyr. The timing of the I AM case raises
the possibility that this affair might have been a shot across the bows
of other Far Right religious broadcasters with shady accounting pro-
cedures. Coughlin himself was finally silenced in 1942 when growing
federal pressure cut him off from his twin pulpits on the radio and in
the press.

The Fate of the Witnesses

Demands for political conformity affected other groups, notably the
Jehovah’s Witnesses, who had had such dreadful experiences during
the previous world war. Their position had if anything deteriorated in
the intervening years; by the 1930s, Watch Tower believers held a
deeply hostile view of government that would become a self-fulfilling
prophecy. While the sect did not exactly invite persecution, it made no
compromises in order to prevent it, and repression reinforced the apoc-
alyptic rejection of all earthly powers. The Witnesses sounded revo-
lutionary in their appeal to the lower classes and the disinherited, who
were offered a vision of a world in which the mighty were overthrown,
the unbelievers exterminated, and the righteous poor entered into their
habitations. Witnesses saw the Christian churches as utterly corrupt,
“religionist” rackets designed to deceive the people. While other groups
might have held such dualistic opinions, most kept their opinions to
themselves or lived in remote enclaves, and so impinged little on public
opinion. Witnesses, in contrast, were difficult to avoid. The group’s
“publishers’ felt an absolute need to evangelize, to spread their mes-
sage not just about their own beliefs, but about the evils of rival
churches. This was certain to cause offense among other denomina-
tions, especially among Catholics, who by this time had become a pow-
erful political bloc. Preaching the abrasive gospel of the Witnesses in a
Catholic neighborhood was to invite mobbing or worse. In 1940, the
Reader’s Digest claimed, starkly, that ““Jehovah’s Witnesses hate every-
body and try to make it mutual. ... Jehovah’s Witnesses make hate a
religion.”'
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Witnesses taught that since governments were of the devil, their
legitimacy should be rejected, and this attitude extended to refusing
public expressions of patriotism, like saluting the flag. This was a dan-
gerous position in many working-class communities where the flag
served as a cherished symbol of Americanism and national unity, over-
riding ethnic particularisms and Old World sentiments. By 1940, such
public assertions of loyalty became still more sensitive at a time of
renewed fears about domestic spies and saboteurs. Witnesses, however,
refused any act they considered obeisance to pagan idols and prepared
themselves to face the consequences. As in 1917, the group opposed
the war, and its members became conscientious objectors. Some five
thousand believers were jailed during the war years.

The sect faced sanctions from the police and courts, as well as vig-
ilantes. In 1937, Newark police jailed a hundred Witnesses because they
" In response to aggressive Witness
preaching, many local communities tried to regulate public speech, set-
ting off a series of actions that produced key decisions by the U.S.
Supreme Court. Some conflicts resulted in straightforward Witness vic-
tories: when a Georgia town prohibited the distribution of literature
without prior official approval, the Court upheld the challenge of a
Witness who felt that this restricted her rights to free speech, and in
1940, the Cantwell case invalidated a rule in Connecticut that prevented
Witnesses from presenting their incendiary views through phonograph
records played in the street, even in a highly Catholic area. Neverthe-
less, in 1940 the Supreme Court overrode Witness objections when it
upheld a local Pennsylvania ordinance requiring children to salute the
flag as a means of inculcating political loyalty in a decision that con-
firmed the expulsion of two Witness children who had refused to bow
down before what they saw as Dagon.’¢

The next three years were bitter ones for the Witnesses, who faced
what has been termed ‘‘the greatest outbreak of religious intolerance
in twentieth century America.”"” Much of the worst violence occurred
in 1940: a Witness meeting in Little Rock was stormed by a mob,
resulting in two Witnesses being shot and several others being hospi-
talized. Witnesses were tarred and feathered in Wyoming and a Ne-

were ‘‘considered dangerous.

braska believer was castrated, while other mob violence occurred spo-
radically through the war years. Elsewhere in North America, the sect
was banned in Canada, with adults placed in work camps and some
children removed from their families.'"¥ In 1941, a critic of American
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cults marveled at the success of Witness leader Judge Rutherford, who
“offers his disciples . . . nothing but misunderstanding and trouble, the
lockup and fractured skulls. They love it. They go happily here and
there getting cracked heads and being thrown into jail for the cause,
having their children mobbed in school for refusing to salute the flag
and their houses painted a sickly yellow for refusing to paint them
themselves.”””” The following year, the Supreme Court’s Chaplinsky
case held that free-speech protections did not cover the Witnesses’ in-
temperate denunciations of church and state, so that an evangelist could
be punished for calling a police officer ““a god-damned racketeer”” and
"“a damned fascist.”

The legal tide did not turn for the sect until 1943, when a new
Supreme Court case reversed the flag-salute decision, and a series of
cases struck down local ordinances designed to curb Witness street
preaching. In 1948, a divided Court even agreed that police could not
prevent the Witnesses from using loudspeakers to spread their contro-
versial views. Cantwell and other pro-Witness decisions were of far-
reaching legal significance, marking the first time that the Supreme
Court asserted the need for the states to defend first amendment pro-
tections. As Martin Marty remarks, “’ironically, it was the antinational
Jehovah's Witnesses who did most to nationalize religious freedom
cases.”’?

Polygamists

Though not directly concerned with war fears, other anticult campaigns
in the 1940s show a reduced willingness simply to leave alone groups
who sought seclusion from the world. This may have reflected the
growth of the federal role in government and law enforcement in the
New Deal years and the attempt by state agencies to compete with the
publicity reaped by Hoover's G-Men. Among the main victims were
the Mormon fundamentalists, who had resisted the church’s abandon-
ment of polygamy and maintained separate colonies in remote areas.
The major sect was the United Effort Order, which had its communal
headquarters in Short Creek, on the Arizona-Utah border; it claimed
some twenty-five hundred members. Though these “‘cultists” were
usually ignored, there were sporadic investigations and prosecutions,
beginning in 1935 when welfare claims from the area exposed a system
of highly unusual family structures. The legal situation was sensitive
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because community girls generally married at ages much younger than
had become the American norm, so sect activities were portrayed in
terms of a sexual threat to children. The authorities leveled criminal
charges that misleadingly made the polygamists sound like a vicious
sex cult engaged in child rape and abduction.

A series of arrests in 1943 and 1944 demonstrated the new severity.
In late 1943, one family was arrested after they had transported a
fifteen-year-old girl across the Utah-Nevada state line to become a plu-
ral wife. This action was held to violate the Mann Act, a law normally
applied in cases of commercial prostitution and white slaving. More
general federal and state action followed in March 1944 with the arrest
of fifty people in Utah, Arizona, and Idaho; the incident dominated
national headlines for several days. The charges incdluded Mann Act
violations and conspiracy, and even invoked the Lindbergh kidnapping
law. According to the charges, sect members misused the mails to dis-
tribute obscene materials when they circulated literature advocating
their religious position as authentic Mormonism. The courts were skep-
tical of the more extreme charges, but nine members were eventually
sentenced. Their cases wended their way through the appeals process
until in 1946 they reached the U.S. Supreme Court, which held that
plural marriages could in fact constitute immoral purposes under the
terms of the Mann Act. This decision gave federal authorities all the
warrant they required to suppress the practice of polygamy, or even
its advocacy. The antipolygamy campaign had the enthusiastic support
of Latter-Day Saints authorities, who were anxious to disassociate
themselves from the practice. Church leaders disparaged what they
called the “cultists,”” whom they claimed (dubiously) were mainly
drawn from the ranks of Protestant eccentrics rather than from mis-
guided followers of Joseph Smith.”

Though on a smaller scale than the purges of the 1880s, the new
pursuit of polygamists reached significant proportions. The movement
culminated in 1953 when Arizona authorities undertook a massive
sweep aimed at eliminating the main traditionalist center of Short
Creek. This action was justified by the claim that the community was
in a state of insurrection, and Arizona responded with an operation
involving a hundred state police officers, forty county deputies, and
dozens of other state and local officials. A raid on this scale made na-
tional headlines and even made the front page of major papers like the
New York Times on the very day the armistice was signed ending the
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Korean War. The Short Creek assault resulted in the arrest of 36 men
and 86 women, while the state took into its custody 263 children, who
would be placed in foster homes: 40 more accused believers fled. In an
attempt to eradicate the sect, 200 remaining women and children were
later evacuated from the settlement, leaving Short Creek a ghost town.
The news media paraded the now classic charges of cult abuses, stress-
ing “‘child brides”” and ““white slavery,” and promising to save “‘the
numerous women who . .. were forced into the cult’s bizarre system
against their will.” Time headlined the “Great Love-Nest Raid.”” The
governor declared, ““Arizona has mobilized and used its total police
power to protect the lives and future of 263 children. They are the
product and the victims of the foulest conspiracy you could possibly
imagine.””?> Ultimately, over a hundred defendants stood trial in a mass
prosecution that was billed as an epic cult trial.

Still, the purge failed to eliminate the practice of polygamy, and the
harrowing images of children being dragged from caring if unorthodox
families created a backiash. The Arizona Republic published a cartoon
depicting a heartless judge bullying a mother by threatening to take
away her children: she is told, “/Sign away your rights as a citizen and
the custody of your faith, or else you'll never see them again.” These
events ensured that future administrations would pursue a policy when
dealing with plural marriage of what would later be called “don't ask,
don’t tell.” Though exact figures are shaky, the number of Mormon
polygamists in the United States grew steadily in coming decades, from
perhaps four thousand in 1950 to forty or fifty thousand today.?

Serpent Handlers

The Pentecostal/Holiness tradition also produced its share of sensa-
tional cult scandals, in the form of snake handling. The idea that be-
lievers could safely handle serpents and drink poisons has excellent
scriptural warrant in the form of Jesus’ words in Mark 16:18, and from
about 1910, evangelist George W. Hensley developed both practices as
a regular sign of faith. Because the churches that adopted snake han-
dling were concentrated in remote areas of southern and Appalachian
states, adherents came to the attention of the media infrequently, but
by the late 1930s, scandals became more common as hill dwellers mi-
grated far afield during the Depression era.?* In 1936, moreover, Hen-
sley made snake handling a regular part of his Holiness Faith Healing
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sect. By 1940, a press headline featuring the word “cult” was more
likely than not to feature a rural Holiness or Pentecostal church, usu-
ally in the context of snakes. For urban and middle-class readers, the
movement was almost too good to be true: confirming the most offen-
sive stereotypes of evangelical religion that had emerged during the
Scopes trial and reinforcing the voodoo-derived image of a backwoods
serpent-worshipping cult. Over the next quarter century, the dual car-
icatures of snake handlers and Holy Rollers went far to defining the
elites’ stereotype of fundamentalism.

Images of “rattlesnake religion”” and ““snake-handling cults’” gained
their greatest notoriety in the early 1940s, at just the same time as the
more general reaction against subversive or fascist sects. Two key in-
cidents occurred within a few days of each other in the summer of
1940. In one, a five-year-old girl was bitten during services in Georgia;
in the other, several “cultists’ suffered snakebite in services at Cincin-
nati. The twin incidents gained national coverage over the succeeding
days, with continuing bulletins about the health of the child and the
possible legal proceedings against the churches and families involved,
who refused to seek medical aid for the child.>> After several deaths,
states responded forcefully: Kentucky banned snake handling in 1940,
Georgia, the following year.

Media reports stressed the primitive and benighted state of the rural
sects. When the child was bitten in the Georgia case, the New York
Times quoted evangelist Hensley as saying that “faith’ll make it well
ag’in.” While Hensley might indeed have pronounced the word
“ag’in,” the media only provided such a phonetic spelling in order to
emphasize local color or to show that the speaker was ignorant and ill-
educated. To take a parallel from about the same time, it would have
been unthinkable for the Times to have reported that during his first
inaugural speech, President Roosevelt had declared that the only thing
the nation had to fear was ““feah itself.” Primitivist themes reappeared
during the renewed wave of official investigations and persecutions be-
tween 1944 and 1947, when Virginia churches were raided by police,
who killed the snakes kept by the believers. Life magazine offered a
harrowing photo spread of snake-handling services, with captions de-

’

scribing “cultists” and “hysterical saints” led by their “/self-appointed,
unordained parson.”” When these “illiterate’” believers spoke in
tongues, the magazine reported this as “‘a frenetic gibberish to which

’

the cultists resort.”” Newsweek similarly portrayed a ““weird cult’” of
“fanatical, jerking, cultists.”’?
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Defining the Cult Problem

Though sensational coverage of fringe religions was far from new in
the mass media, the tone of reporting changes noticeably during the
late 1930s with the rise of conspicuous profit-oriented groups like I
AM and Psychiana. Such religions were painted in the worst possible
colors by association with criminal or subversive sects. The media il-
lustrated their suspicion of the cuits through the selection of the groups
they covered. In the 1940s, this often meant the most aberrant of the
religious fringe, especially the snake handlers. Other bizarre groups
who attracted headlines in this decade included the flat-earther Kor-
eshans and that perennial favorite, voodoo.” Focusing on these eccen-
tric traditions gave the impression that all cults were involved in du-
bious and dangerous activities.

Although perceptions of a general cult phenomenon dated back to
the 1920s, from around 1940 we find a new spate of books and articles
surveying what seemed to be a rising problem of cults, some of which,
like the Jehovah’s Witnesses, were growing explosively. As a Baptist
critic claimed in 1940, there were “‘many hundreds of religious cults
that flood this land of the free and home of the brave, that lends itself
readily to religious novelties and new messiahs, most of which are
founded on half-baked religious ideas.”””® Among the harshest of the
new wave of articles was F. S. Mead’s 1941 piece in the American Mer-
cury, “Lunatic Definition of Religion: Rapid Expansion of Crackpot
Religions,” which concentrated on the most bizarre and dubious
groups. Meanwhile, the mainstream churches expressed concern about
their potential rivals, and periodicals like the Christian Century strug-
gled to find what could be learned from the apparent success of the
new movements.”

Not all studies were so confrontational, and several important books
published between 1937 and 1949 treated the small sects sympatheti-
cally as a familiar and even necessary part of religious life. These now-
classic works included Elmer T. Clark’s The Small Sects in America,
Marcus Bach’s They Have Found a Faith, Arthur Fauset’s Black Gods
of the Metropolis, and Charles S. Braden’s These Also Believe. Bach
spoke happily of the “culting hobby’’ that had led him to observe the
lives of so many apparent crackpots, and all four writers made heroic
efforts to permit cult leaders and members to represent their own po-
sitions as fairly and fully as possible. These books supplied a solid
foundation for the scholarly study of the marginal groups, but the very
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fact that so much cult material was becoming available itself raised
public awareness of the issue. When Braden gave an objective confer-
ence presentation, an audience member urgently slipped him an en-
velope promising “God’s truth concerning the cults,” which included
a dozen pamphlets, each of which painted a particular movement as
diabolically inspired. The depth of public suspicion and hostility was
illustrated by the uproar which occurred in 1948 when it was revealed
that third-party presidential candidate Henry Wallace had been asso-
ciated in the mid-1930s with occultist Nicholas Roerich, whom Wallace
had addressed as his ““guru”. The media paraded the now-familiar
range of anti-occult stereotypes, as when a Chicago newspaper mock-
ingly declared that “If only Wallace the Master Guru becomes presi-
dent, we shall get in tune with the Infinite, vibrate in the correct plane,
outstare the Evil Eye, reform the witches, overcome all malicious spells,
and ascend the high road to health and happiness.”*

For a few years, the scope and seriousness of the “cult problem”
appeared too obvious to be questioned, and perceptions were reinforced
by popular culture treatments. In the war years especially, the most
sensational depictions of cults and the occult were disseminated to a
mass audience. By this point, ideas of evil cults, witches, and devil
worship were such familiar components of popular culture that they
could be introduced without the labored explanations needed before.
Even Satanism and human sacrifice could now be depicted in a modern
American context, rather than being transposed to seventeenth-century
New England or fin-de-siécle Paris.

The popularity of witchcraft themes during the Second World War
presumably reflects the changing demographics of the audience. When
millions of men were absent in the armed forces, the cinema made an
unprecedented effort to cater to a predominantly female audience,
which responded to tales of powerful, female, supernatural characters.
In 1943, the suspense film The Seventh Victim showed a clandestine
satanic cult operating in contemporary New York City and carrying
out sporadic human sacrifices: the film was directed by Val Lewton,
who in the same year made the voodoo-oriented I Walked With a
Zombie. Popular novels of the war years included Abraham Merritt’s
Burn, Witch Burn (1942), depicting a real witch killing victims through
devil dolls, and Fritz Leiber’s Conjure Wife (1943), which described a
battle between good and bad witches for influence within a university
community; Leiber’s book was pirated for the 1944 film Weird
Woman.* The 1942 comedy film I Married a Witch involved a Salem



THE PURGE OF THE FORTIES

witch returning to the present day to take revenge on the descendants
of the Puritans who had caused her death.

The human sacrifice motif also flourished, particularly among the
friends and literary disciples of H. P. Lovecraft, who had died in 1937.
We have already seen the continuing activity by the various Weird
Tales writers, who explored possible ritualistic elements in serial mur-
der cases. In 1948, the magazine published August Derleth’s ““Night
Train to Lost Valley,” about secret devil worship in rural New Hamp-
shire. In the story, the entire population of a small town heads into
the woods for a Sabbat, the communal worship of the diabolical Ah-
riman: This culminates in a human sacrifice when a baby’s head is
smashed against a stone altar. Subsequently, the community conspires
to disguise the death as resulting from natural causes.’> Though the
image of the secret village cult was almost a cliché in the pulp maga-
zines, it could still create a sensation when brought before a main-
stream public. In 1949, Shirley Jackson published “The Lottery,”” which
became one of the best-known of American short stories. Much of its
impact comes from the shocking incongruity of finding human sacrifice
rituals in what initially seems like a pure middle American setting,
from the vision of a bloodthirsty paganism on American soil (her scape-
goating theme is, of course, taken from The Golden Bough).>

Witchcraft, black magic, and the whole cult underworld had become
sufficiently familiar to be parodied. In 1942, Anthony Boucher’s comic
novella, The Compleat Werewolf, used as villains the members of a
cult called the Temple of the Dark Truth, worshipers of Beelzebub who
gather on Walpurgis Night. The leaders cynically manipulate their gul-
lible followers, who do not know that the exotic words of power used
in the rituals are in fact no more than the Sanskrit numerals. Also
drawing on contemporary stereotypes, Boucher depicts the group as a
cover for a Nazi spy ring.”

Another tongue-in-cheek work was Robert Heinlein’s Magic Incor-
porated (1940). Heinlein imagines an America in which magic and
witcheraft have become everyday realities, with practitioners duly li-
censed by the state. However, an organized crime ring uses violence
and intimidation to dragoon all magicians into a mob-controlled cartel:
the story’s title recalls the Murder Incorporated gang that had become
notorious around this time. The story’s hero defeats the gangsters with
superior occult expertise, as well as the assistance of a demon, who
proves to be an undercover FBI agent from the agency’s antimonopoly
division. Magic Incorporated demonstrates Heinlein’s thorough
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acquaintance with the language of the occult, with elemental spirits,
gnomes and undines, mandrakes, occult scripts, qabalistic symbols, the
technical terminology of African witch finding, and the names of the
chief demons of hell. Characters even use arthames, or ritual knives,
long before that very rare term was popularized (as athame) in the
witcheraft revival of the 1950s.%

Even when they were intended to be funny, such portrayals of witches
and devil worshipers had troubling implications. Not only did they
associate cults with satanic worship, as the most stringent evangelicals
had always charged, but they assumed that small religious groups were
mere fronts for criminal activity. Far from being seen as inquisitive
free spirits, cultists in the 1940s were portrayed in very unflattering
terms and were variously depicted as fifth columnists, ritual killers,
snake handlers, sex maniacs, child molesters, flat earthers, and at the
very least, confidence tricksters. As so often, popular culture portrayals
were reflecting a much more hostile public mood, which the media and
the pulp magazines themselves had done much to foster in the interwar
years.



EIGHT

The New Boom
1960-1980

Millions of people are searching desperately for a true Father-Magician,
especially at a time when the clergy and the psychiatrists are making
rather a poor show, and do not seem to have the courage of their con-
victions, or of their fantasies.

Alan Watts, ““The Trickster Guru,” in The Essential Alan Watts

hough acknowledged as a menace during the 1940s, popular con-

cern about cults faded during the next decade, to the point of

near invisibility in the media. The hiatus of public interest dur-
ing the 19505 had important implications for later perceptions of cults,
as many once-thriving occult and sectarian traditions were consigned
to historical oblivion. With few acknowledged precedents, scholars and
journalists assumed, wrongly, that the new spirituality of the 1960s
and 1970s was an entirely new phenomenon. Observers scarcely knew
how to explain this apparently unprecedented situation in which young
people were drawn into odd or alien movements, seduced by fashion-
able gurus, and proclaiming a new mystical Age of Aquarius. Contro-
versial cults like the Hare Krishna movement seemed only the most
visible face of a general social and spiritual transformation: in Harvey
Cox’s phrase, American religion seemed irrefutably to be “turning
East.”"

Of course, these trends were far from new. They neatly reproduced
the conditions of forty years previously, or even earlier: America had
been at least tilting to the East spiritually since the 1890s (a book
entitled Hinduism Invades America appeared as far back as 1930). Also,
although the religious fringe was not as much in evidence in the 1950s
as in earlier decades, this does not mean that experimentation and
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innovation had ceased: the midcentury years should rather be seen as
a seedtime, in which later developments were germinating unobserved.
Many of the movements perceived as new during the hippie era were
in reality old, established groups that only now received their share of
media attention. Very little of the New Age was terribly novel to the
1960s or 1970s, and a great deal of it was based on movements and
writings firmly rooted in the age of Guy Ballard and Aleister Crowley,
and of that remarkable cohort of leaders born between 1874 and 1886.2
Though we do find some apparently new influences on the modern
New Age (for example, UFOs and psychedelic drugs) a remarkable
number of these elements had parallels before 1940. A new generation
was thus rediscovering and building upon that great era of experimen-
tation in the early part of the century: one period of Emergence echoed
another.

While new spiritual ideas may have achieved a much wider audience
in the 1960s than hitherto, we can scarcely speak of a revolutionary
new consciousness. The exact scale of the new spiritual upheaval is also
open to debate. In retrospect, we can scarcely see a major trend in the
direction of occult and oriental religions, and none of the new so-called
cults enjoyed anything like the explosive growth that was implied by
media reporting. Finke and Stark write of the supposed boom in New
Age and Asian movements as a ‘recent religious eruption that failed
to happen.”? Though American religion did undergo major changes in
this era, the main beneficiaries were not the conspicuous new sects like
the Hare Krishnas or the Unification Church, still less the Church of
Satan, but theologically conservative Protestant churches, which were
fundamentalist, evangelical, and often Pentecostal in their belief and
practice.

Continuities

Contemporary media coverage suggests that cult and occult activity
reached a low ebb in the 1950s. In the Reader’s Guide to Periodical
Literature, there is a steady stream of titles under headings like ““cult,”

Iy

“occult,”” ““witchcraft,”” and ‘’voodoo’” from about 1920 until 1950, but
it dries to a trickle until a revival of interest in the mid-1960s. The
only exception to this statement comes with the Black Muslim scare of
the late 1950s, but this was clearly a different and more explicitly po-
litical phenomenon, catalogued under the special heading of “Negro

cults,” rather than simply the general “cults.”
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Yet cult stories never wholly vanished. Some scandals of the 1950s
presaged events like Jonestown as much as they recalled the glory days
of the 1920s. One figure from these transitional years was Krishna
Venta, born Francis Pencovic, who in 1948 formed the WKFL Foun-
dation of the World, which taught “wisdom, knowledge, faith and
love.” Krishna Venta formed a colony in California’s Ventura County
and decided that he was Christ, dressing accordingly in beard, flowing
robes, and a large cross medallion. He also declared that he had arrived
on earth in a spaceship two hundred forty thousand years ago. Krishna
Venta traveled widely as his disciples spread his gospel; in Seattle in
1952, he attracted audiences several hundred strong. In 1958, however,
Krishna Venta and several disciples were assassinated in a bombing
attack by disenchanted followers who resented his dallying with their
wives. The affair provoked renewed press coverage of what one story
referred to as ““California cults and crackpots.””

Such sensational stories apart, the religious fringe survived and even
prospered: Los Angeles was home still to a hundred so-called cults, with
much overlap of membership. In his 1958 book California Cult, H. T.
Dohrman depicts a thought-world that would have been familiar thirty
years previously: “In the overall cult world, a person might simulta-
neously belong to the Technocrats and the Rosicrucians, he might at-
tend flying saucer conventions in Hollywood hotels, in the meantime
he might maintain his membership in the Mother Church of Christian
Science, while becoming familiar with stellar healing, induced emotion,
and extrasensory perception at the Religion of the Stars services.” The
typical believer ““prides himself in his freedom from bigotry. His aim,
he will tell you, is to obtain the truth. . . . [H]e knows something about
the Lemurians, the Rosicrucians, the Technocratic, the Mormons, the
Anglo-Israelites, I AM, New Thought, Unity, Theosophy, Yoga, Her-
metics, Metaphysics, pyramidology, spiritvalism, the OAHSPE Bible,
faith-healing, flying saucers and the latest metaphysical innovations.
... selecting what seem to him to be pertinent tidbits of knowledge, he
Although a few new
ideas had either first appeared in the 1950s or else become more prom-

&

adds them to his stock of cultic convictions.

inent in the overall synthesis, they were integrated easily with older
themes. Flying saucers now became an integral part of the esoteric
world-view, as did past-life regression. It was in 1956 that Morey Bern-
stein published his book The Search for Bridey Murphy, which claimed
to describe how a young mother had, under hypnotism, recalled a pre-
vious life as an Irish peasant woman. This tale, which ignited a minor
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boom in amateur hypnotism, is the direct ancestor of many later works
on reincarnation and channeling.®

Many key figures from the 1930s and 1940s remained active
through the midcentury years and served as links with the later boom.
William Dudley Pelley lived and published until 1965, and his books
remained in print for decades afterwards.” Manly P. Hall headed his
Philosophical Research Society into the 1970s, while occult and Theo-
sophical presses are still producing the tracts of Paul Foster Case, Alice
Bailey, and the Curtisses. Father Divine, who died in 1965, lived long
enough to instruct the young Indianapolis preacher Jim Jones in the
requirements for a spiritual leader with messianic pretensions: the Fa-
ther taught Jones the style and rhetoric, but also reinforced the need
to cultivate secular politicians. Jones went on to accomplish his own
private apocalypse in the jungles of Guyana.

The leaders who now rose to prominence had usually served long
apprenticeships in the older esoteric movements. One such was John
Paul Twitchell, who founded the ECKANKAR movement in 1965,
claiming to be the 9715t ECK Master in an order of succession dating
back many millennia. Twitchell’s occult interests dated back at least to
the late 19405, when he had joined an offshoot of the Hindu-oriented
Self-Realization Fellowship, and edited its magazine, The Mystic Cross.
He later followed another Asian guru, Kirpal Singh, and joined the
new Church of Scientology about 1958. Twitchell’s career parallels that
of Farl Blighton, who in 1968 founded the Holy Order of MANS,
a New Age group that was a characteristic product of the hippie era
(the term “MANS’ signified the Gnostic concepts of Mysterion/
Agape/Nous/Sophia, or Mystery-Love-Mind-Wisdom). Blighton, like
Twitchell, had a long record of associations with esoteric movements
over the decades, including spiritualism, Freemasonry, rosicrucianism
(AMORC), Theosophy, and Yoga.?

Contrary to appearances, the older cults did not simply vanish in
the Eisenhower years, and a few of the movements founded in the
1920s and 1930s survived to enjoy unprecedented success in the later
era. Among the most persistent were those preaching mystical nation-
alism and racial pride. Elijah Muhammad lived until 1975, long enough
to see his Nation of Islam become a real intellectual and spiritual force
among African Americans, though increasingly the Nation’s idiosyn-
cratic ideas were supplanted by a more orthodox and nonracial Islam.
The Black Muslims provided the focus of the most intense national cult
scare to rage between the Second World War and the Charles Manson
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affair. In July 1959, a five-part television documentary on the Nation
of Islam, entitled ““The Hate That Hate Produced,” created consterna-
tion among white observers. Time remarked on the “/cold black hatred”
of the “black supremacist” sect, which then had some seventy thousand
known “‘cultists.”” As C. Eric Lincoln points out, this was the first time
that a black cult leader was presented as a serious menace, rather than
as a ludicrous figure, as had been the fate of Father Divine.” Despite
its hostile tone, this media response promoted the Muslim movement
among black Americans who were being radicalized by the contempo-
rary conflicts over civil rights. The adherence of world heavyweight box-
ing champion Cassius Clay, renamed Muhammad Ali, gave the Nation
of Islam a presence and influence that survived until they were squan-
dered in internal warfare following the assassination of Malcolm X.

Believers embraced other forms of nationalist religion in both the
early and the later years of the century. The Rastafarians retained the
old Garveyite veneration for Ethiopia. Their ideology crystallized at the
time of the coronation of Ethiopian emperor Haile Selassie in 1930,
and the movement flourished in Jamaica.'® Following the easing of im-
migration restrictions in the 1960s, Caribbean migrants brought these
ideas to American cities, where they acquired a cachet through their
association with reggae music, marijuana, and popular culture, and even
influenced many young white people.

Another controversial racial movement was Identity Christianity,
which holds that the white races of northern Europe are the descen-
dants of the lost tribes of Israel and thus the authentic heirs of the
people of the Old Testament. The idea began with the British Israel
believers of the nineteenth century, whose beliefs included mystical
notions concerning the Great Pyramid. These concepts were gradually
transformed into more aggressively anti-Semitic directions and gained
favor among followers of American demagogues like Pelley and Gerald
L. K. Smith. Identity theories developed a following in California and
Oregon, and especially in Los Angeles, where there was overlap with
Silver Shirt activities. In 1953, the book Apostles of Discord reported
on the ultraright Identity sects and ministries scattered throughout the
United States. The movement made further strides during the 1960s
and 1970s with the emergence of sects like the Aryan Nations, the
Church of Jesus Christ—Christian, the Christian Defense League, and
the Covenant, the Sword and the Arm of the Lord. One of the more
influential political/religious sects, the Posse Comitatus, boasted a for-
mer Silver Shirt as its cofounder. Today, Christian Identity remains a
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powerful component of ultraright ideology, with a strong influence on
neo-Nazi and Ku Klux Klan groups, as well as survivalists and militia
members."

From New Age to New Age

Some of the older generation of New Age prophets retained their de-
voted followings. When seekers of the 1970s bought books to guide
their spiritual quest, they were usually rediscovering the thinkers and
prophets of thirty or forty years earlier, including Theosophists like
Krishnamurti, G. I. Gurdjeff (who first came to America in 1924), and
P. D. Ouspensky.'> Also venerated was Charles Fort, the source for a
vast body of lore concerning UFOs and inexplicable events, which he
collected between 1910 and 1932. The scientific study of extrasensory
perception dates from J. B. Rhine’s 1934 book of that name. From a
quite different context, it was in 1932 that the memoir Black Elk Speaks
introduced a White audience to the riches of Native American spiri-
tuality and shamanism, and Black Elk’s words proved a major inspi-
ration to many hopeful White imitators in the 1960s and beyond. An-
other guru whom seekers were likely to encounter was Aldous Huxley,
whose book The Doors of Perception alerted a new generation to the
mystical effects of psychedelic drugs. Though drugs seemed to be a
distinguishing feature of the new mystical consciousness of the 1960s,
their use had a long history in the occult world, and drugs had played
a key role in Aleister Crowley’s rituals at least since the opening years
of the century. His intimate familiarity with the topic is evident from
his 1922 novel, Diary of a Drug Fiend. Huxley himself had lived in
southern California since the late 1930s, and he undertook his exper-
iment with mescaline in 1953.”> Once again, what seem to be the most
radical departures of the 1960s have parallels in the earlier New Age.

The I AM tradition also prospered. After the death of Guy Ballard
in 1939, his movement was continued in diminished form by his wife
Edna, who continued publishing the familiar tracts and revelations from
the Saint-Germain Press in Santa Fe, New Mexico. She died in 1971,
but the torch of the Ascended Masters had already passed into new
hands. In 1958, Mark Prophet claimed that he had been contacted by
the Ascended Master El-Morya to carry on the work of the Great
White Brotherhood (El-Morya had also been the spiritual guide claimed
by Madame Blavatsky). On his death in 1973, the mission was carried
on by his wife, Elizabeth Clare Prophet, a prolific author whose works,
like The Lost Years of Jesus, were sold in mass-market bookstores. The
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Prophets” movement eventually became the Church Universal and Tri-
umphant, which claimed several thousand adherents.* Though not a
direct continuation of I AM, resemblances with the earlier movement
are striking, in the central role played by the Count of Saint-Germain
and the language of ““the I AM Presence.” Mrs. Prophet also inherited
the Ballards’ rightist and superpatriotic ideology: in 1986, fearing im-
minent global catastrophe, the church moved to a compound in Mon-
tana, equipped with substantial nuclear shelters.

In a few cases, modern-day groups assert still older chains of affinity
with America’s mystical past. One example was the metaphysical group
formed in Detroit in the 19508 by Neva Dell Hunter, who claimed to
serve as the medium for a spirit-guide: this guide in turn was in contact
with the shade of New Thought founder Phineas Quimby, who had
died in 1866. Under this august guidance, Dr. Hunter moved her op-
eration to New Mexico in 1963. Her Quimby Center became the nu-
cleus of Southwestern College, which evolved from an occult center to
a wide-ranging therapeutic, mystical, and metaphysical operation, based
in Santa Fe. Whatever one thinks of the idea of channeling, such ac-
tivities do indeed represent an authentic inheritance from Quimby and
his contemporaries, and they are, in that sense, very much in his
spirit.’?

Another figure of enduring influence was the clairvoyant Edgar
Cayce, the “sleeping prophet,
search and Enlightenment (ARE) in 1931. Cayce drew extensively on

r

who founded his Association for Re-

the traditions of Theosophy, while his career as a mystic healer was
much influenced by the New Thought tradition dating back to Quimby.
Though Cayce died in 1945, the publishing boom in his works did not
reach full momentum until the late 1960s. By 1970, ARE had 12,000
members, and over a thousand study groups discussed Cayce’s works.
Membership grew to 32,000 by 1981, and the group became a focus
for New Age activism and experimentation.’ The association is one of
several groups providing an institutional continuity to older occult
traditions, surviving long enough to exploit the new opportunities of-
fered by emerging technologies in the 1980s and 1990s. Most recently
this has meant the Internet, which has become a fertile ground for all
religions, both marginal and mainstream.

The deep roots of the modern esoteric tradition are further indicated
by the Cosmic Consciousness movement, which traced its origins to
the writings of Richard M. Bucke, the friend and executor of Walt
Whitman. Bucke achieved a mystical illumination in 1872, and his 1901
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book, Cosmic Consciousness, used the teachings of Jesus, the Buddha,
and various mystics over the centuries to describe how the believer
could be raised to a higher plane of cosmic existence.'” Nevertheless, it
was not until the early 1920s that the idea became an organized move-
ment through the efforts of Dr. Walter Russell and his wife, Lao. The
tradition received a new life in the 1950s and 1960s, when Lao Russell’s
prophetic warnings of the horrors of war won her a following in the
Vietnam era.

Voices From Space

Also recalling nineteenth-century influences was The Urantia Book, a
vast (two-thousand-plus page) account of the history of the galaxy and
the solar system. According to the work’s official history, it was chan-
neled in 1934 to 1935 by Wilfred Kellogg, a member of the Seventh-
Day Adventist family that made its fortune with breakfast cereals. Ur-
antia was eventually published in 1955 under the editorship of William
Sadler, who had originally worked with the Victorian Adventist leader
Dr. John Kellogg.'® The Urantia Book reflected the continuing cultist
fascination with the vastness of the universe and suggestions of many
inhabited worlds beyond earth. These extraterrestrial themes were
scarcely novel, as they featured heavily in Mormonism and in Black
Muslim mythology, and true believers found accounts of starships in
the OAHSPE Bible of the 1880s.

These pseudoscientific precursors all contributed to the emerging
corpus of unidentified flying object lore, which developed following a
rash of alleged sightings in 1947. Interest in UFOs existed on the bor-
derland between fringe science and the occult, and the whole concept
reflects the long-familiar attempt of marginal religious believers to
claim objective scientific validity for essentially occult ideas. Groups of
the 19308 had been fascinated with mystic rays and radio analogies,
while the Black Muslims had their apocalyptic Mother Plane. One early
exponent of UFO theories was science fiction author and occult believer
Raymond Palmer, who in the early 1940s had recorded the visions of
a welder who was believed to have recovered racial memories of At-
lantis and Lemuria. Palmer went on to found Fate magazine, and an
early issue included a pioneering account of the first flying-saucer
sighting over Mount Rainier, ghostwritten by himself. A new genre of
flying-saucer books followed from about 1950 onwards, reaching a cli-
max during the nervous years of the Korean War.
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Unidentified flying objects would soon be seamlessly integrated into
the occult worldview alongside Atlantis and Great Pyramid theories, so
that many believers replaced the old supernatural Ascended Masters
with supposedly material alien intelligences. {The merger of UFO belief
with Atlantis was in turn accomplished through the extravagant Ber-
muda triangle mythology of the 1970s.) The first UFO-oriented reli-
gious movement was the Aetherius Society, formed in 1956, but several
other study groups and churches followed in the coming decades. Most
were influenced by Robert Heinlein's 1961 science fiction novel
Stranger in a Strange Land, in which a human raised by Martians
forms a messianic cult on earth. The book excited the alternative and
occult subcultures in the 1960s and 1970s, much as Zanoni had done
a century previously. Charles Manson named one of his sons for Val-
entine Michael Smith, the book’s Martian messiah, and the book also
intrigued the founders of Heaven’s Gate, the UFO-oriented group that
carried out a mass suicide in San Diego in 1997."

Among the new religious leaders influenced by both science fiction
and the older New Age was L. Ron Hubbard. Like Palmer, Hubbard
began his career as a science fiction writer, and in the mid-1940s, he
was associated with Jack Parsons and the Crowleyan lodge based in
Pasadena, where he was involved in the attempt to incarnate the Moon-
child. In 1950, Hubbard published what he presented as a groundbreak-
ing psychological system in his book Dianetics, and in 1954, the Found-
ing Church of Scientology was opened in Washington, D.C.>° Hubbard
found an early advocate in the editor of the flagship science fiction
magazine, Astounding. Hubbard's cosmology resembled the Theosoph-
ical view, which portrayed spiritual evolution occurring on countless
worlds over many aeons and implied that past lives could be recalled.
His system described the Thetans, immortal godlike beings trillions of
years old, who incarnated repeatedly in new lives. The Thetans created
the universe, but allowed themselves to become enmeshed in it, falling
into the world of Matter-Energy-Space-Time. Through the auditing
processes offered by Hubbard's church, an individual would be able to
reascend to this lost divine status.”!

Witches and Satanists
The influence of earlier movements is particularly evident in the whole
“occult explosion”” of the late 1960s and in the rise of ritual magic and
witchcraft. One major trend of the last three decades has been the rise
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of various forms of neopaganism, which apart from their own intrinsic
significance, have had a huge influence on feminist religious thought
in Christianity and Judaism. Modern Wiccans claim descent from the
supposed witch movement of early modern times and view the witch-
hunts of those years as an almost successful holocaust against their
distinctive religion. In reality, though, the pagan movement dates from
the publication in 1954 of Gerald Gardner’s Witchcraft Today, which
in turn relied heavily on the writings of Margaret Murray from the
1920s.22 It also owes something to the ideas of earth-magic and ley-
lines invented by Alfred Watkins’s 1925 book The Old Straight Track,
while much of the movement’s Goddess spirituality is taken directly
from Robert Graves’ antiquarian fantasy, The White Goddess (1948).
Neopaganism is strictly a development of the mid-twentieth century.

American Satanism is an equally modern and artificial creation. The
movement’s history conventionally begins on Walpurgis Night 1966
with the foundation of Anton LaVey’s Church of Satan in San Fran-
cisco, which in turn spawned various breakaway groups, like the Tem-
ple of Set.”® Here too, we can witness a process of evolution which
dates back to the formation of Crowley’s Ordo Templi Orientis lodges
in the First World War era, but the main influences on LaVey were
literary, including the works of Dennis Wheatley and H. P. Lovecraft.
Ironically, Lovecraft himself was a thoroughly secular-minded mate-
rialist, who among other things ghostwrote for the archdebunker Harry
Houdini, and whose own store of occult knowledge was mainly drawn
from the Encyclopedia Britannica. Nevertheless, Lovecraft’'s writings
were seen as arcane texts for occultists of the 1960s and beyond, who
imagined that he was exposing authentic secret traditions. LaVey’s Sa-
tanic Rituals (1972) created an entire ritual for the “Call to Cthulhu,”
which is included in a chapter on “The Metaphysics of Lovecraft.”
Lovecraft’s stories also describe a fictional occult text called the Nec-
ronomicon, but its spurious quality did not prevent publishers produc-
ing at least two ostensible editions of the work in the 1970s. Both
appeal particularly to high school Satanists, among whom these ersatz
occult traditions quickly developed an authentic history. Contemporary
ritual magic is heavily indebted to the work of Aleister Crowley and
of the Golden Dawn before him.*

Though the numerical following of the occult sects was tiny, their
potent presence in popular culture was neatly symbolized by the inclu-
sion of Crowley’s portrait on the cover of the 1967 Beatle album, Ser-
geant Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band. The following year, Dennis



THE NEW BOOM

Wheatley’s best-known black magic novel was filmed as The Devil
Rides Out, in a production that offered the fullest and most accurate
depictions of Western ritual magic ever put on screen (its American
title was The Devil’s Bride): this film led to many imitators and also
promoted a revival in Wheatley’s novels. Occult and black magic ideas
found their way into the contemporary lyrics of British rock bands,
and thereby into the later genre of heavy-metal music. Also significant
in promoting popular awareness of the occult were films like Rose-
mary’s Baby (1968), The Exorcist (1973), and The Omen (1976): Anton
LaVey appeared briefly as the Devil in Rosemary’s Baby. When youth-
ful cliques of the 1980s and 1990s claimed to be practicing Satanists,
virtually all their ideas, practices, and slogans derived from these pop-
ular culture treatments, ultimately from Crowley, but a Crowley
viewed through the imaginative lenses of Wheatley and LaVey.

Appropriately, the whole notion of teenage cult Satanism, which was
such a nightmare for parents, teachers, and clergy in the 1980s, first
appeared in a purely literary guise in the work of Robert Bloch. Blach’s
1960 story '“Sweet Sixteen’” accepts that the new generation of violent
juvenile delinquents are ““psychopaths,”” but suggests that this word is
a medical euphemism for what earlier generations would have called
demonic possession. Gradually, the youngsters acknowledge their dia-
bolical parents and adopt overtly satanic rituals, complete with the
Black Man and the Sabbat, and “the sacrifice bit.” According to the
story, this augured “‘a wave of Satanism and Black Magic which will
put the Middle Ages to shame.”

The Cult Explosion

Though the various occult and esoteric ideas were rarely new, they did
receive much greater public exposure in the 1960s; more important,
they reached a national rather than a regional audience. The formation
of new religious groups was a continuing process through the twentieth
century, but in the decade after 1965, the rate of group formation
accelerated and new manifestations attracted far more public attention
than hitherto. There were several reasons for this new “’cult explosion.”
Many of the older groups had been confined to particular locales, no-
tably in southern California, and had received only sporadic attention
from the national media. Though the post-1965 groups often had Cal-
ifornian roots, the growth of television meant that their doings were
transmitted instantly across the nation, providing publicity for their
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ideologies and simultaneously arousing concern about the “’cult prob-
lem.” It now became vastly easier for cults to gain national audiences,
not to mention national enemies. Also, while members of the older
cults did not generally stand out in a crowd, the new sects were often
ostentatious in their distinctive clothing, sometimes their adoption of
Asian styles, and their aggressive proselytizing. The formal member-
ship rolls of these new movements only represent the tip of a large
iceberg of unaffiliated followers who dabbled in various movements,
and who maintained a lively interest in what would generally be called
New Age belief (see Table 8.1).

The upsurge of new spiritual movements reflected other social trends
of these years, which were causing a fundamental reassessment of other
national institutions. The baby boom was entering its young adult
years in the late 1960s, so that religions, like businesses, found them-
selves dealing with an experimnent-minded youth market of unprece-
dented scale and purchasing power. Though the range of options avail-
able in the religious marketplace might not have changed too
substantially, the audience of potential consumers had expanded enor-
mously. Widespread drug experimentation also aroused intense curi-
osity about spirituality and alternative realities, a trend that reached
its height with the growing popularity of psychedelic drugs from the
mid-1960s. This helps explain the interest in monistic South Asian
religions in these years. On the negative side, bad experiences with
psychedelics had by the early 1970s left a substantial population in need
of a support system.

Meanwhile, social and political dislocation disrupted traditional in-
stitutions and family links, and inspired a thirst for alternative struc-
tures, for new forms of sexual relationship and communal living. After
the decline of the Vietnam protest movement from its peak in 1970,
political radicalism could no longer offer an acceptable channel for ac-
tivism. This recalled the transition from the politically active second
decade of the century, the era of Wobblies and socialists, of feminists
and sexual radicals, to the conservative (and cult-rich) 1920s. Recalling
other eras of religious and political excitement, the 1970s were also a
golden age of conspiracy theories, which initially focused on the recent
political assassinations but spilled over into rejection of '‘establish-
ment’”’ science and official explanations of UFOs. According to socio-
logical theories of religion, widespread social dislocation, disaffection,
and anomie are likely to ignite a countermovement based on personal
faith, an emphasis on supernatural intervention, and a quest for de-
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Table 8.1

Chronology of New Religious Movements, 1965-1980

1965% Swami Bhaktivedanta arrives in United States, founder of ISK-
CON.

ECKANKAR.
1966 Church of Satan.
1967 Jesus People movement.
1968 Metropolitan Community Church.

Holy Order of MANS.
Beginning of David Berg’s ministry, precursor of Children of God.

1969 Healthy-Happy-Holy Organization.
Church of Armageddon (Love Family/Love Israel Family).
Tibetan Nyingma Meditation Center (Berkeley, CA).
Alamo Foundation ministry.

1971 First est seminar.
Guru Maharaj Ji arrives in United States, founder of Divine Light
Mission.
1973 Raelian movement.
1974 Naropa Institute of Boulder, CO.
1975 Temple of Set.

Source: Adapted from Timothy Miller, ed., America’s Alternative Religions (Albany:
State Univ. of New York Press, 1995).
* Except where otherwise noted, dates refer to foundation of movement named.

pendable sources of authority, so is not surprising to find a rapid
growth of small sects and communal groups during the early 1970s.”

In other historical settings, these circumstances might have led to a
revival within the better-established Christian churches, but this option
was scarcely open to spiritual seekers in the late 1960s. The mainline
Protestant churches were dominated by liberal perspectives that em-
phasized social action to the point of viewing personal spirituality as a
selfish distraction, while conservative and evangelical bodies were hos-
tile to every aspect of the new youth culture, identifying it only with
drugs, long hair, rock music, and radical politics. In previous eras like
the 1840s and 1890s, a powerful spiritual hunger had often found an-
swers in the Roman Catholic Church, but Catholics, too, found them-
selves ill-suited to provide absolute answers. In the aftermath of the
second Vatican Council, which met from 1963 through 1965, the
Church entered a period of bitter internal conflict and self-doubt,
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together with a sharp decline of mystical, liturgical, and communal
traditions which would now have to be sought elsewhere. No reason-
able person looked to the Catholic Church of the early 1970s as a rock
of certainty. Though some Christian churches would ultimately find a
strong following among the baby boomers, that development seemed
far from likely during the 1970s.

It was, like the 1920s, a great age for magi and messiahs. Alan Watts,
who did so much to inspire the new interest in mysticism, provided a
tongue-in-cheek commentary on the time in his essay on the “’trickster
guru.”” This offers complete instructions for the would-be messiah
seeking to attract and convert followers at a time when millions were
“searching desperately for a true Father-magician”’ (a footnote cited
the precedents of Mother-magicians like Mary Baker Eddy, Helena Bla-
vatsky, Aimee Semple McPherson, Alice Bailey, and Annie Besant).
“The first step is to frequent those circles where gurus are especially
sought, such as the various cult groups which pursue Oriental religions
or peculiar forms of psychotherapy, or simply the artistic and intellec-
tual milieux of any great city.” Subsequently, a persona can be pro-
jected: ““when some student asks, ‘Where did you get all this,” well,
you just picked up a thing or two in Turkestan, or ‘I'm quite a bit
older than I look,’ or say that ‘Reincarnation is entirely unlike what
people suppose it to be.” "2 Though written as an extended joke, the
article is all too convincing in its portrait of the available opportunities
for gurus and messiahs-—whether tricksters or otherwise.

Other factors helped ensure that new religions could arise and pros-
per without the threat of official intervention. From the early 1960s,
the federal courts showed a new determination to enforce the First
Amendment separation of church and state, thus ensuring that nothing
like the repression of the Second World War years could ever be re-
peated. A series of Supreme Court cases from 1962 to 1963 prevented
public schools participating in official prayer or any other exercise of
religion, while cases involving small religious sects were determined
with unprecedented sympathy towards the rights of minorities. The
case of Sherbert v. Verner (1963) involved a Seventh-Day Adventist
declared ineligible for unemployment compensation after he was dis-
missed for his refusal to work on Saturdays. The Court determined
that although a balance must exist between the state interest and a
private right, the statc must show a compelling interest before taking
any action to regulate religion and such regulation must use the least
restrictive measure available. The 1971 decision in Lemon v. Kurtz-
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mann prescribed strict criteria for any law, state or federal, which had
the effect of regulating religious practice. The legal environment cre-
ated by Sherbert and Lemon removed any danger of state intervention
even with the most unpopular fringe religions.

Other decisions expanded the definition of religion to include groups
whose status might otherwise have been questionable because they
lacked traditional worship styles or liturgies. In 1965, the Supreme
Court broadened the definition of religion for purposes of draft ex-
emption to groups lacking any orthodox belief or structure, provided
they held ““a sincere and meaningful belief occupying in the life of its
possessor a place parallel to that filled by the God of those admittedly
qualified for the exemption” (UL.S. v. Seeger). By analogy, the status
of religion could not be denied to groups that did claim a set of rec-
ognizably religious beliefs and practices, like the Unification Church or
Krishna Consciousness (ISKCON}, nor could it be denied to therapy
sects like Scientology or UFO-oriented groups. This recognition would
insulate movements from later efforts to regulate any so-called
pseudoreligions.

Strands of Belief

Some of the beneficiaries of the new spiritual enthusiasm were the
deep-rooted groups already remarked on above, but other traditions
were authentically new to American society. The new religions that
attracted the most immediate attention were the Asian imports, chiefly
of Indian origin, but also Japanese, Tibetan, and Korean. The Theo-
sophical movement and its successors had already sown the ground for
these Asian influences, but the reform of American immigration law
in 1965 permitted an unprecedented influx of Asian gurus and religious
entrepreneurs. The new movements included ISKCON, the Divine
Light Mission of Guru Maharaj Ji, and the followers of Meher Baba
and Bhagwan Shree Rajnesh. In the public mind, the definitive guru
was the Maharishi Mahesh Yogi, who was anointed by his association
with the Beatles and who led the Transcendental Meditation move-
ment, TM. Several of the new sects followed the Indian Sant Mat tra-
dition, a North Indian-based school that emphasizes the role of the
living guru: this was the origin of movements like the Divine Light
Mission, ECKANKAR, and MSIA, the Movement of Spiritual Inner
Awareness.” The Buddhist-inspired movements, meanwhile, developed
from the Beat Generation’s interest in Zen (Alan Watts’s book, The
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Way of Zen, appeared in 1957, Kerouac’s Dharma Bums the following
year). J. Gordon Melton suggests that of some 370 new religious move-
ments founded in the period 1961 to 1979, around 18 percent could be
classified as Asian in character.®

Though founded in Korea, the Unification Church led by Sun
Myung Moon claimed a place within the Christian tradition, albeit one
far-removed from the Western consensus. According to his system, the
world fell in consequence of Lucifer’s seduction of Eve, and the con-
sequent failure of Adam to fulfill his divine potential. The world thus
fell under the control of Satan, from which successive generations have
struggled to reclaim it. True restoration requires a messiah, who cannot
be Jesus Christ because he failed to fulfill his destiny by taking a female
consort. In the present age, the messiah has arisen in the form of Moon,
who is also the perfect Adam. However bizarre in terms of orthodox
Christian theology, Moon's ideas have many parallels in the traditions
of Gnostic and esoteric Christianity, and it should probably be seen as
a near Christian sect rather being bracketed with other Asian move-
ments. The Unification Church made its first American converts as
early as 1959, and it spread rapidly during the early 1970s.

Another potent element of the new cult milieu was the therapy sect,
which offered believers the chance to achieve their full human potential
through personal growth and self-actualization by taking total respon-
sibility for one’s actions. The prototypical movement of this kind was
est (Erhard Seminar Training), in which intense and often grueling
sessions forced followers to confront a new view of reality.” The bor-
derline between religion and therapy is often hard to define in such
settings, and there would be long debate over the claims of Scientology
to church status. In the American legal setting, however, religious
status offered so many material advantages, especially in the form of
tax exemption, that many groups were tempted to stress their spiritual
aspects. In turn, critics viewed therapy sects as cultlike because of the
analogies between their demanding training techniques and those of
the overtly religious groups. One controversial organization was the
Process, which has been termed a deviant psychotherapy cult and which
in the 1980s acquired a worse reputation when it was (falsely) accused
of being a homicidal satanic-sacrifice ring.*

Still another facet of the religious upsurge occurred among Christian
groups with the rise of independent churches and religious fellowships
not necessarily affiliated with any particular church or denomination.
In the late 1960s, a portion of the youth subculture becamc Jesus People
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or Jesus Freaks, and the organizations they formed would take very
different courses over the coming years. A few would grow into thriv-
ing Christian denominations, among the most important of which were
the Calvary Chapel and its later offshoot, the Vineyard Fellowship.>'
Others took less orthodox courses, giving exalted roles to charismatic
leaders and attempting to separate followers from their friends and
families; these groups would be among the earliest targets for anticult
critics. The most controversial of such ministries included the Alamo
Foundation, The Way International, the Love Family, and the Children
of God.

Numbers

It is all too easy to find books and articles from the 1970s and 1980s
that present the cults as a major challenge to traditional American re-
ligious patterns. These works suggest that America’s young people
were joining cults in vast numbers and that the growth of Asian-
influenced groups in particular marked a quite revolutionary shift in
spiritual consciousness. These charges were misleading and vastly ex-
aggerated the scale and influence of the new sects.®?

During the anticult agitation of the late 1970s, claims were com-
monly heard that the number of active cultists ran into the millions.
Writers variously suggested cult populations between one and three
million, around 1 percent of the national population, and a handful
gave figures in the tens of millions. In 1995, Singer and Lalich suggest
that “’between two million and five million Americans are involved in
cults at any one time.”? In 1979, a Senate inquiry was told that “‘since
the early 1970s, more than ten million Americans have embraced cult
activities.”” Anticult activist Rabbi Maurice Davis spoke of ““two million
victims and four million parents, and a country bewildered and fright-
ened and ashamed.””** The news media eventually settled on the esti-
mate of two to three million cultists, which had the virtue of being
easily remembered and which conveyed the impression of a suitably
vast menace. Endlessly quoted from source to source, its origins never
questioned, the figure acquired the status of revealed truth.

However, even figures in the low millions are counterintuitive, and
the most authoritative source on the membership of cults and alter-
native religions, J. Gordon Melton, estimated the range between
150,000 and 300,000. This far lower estimate seems credible when we
realize that most of the dozen or so cults frequently mentioned in the
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media had only a few thousand devotees apiece, and the vast majority
of other bodies would be lucky to count their members in the hundreds.
Only a handful gained American followings in the tens of thousands:
this was the case with The Way International, Scientology, the neo-
pagans, and the Association for Research and Enlightenment. Even the
Unification Church, often portrayed as the most insidious of the cults,
has never had more than seven or eight thousand members in the
United States. Though exact figures are controversial, the Krishna Con-
sciousness movement may have had no more than three thousand
American initiates at its height and the Children of God two or three
thousand, while we can suggest strengths in the midthousands for the
Divine Light Mission and the Church Universal and Triumphant.* Cu-
riously, very few of the anticult texts even mention the Black Muslims
or the Mormon polygamist groups, both of which can claim numbers
far in excess of these other well-publicized organizations. The two to
three million figure seems to belong to that family of wildly inflated
guesstimates that so often characterize claims about emotive social is-
sues, matters like drugs, serial murder, or missing children.

The conflict over numbers could be resolved if we assume that the
few notorious cults were just the tip of a very large iceberg of several
thousand bizarre sects, and this is exactly what some writers do claim.
One text argues that there might still be three to five thousand active
cults in the 1990s and that “over the past two decades, as many as
twenty million people have been involved for varying periods of time
in one or another of these groups.”* Steve Allen, by no means an
uncritical observer, suggested in 1982 that ““there are now more than
a thousand cults in the United States, with an estimated combined
membership around the two million mark.”” In 1977, a Jewish text on
Kids in Cults suggested that “in the United States today, there are
approximately one million people, most of them between eighteen and
twenty-five, who have abandoned their traditional American lifestyles
in order to become members of one of the approximately five thousand
religious sects and cults in America.””*

If the Children of God or the Hare Krishnas really had several thou-
sand obscure counterparts, then we might be able to credit the figure
of two or three million active cultists, but these statistics, too, are far
higher than other sources suggest. One of the best scholarly attempts
to quantify “cultish’ groups found an active total of only some five
hundred in the late 1970s, and the great majority of these were tranquil
and respectable bodies, often splinters of old established movements
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like Theosophy and spiritualism.®* Only a handful would conceivably
qualify as the “destructive cults” of media mythology.

Either someone’s statistics about cult activity are in grave error or,
more likely, very different phenomena are being observed. As always,
everything depends on definitions, and the high figures cited for the
number of cults were produced by simply assuming that all new or
small religious movements were automatically cultlike. In reality, only
a tiny fraction of the new organizations were anything like as anti-
nomian, confrontational, and downright bizarre as, say, the Children
of God. To take some counterexamples, both Calvary Chapel and the
Vineyard Fellowship fell into the category of enthusiastic new religious
movements formed in these years, though neither could remotely be
classified as cults. Nor were the vast majority of the Asian-derived
sects. Only the most intolerant of fundamentalist critics could describe
all non-Christian movements as ipso facto cults.

Even if we could agree on the number of cults, there are grave
difficulties in trying to estimate the total number of individuals who
passed through these groups, not least that the same individuals often
joined several sects and communes over a period of several years in
what is sometimes termed the phenomenon of “circulating saints.”
Both the fringe religions and their enemies have a common agenda in
making the sects look as large as possible for diametrically opposite
rhetorical ends: the sects wish to prove their success and wide influence,
the anticult groups seek to portray the cult problem in the most threat-
ening terms possible. In 1959, the hair-raising television documentary
on the threat posed by the Nation of Islam placed the movement’s
membership at 250,000, which was an overestimate of some 260 per-
cent. Another anticult polemic in 1980 credited the Church of Scien-
tology with three million members in the United States, but in 1993,
a major survey of religious affiliation found only 45,000 American
Scientologists.”

In short, the estimate of two to three million cultists seems to take
account of everyone who had ever passed through a fringe sect or
therapy movement, with the implication that even such a passing con-
tact transformed the individual into a full-fledged cultist, who had re-
nounced all contact with family and mainstream society, who lived in
a compound or collective housing, and who was systematically brain-
washed by cult leaders. We should recall here the division of types of
cult groups, which range all the way from audience or client cults,
which attract the casual grazer, to cult movements, which demand far
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more time and commitment. Even in the latter, by no means all con-
verts remained within the group indefinitely: contrary to the stereotype
of infallible cult-brainwashing techniques, many recruits simply de-
serted after a year or two, losing interest or becoming disillusioned.
Millions of Americans in the 1970s had some ephemeral experience
with a group that some described as a cult, just as they might have
experimented with illegal drugs, but as in the case of drugs, the cult
contact was for only a tiny minority an enduring or life-transforming
experience.

Nor were cults, however defined, as ubiquitous a threat as was some-
times claimed. Certainly the marginal groups developed more of a na-
tional presence than in earlier years, but they retained their main cen-~
ters in certain regions, above all in the West. This is indicated by Stark
and Bainbridge’s scholarly study that found some five hundred alleged
cults (taking the term in a very broad sense). Tracing the headquarters
of the various movements in the 1970s, the authors found that by far
the largest number of cults was based, unsurprisingly, in California,
which had a third of all cult centers, but if we allow for population
size, the highest concentrations of cult headquarters were actually in
Nevada and New Mexico. A total of 223 cult centers, or 44 percent,
were based in just six western states, namely California, Arizona, Col-
orado, Nevada, New Mexico, and Oregon, a distribution pattern that
would have made excellent sense to an observer in 1920. Conversely,
in the 1970s as in the 1920s, cults were as poorly represented in the
American South as they were abundant in the West and Southwest.
As Sikh leader Yogi Bhajan boasted of his own group’s New Mexico
headquarters, “God is everywhere, but His address is in Espafiola.”*

Born Again

However sensational at the time, the growth of marginal religious
movements and cults must be put in perspective: these groups were
neither as large nor as omnipresent as media accounts suggested, and
involvement in them was by no means as all-consuming or obsessive.
Nor was this situation terribly new. If we take the loose criterion for
cult affiliation that critics used in these years, then the 19705 were
scarcely more cultish than other periods, as for example the 1930s,
when several million people had at least some contact with movements
like T AM, Psychiana, or the Oxford Group, to say nothing of their

many competitors.
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For all the outpouring of books and news articles on the cult
threat—the “‘cult seduction” of American youth—the most significant
trends of the 1970s and 1980s were located in a quite different area of
the religious spectrum. The fact that controversial cults were attracting
some tens of thousands of mainly young people attracted vastly more
media attention than the concurrent movement of millions into strict
and ultraconservative Protestant and Pentecostal sects, which symbol-
ized the real transformation of American religion in these years. Ul-
timately, these churches would also attract many of the boomers who
had flirted with New Age and occult ideas some years before. These
far-reaching changes proceeded scarcely noted by the mass media,
which received a rude wake-up call following the surge of evangelical
support for Jimmy Carter’s presidential campaign in 1976. When Car-
ter announced that he had been born again, an experience claimed by
tens of millions of Americans, news commentators scrambled to find
the meaning of the mysterious term, initially reporting the belief as if
it were as bizarre as snake handling.*

Though little recognized in the mass media, evangelical and funda-
mentalist traditions remained strong through midcentury and received
an enormous boost from the Billy Graham crusades, the first of which
was launched in Los Angeles in 1949.22 Between 1965 and 1985, the
growth of evangelical and Pentecostal religious sentiment was indicated
by radical changes in the structures of church membership nationwide,
in the rapid growth of conservative sects and denominations, and the
precipitous decline of liberal groups that had once flattered themselves
as constituting the religious mainstream, churches like the Episcopa-
lians, United Methodists, Presbyterians, Lutherans, and United Church
of Christ. The reversal of fortune is suggested by comparing the (Pen-
tecostal) Assemblies of God with the liberal United Church of Christ:
between 1960 and 1987, the Assemblies of God grew from about half
a million members to 2.2 million, while in the same period, the United
Church of Christ shrank from 2.3 million to 1.7 million.* Though the
liberal mainline churches somewhat stemmed their rate of decline in
the 1990s, their remaining members still tended to be far older than
those of the growing conservative sects. Other winners from this era
were the small sects that evangelicals themselves had long denounced
as intolerable cults. According to the National Survey of Religious
Identification the Jehovah’s Witnesses claimed 1.4 million members in
the United States by the early 1990s and the Seventh-Day Adventists,
670,000 {Christian Science membership stagnated at around 214,000).
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Figures for the Latter-Day Saints are more controversial, but at least
four million American adherents seems a reasonable estimate, making
the Mormon church considerably larger than several of the old so-
called mainline bodies.

Though sensational groups like the Hare Krishnas and the Unifica-
tion Church attracted so many column-inches in the newspapers of the
1970s, these movements were numerically insignificant when set aside
the thriving new Protestant sects. A similar imbalance affects African
American denominations, as groups like the Nation of Islam (with per-
haps thirty thousand members today) have regularly grabbed headlines
denied to vast and respectable organizations like the National Baptist
Convention of the USA and the National Baptist Convention of Amer-
ica, each of which has several million followers. To put this in per-
spective, the National Baptist Convention—USA has roughly one af-
filiated church for every individual adherent of the Nation of Islam.
Though they remain barely known to most white Americans, these
African American Baptist churches both rank among the nation’s
largest.

To take a concrete symbol of the gulf between perception and reality,
we might note the experience of the Willow Creek Community Church
in Illinois, one of a new generation of megachurches that has excited
such interest among evangelicals.** Sunday attendance at Willow Creek
runs at about fifteen thousand, which would theoretically provide about
enough seating capacity to accommodate the peak American strength
of the Unification Church, the Children of God, and ISKCON. And
though Willow Creek has been unusually successful, many thousands
of other evangelical churches blossomed in these same years. If there
was a new spiritual awakening in the 1g970s, it was predominantly a
Christian and evangelical event, and as in previous epochs, the cults
existed on the edges of this core reality.
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Cult Wars
19691985

The path of the cults leads to Jonestown.
Rabbi Maurice Davis

owever misleadingly, religious change from the late 1960s on-
Hwards was perceived by Americans as a threat to their youth.

In response to the supposed cult explosion, an anticult move-
ment developed, which enjoyed great success in projecting its distinc-
tive interpretation as the dominant view accepted by the mass media
and the general public.! Between 1976 and 1981, America experienced
an anticult Reaction phase as intense as any in its history.

Most of the cult stereotypes that thrived in these years would have
been instantly recognizable to newspaper readers of the 1930s or the
1880s. The I AM case had popularized the idea of cultists blindly obey-
ing prophets and gurus of dubious mental stability, who repaid this
devotion by exploiting their followers and rending them from their
families; the stories of both I AM and Mankind United had linked the
cults to financial gangsterism. The House of David affair was only one
of several incidents to raise the sexual danger posed by cults to female
members, especially to very young girls. Also familiar was a xenopho-
bic concern about the invasion of American society by foreign, partic-
ularly Asian, ideas. Nor would earlier critics have been too surprised
by the new theories about the underhanded means by which individ-
uals were recruited to odd fringe sects. While in the seventeenth cen-
tury such a puzzling change could be blamed on witchcraft and on
Mesmerism or hypnotism in the nineteenth, the fashionable explana-
tion was now phrased in terms of brainwashing and mind control, an
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idea that permitted converts to be “’deprogrammed” to what their fam-
ilies considered religious normality. The transition from hypnotism to
brainwashing represented little more than a change in name for the
same underlying concept. Though few of the anticult themes of the
1970s were truly new, some had not been so heavily emphasized in
earlier cult scares. The cults of the 1970s were seen as much more likely
to engage in violence against critics or dissenters, and the new rhetoric
also placed an unprecedented emphasis on the cult threat to children.
In each case, there were genuine instances of aberrant behavior
within the movements themselves, but a truthful foundation was all
but obscured by a vast superstructure of myth, distortion, and hype.
A charge against one group joined the snowballing repertoire of accu-
sations in the general anti-cult mythology, and would subsequently be
deployed against any other cult. When members of one sect attacked
a critic with a rattlesnake, the image became a standard item in the
arsenal of anti-cult horror stories, with the suggestion that this extreme
behavior typified all fringe cults. By the late 1970s, the cults were
tainted by the still more frightening image of mass suicide. As has
been said of drug-related stories, we must always be on our guard
against “‘the routinization of caricature—worst cases framed as typical
cases, the episodic rhetorically recrafted into the epidemic.”” By such
rhetorical means, cultists were transformed from an older image of
harmless crackpots to a new and more virulent picture of brainwashed
potential assassins, who posed a real threat to the nation’s stability.

Mind Control and Brainwashing

A critical turning point in popular views of the cults was the murder
series committed by the followers of Charles Manson in 1969, and the
sensational trial that took place over the following year.” The Manson
Family was at best tangentially connected to any other groups of this
era, and it is arguable whether it can be described as a cult in any
religious sense: it had no systematic belief or theology beyond a general
regard of Manson as charismatic leader, whether Jesus or Satan. How-
ever, the Manson example established in the public mind certain images
of the baneful cult. According to the cliché, a figure with messianic
pretensions lives in a secluded compound surrounded by gullible young
followers, whom he sexually exploits. The leader absolutely controls
the minds and behavior of his devotees, who can be induced to commit
any criminal or violent act, even murder. Within a few years, similar
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charges of mind control were being made against other fringe religions,
especially those which were in this time period (1969-71) growing out
of the Jesus Freak movement.

Several of these Christian-oriented groups in particular were iden-
tified as dangerous cults. The oldest established was The Way Inter-
national, which was originally founded as a radio ministry in 1942 by
Dr. Victor Paul Wierwille, a clergyman of the Evangelical and Re-
formed Church. By the 1970s, it had established a communal head-
quarters in Ohio. Despite these solid credentials, The Way was attract-
ing vehement criticism by the 1970s. Defecting members reported the
use of of mind control techniques, and rumors circulated that the group
was accumulating weapons.* The Alamo Foundation began in 1969 as
a ministry to hippies and young people on the streets. It soon faced
familiar charges that members were being held in ““virtual slavery,”
forced to work without pay and cut off from all family ties. Similar
allegations were made against Seattle-based Love Family, or Church of
Armageddon, which was founded in the same year. This group, headed
by ‘Love Israel,”” likewise required its members to sever connections
with their existing families. Another lightning rod for accusations was
the Children of God, founded by David Berg as a southern California
ministry to Jesus Freaks. In 1969, fearing that California would fall
prey to a natural catastrophe, Berg (now “Moses’’) moved his followers
to other states and began circulating the prophetic revelations he
claimed to have received. By 1971, there were perhaps a hundred Chil-
dren of God communes around the world, with a total membership of
two to three thousand. Through the 1970s, the major targets of anticult
groups included, invariably, Children of God, the Unification Church,
and ISKCON, as well as, according to taste, some combination of the
Alamo Foundation, the Love Family, The Way International, Synanon,
the Church of Sdentology, and the Divine Light Mission.?

According to a growing perception of cult behavior, young and vul-
nerable recruits were being subjected to intensive conditioning that
amounted to brainwashing, a concept that had become familiar from
the experiences of American prisoners during the Korean War. The
concept of brainwashing was popularized in Robert J. Lifton’s Thought
Reform and the Psychology of Totalism and in fictional treatments like
Richard Condon’s 1959 book, The Manchurian Candidate, which was
filmed in 1962.° Brainwashing was firmly associated with Asian villains,
and the idea had a particular resonance for Americans of the 1970s,
following the disastrous end of the Vietnam War and revelations about
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the mistreatment of U.S. prisoners of war. The Korean origins of the
Moon organization gave popular credibility to charges that the sect
might employ dastardly ““Oriental”’ tactics against American youngsters.

Theories about brainwashing were much in the news in the mid-
1970s following official investigations into misdeeds by U.S. intelli-
gence agencies and the reopened investigation of the traumatic domestic
assassinations of the 1960s. According to conspiracy speculations, which
reached their height between about 1974 and 1977, the FBI and CIA
had tried to create “programmed assassins’’ to remove political ene-
mies. The linkage between cults and so-called programmed assassins
was enhanced when in September 1975, Lynette ““Squeaky’”” Fromme,
an alumna of the Manson group, attempted to assassinate President
Gerald Ford. In 1974, the kidnapping and apparent conversion of Patty
Hearst by a terrorist cell showed how mind-control techniques could
induce an innocent person to carry out violent acts. Those under con-
a term that evoked bygone anticult

’

trol were often called ““zombies,’
allegations.”

The New Cult Threat

Critics were troubled by the means through which young people were
initially recruited or converted into cult movements. The stereotype
held that recruits were not consciously or knowingly joining a partic-
ular sect, but were pulled into it unwittingly through a deceptively
titled front group. The Unification Church generated an impressive
range of such fronts, which allowed a potential convert to be drawn
into ever closer social and emotional ties with existing members. Once
fully converted to the new cult, recruits were utterly cut off from the
outside world except in stringently controlled and supervised circum-
stances, and their lives were virtually owned by the movement. In
many groups, the transfer of absolute love and loyalty to the new sect
was symbolized by rituals of initiation and even of renaming. Converts
gave all their property and time to the movement, for whom they
became slaves. In a typical attack on Children of God activities in Cal-
ifornia in 1971, an evangelical group charged that young recruits were
“taught UN-CHRISTIAN DOCTRINES, guarded at all times, with fearful-
ness shaking their bodies, no sleep, no food ... they are bussed to Ar-
izona, taught in a hypnotic state, kept away from the sunlight, and
filled with wickedness.’®

Cult leaders were depicted as megalomaniacs who either genuinely
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believed their own exalted claims or cynically exploited the devotion
of their followers. Whatever the case, the leaders and a few select allies
lived in extreme luxury, while devotees were starved and subjected to
forced labor. Anticult critic Rabbi Maurice Davis explicitly compared
the new cults to German Nazism. In his view, a group like the Unifi-
cation Church (the ““Moonies”’) was “/1. a totally monolithic movement
with a single point of view and a single authoritarian head; 2. replete
with fanatical followers who are prepared and programmed to do any-
thing their master says; 3. supplied by absolutely unlimited funds; 4.
with a hatred of everyone on the outside; 5. with suspicion of parents,
against their parents. . .. [ tell you, I'm scared.””

Anticult rhetoric stressed sexual threats, especially when it was
learned that the Children of God were using sex (“flirty fishing’) as a
means of luring new members. By 1973, well-documented stories im-
plicated this group in rape, adult-child sex, and child pornography, ac-
tivities justified by an antinomian ideology that demanded believers
explore the worst vices in order to prove their freedom from sin. The
movement transferred its headquarters beyond American jurisdiction
and began a series of wanderings, which over the years would take it
through various European capitals. In consequence, the group’s foun-
der, David Berg, came to symbolize the most extreme forms of cult
exploitation.'” Charges of polygamy and sexual abuse were directed
against other leaders, including Tony Alamo."” These tales acquired a
new weight in an age when women’s groups were drawing attention
to all aspects of male sexual violence and exploitation. Like the refer-
ences to zombyism, this element recalled earlier attacks on fringe re-
ligions, in this case the feminist attacks on polygamy a century before."”

Another target was Synanon, founded by Chuck Dederich to help
drug addicts rehabilitate themselves. By the early 1970s, the group
grew ever closer to the cult stereotype, demanding total conformity
from members, who were required to “‘redistribute’” their spouses in a
ceremony of mass divorce and remarriage. Fearing external attack, the
new authoritarian regime purchased an arsenal, and members trained
in martial arts. The separation from the outside world became absolute,
with increasing tension between members and rivals. “There were sto-
ries of Synanon hit-men threatening enemies and splittees. Beatings,
muggings, threats, an ex-member’s dog found hanging from a rope.”’?
In one memorable incident of cult intimidation, a neighbor who had
criticized the group was bitten by a rattlesnake that had been placed
inside his mailbox.
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In a few cases, peripheral religions seemed to be aiming at grandiose
schemes of political domination. The most egregious was the Unifica-
tion Church, which in the late 1970s controlled a corporate empire
worth some $200 million and had extensive political ties. Pastor Jim
Jones briefly made his People’s Temple a potent political force in north-
ern California and was hoping to extend its influence to Los Angeles.
Democratic politicians accepted Jones’s financial contributions and ben-
efited from his solid voting bloc, which probably was the deciding factor
in San Francisco’s 1975 close-run mayoral elections.'* Other groups
attracted scandal by building arsenals either to intimidate rivals and
critics or for more far-reaching political goals: in 1978, for example,
ISKCON members were accused of accumulating weapons.'®

Deprogrammers

Like the cults themselves, the anticult movement became a visible pres-
ence in the early 1970s. Activism originated with a number of ad hoc
organizations drawn from the families of converts, with the goal of
rescuing the supposed victims of cult deception. Among the first was
the Parents Committee to Free Our Sons and Daughters from the Chil-
dren of God Organization, later FREECOG. This group and its succes-
sors used an appealing rhetoric of family restoration, using names like
Love Our Children or Citizens Engaged in Reuniting Children.'* The
family groups developed rapidly, forming a national network to pres-
sure the media and political leaders.

The family groups encountered the difficulty that converts rarely
wanted to be saved from their new environments, but this only led to
an ever firmer conviction that cult recruits had indeed been subjected
to brainwashing, or “’psychological kidnapping.” If that was the case,
then families thought themselves justified in using similar counter-
measures, so that brainwashing would be defeated through “’depro-
gramming.”” There soon arose a whole profession of deprogrammers,
who would, for a fee, kidnap the convert and restore his or her proper
mind-set. Deprogrammers presented themselves as skilled professionals
who could speak with expertise about the range of cults and their tech-
niques, so the news media regularly resorted to these individuals as
authoritative sources about the cult problem. Obviously, deprogram-
mers had a vested interest in making the cults appear as predatory as
possible in order to justify their own existence.”

The first deprogrammer was a California social worker named Ted
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Patrick, who was active as early as 1971. He was the source for many
of the most extreme claims about the cult menace and about the means
required to combat it. He asserted that cults in contemporary America
“are increasing by the day; and they are one of the most dangerous
threats in the history of this country.”'® In 1974, he declared starkly,
“In certain areas, the Constitution is outdated. Freedom of religion,
this part of the Constitution is nothing but a license to kill, lie, and
steal, and do everything under the sun as long as you’ve got a non-
profit organization and say you're a church. But this part of the Con-
stitution should be changed, and then know what these people are do-
ing.”” Patrick’s claims often sound occult in their own right, as when
he stated that cult conversion took place by a kind of supernatural
mental influence: ““We know of people that can put their hand over a
coffee table and that table will rise up without touching them and they
can walk it all over the room. This is a mental energy that comes from
the body-—the brain wave—out through the fingertips and the eyes.”
Through such “‘energies,” he claimed to have personally reconverted
in only an hour or two cultists who had been involved for several years
in groups like ISKCON.* For Patrick, all cult conversions were in effect
kidnappings and required appropriate countermeasures: without depro-
gramming, cults “‘make it impossible for the person to think through-
out the rest of their lives.”””

Deprogramming won the support of some therapists, who provided
the scientific justification for the whole concept of brainwashing and
deprogramming. Psychiatrists listed the pathological symptoms found
in ex-cult members, which had presumably been inflicted upon them
by the traumatic cult experience. Cult converts were ‘often deluded,
hallucinating, and confused in a highly manipulative environment, in
their altered states of consciousness. Their minds are split.”?! Other
commentators, though, argued that these symptoms were observed
in cult members who had been deprogrammed and that this process
had itself provided the trauma, which caused subsequent difficulties.??
In the face of sharp controversy, the National Council of Churches
issued a statement in 1974 that condemned deprogramming, at least
for adults.

The Anticult Movement

In addition to families, deprogrammers, and therapists, religious groups
joined the anticult crusade. The Christian and particularly evangelical
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critique was the oldest aspect of the movement, and the turn-of-the-
century antiheresy tradition revived in the 1970s. Christian writers
differed from the more secular-minded activists in that they were un-
abashedly offering a correct spiritual prescription for America, and one
that was both Christian and evangelical: there was no pretense here of
recognizing religious pluralism. One active anticult organization was
the Spiritual Counterfeits Project, itself an offshoot of the Jesus People
movement. The title is interesting in its own right in suggesting that
religions could easily be distinguished between “‘counterfeits”” and oth-
ers which were, presumably, ““genuine.” Evangelical writings tended to

14

condemn cults as variants of “Eastern religion,” an inaccurate term
suggesting that the diverse traditions of East and South Asia were all
somehow related and shared similar characteristics of fatalism and su-
perstition. In 1976, a typical text published by the Campus Crusade for
Christ offered a guide through ““the mindfields of Eastern mysticism:
TM, Hare Krishna, Sun Moon, and others.”’2

The new religious polemic was in marked contrast to that of the
earlier years of the twentieth century, when moderates had denounced
enthusiastic cults in order to promote the internal harmony and mod-
eration of the “‘mainstream’” churches. By the 1980s, however, cult
exposés were used for the quite opposite reason, for furthering the
ideological views of fundamentalists. The most active anticult activists
came from small Christian sects of fundamentalist or Pentecostal bent,
who drew attention to the cult menace in order to substantiate their
apocalyptic claims about the imminence of the End Times. The rise of
false messiahs and satanic rings demonstrated the reality of evil and
the Antichrist, and thereby discredited those moderates who showed
themselves soft on issues like the existence of the devil and the Second
Coming. Evangelicals viewed the whole New Age movement as a sa-
tanic Trojan horse, a view that would be popularized in the 1980s in
the popular religious novels of Frank Peretti.”*

In addition to Christian evangelicals, Jewish activists fought what
they saw as attempts to prey on Jewish youngsters, to convert them
to other religions, including Christianity.? Moreover, some of the more
controversial cult leaders were accused of anti-Semitic activities or rhet-
oric, including Holocaust denial. The conversion issue was particularly
sensitive during the 1970s due to growing Jewish fears of assimilation
and intermarriage, and some dire predictions warned that the American
Jewish population would shrink dramatically in coming decades. The
cults did indeed make inroads among Jewish teens and young adults.
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Though estimates vary widely, Rudin and Rudin suggest that “perhaps
20 percent of Hare Krishnas are Jewish. Jews constitute as much as 30
percent of Divine Light mission membership, and there are many Jews
in Scientology.”?s Jewish organizations particularly condemned move-
ments like Jews for Jesus, which proclaimed Jesus as messiah, while
retaining Jewish customs and ritual life. The overall threat to Jewish
life may well have been exaggerated, and surveys of rabbis found no
evidence of mass conversions, but the cult issue focused broader fears.?”

For Jewish opponents of conversion, there was little to choose be-
tween different forms of evangelistic efforts among Jewish youngsters,
whether the groups responsible were authoritarian and suspect cults or
well-recognized Protestant denominations. This anticonversion ap-
proach potentially threatened to cause conflicts with Christian organi-
zations, many of which disapproved of efforts to proselytize Jews, but
would still resist any formal restrictions on evangelism. However, a
broad interfaith consensus could be achieved if the conversion issue
could be framed as part of the wider and commonly acknowledged cult
problem.?® In the Jewish context, therefore, the problem was framed in
terms not just of cults but of “cults and missionaries,”” and regional
Jewish organizations formed a variety of commissions and task forces
on this dual theme. Merging these twin issues was a rhetorically val-
uable way in defusing potential hostility from Christian churches.
Moreover, presenting messianic Jews as part of a cult served to discredit
a movement that saw itself as a legitimate part of Judaism.

A final component of the anticult movement was drawn from the
cultists themselves, in the form of individuals who had left the move-
ments, either willingly or through the efforts of deprogrammers, and
who now devoted themselves to fighting the cults with all the wonted
zeal of the former convert. This was by no means a new historical
phenomenon: Shakespeare had noted how ““the heresies that men do
leave/are hated most of those they did deceive,” and through the cen-
turies, defectors from particular religions had distinguished themselves
by their fanatical zeal against their former friends and colleagues. In
the American context, the alleged former priest or nun had been a
staple of anti-Catholic hysteria from the time of Maria Monk and
Charles Chiniquy, and metaphors of “jumping over the wall” and
“finding our way out,”” were familiar in controversial literature. The
nineteenth-century Shakers had found their worst enemy in ex-
member Mary Dyer, and Mrs. Eddy’s nemesis was her old colleague
Josephine Woodbury. Hell hath no fury like a disciple scorned. The
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cult defector genre proliferated in the 1970s, and defector testimony
was priceless because it claimed to offer a firsthand glimpse of life
within highly secretive organizations.” As so often in the past, how-
ever, defectors also frequently magnified both their role in the move-
ment they had forsaken and its evil qualities. One much-quoted po-
lemic from these years was the 1972 book The Satan Seller, by
evangelical Mike Warnke, which is at the least a vastly exaggerated
account of his career as a satanic high priest.

This diverse anticult movement now began to form national struc-
tures. It coalesced into organizations like the Citizens Freedom Foun-
dation (1974), which in turn evolved into the Cult Awareness Network
(1986); in 1979, the American Family Foundation was formed to assist
former cult members. There was also a Council on Mind Abuse,
COMA. The broad movement gave birth to a range of magazines, like
the Cult Observer, Cultic Studies Journal, CAN News, and FOCUS
News. Activists disseminated their views through seminars, letter-
writing campaigns, and a large body of books and pamphlets. Religious
groups in particular tried to forewarn potential recruits by lesson pro-
grams and pamphlets that explored likely conversion scenarios.

Critiquing the Critics

The anticultists did not lack critics, particularly among the so-called
cults they were targeting, but also from academic observers. One ef-
fective countercharge was that the zeal of the emerging anticult coali-
tion ironically made it indistinguishable from the worst cult stereotype.
The anticult mythology did have its apocalyptic elements. According
to cult foes, society was facing a literally diabolical challenge from evil
pseudomessiahs whose occult powers could only be counteracted by the
good magic of the deprogrammers: this was a thought-world little re-
moved from that of Mesmerism or, perhaps, of I AM. The notion of
an anticult group becoming cultlike in its own regard was scarcely new.
In the nineteenth century, the Know-Nothings, opposed to the mach-
inations of secret societies, had themselves organized as a secret society
with its own mystic words and countersigns, while the Ku Klux Klan
achieved its greatest success in the 1920s on the strength of its own
variant of anticultism, namely, its attack on the Catholic Church. Like
these earlier parallels, the new movement offered a complex and un-
compromising belief-system that was quite intolerant of rival or dis-
senting views.
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At several points, too, the anticultists were making assumptions that
were far more questionable than might be suggested by their instant
acceptance by the mass media. The fundamental notion of cult brain-
washing should have aroused more controversy than it did. Though
intensive psychological conditioning can profoundly change behavior,
it is far from certain that the conditions existing in cult settings could
be described in anything like these terms. When authors described the
sinister methods used to induce and maintain personality change,
they were often describing practices like repetitive chant and move-
ment, which are commonly used in religious systems, including large
sections of Eastern Orthodox Christianity and even American Protes-
tant revivalism. To quote psychologist Paul Verdier, “The trance-like
states that cult activities produce in the cult’s members are the result
of rhythmic bodily movement and of dirge-like chanting of nonsense
syllables which have no action-evoking potential.”*° If the cults were
wrongheaded and dangerous on these grounds, so were most religions
worldwide.

Still, brainwashing was a convenient explanation for families unable
to comprehend how their offspring could have become so hostile to
their parents and to their former values: one person’s salvation is an-
other’s insanity. The families found themselves in precisely the same
position as the relatives of converts throughout history, of Victorian
Protestants whose daughters had become nuns or Shakers, of Catholics
whose sons had abandoned the priesthood to marry Protestants, of Jews
whose children defected to Christianity, of evangelicals whose relatives
spoke in tongues.”® The difference in the 1970s was that the grievance
could be framed in psychological terms, and a therapeutic label could
be applied to the thuggery necessary to reclaim the errant child.

Also questionable was what we might call the underlying myth of
the seduction narratives. According to many family accounts, promis-
ing young people loyally attached to their families were drawn away
into cults, where their personalities were subverted by communal liv-
ing, where they practiced degraded group sex, and where their very
lives might be threatened by odd religious practices (in one 1972 in-
cident, two members of the Love Family died from the effects of sniff-
ing the inhalant, toluene). The problems with this picture become clear
when we recall the chronology. Most of the cult recruits were baby
boomers, in their teens and early twenties in the very disturbed years
between about 1968 and 1973 when traditional family cohesion was
under attack from many directions. The multifaceted cultural divisions
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of these years involved politics and drugs, gender and sexuality, long
hair and eccentric clothing, and other matters of lifestyle. Long before
the cults attracted the slightest attention, a thriving youth culture was
experimenting with communal living and alternate forms of sexuality,
as well as drug use and mystical spirituality.” To suggest that boomers
needed cult leaders to order them to sever relations with their parents
was to demonstrate amnesia about the social trends of the Nixon years,
when a popular slogan advised the young, “If you can’t turn your
parents on, turn on them.” Many young people were living a hand-
to-mouth existence on the streets years before this pattern of life was
taken over by some of the new religious communities. To a large ex-
tent, the cults were being blamed for their cultural association with the
lifestyle of the late 1960s.

The anticult critique of the late 1970s was part of a general conser-
vative reaction against the hedonism of the 1960s, which was also ex-
pressed in other contemporary moralistic campaigns. Many aspects of
the social liberation of the late 1960s had deeply disturbed conserva-
tives, but it was politically impossible to try and reverse these changes
directly. Large sections of the public had accepted the libertarian ar-
gument that consenting adults should be permitted to pursue their own
individual paths, even if that involved hitherto illegal behavior involv-
ing drugs, pornography, sexual experimentation or homosexuality. The
libertarian view could, however, be challenged by transferring the
threat from consenting individuals to innocent parties, especially to
children, who could not give consent. Thus morality activists of the
late 1970s campaigned not against sexual vice in general, but specifi-
cally against child pornography and prostitution, and not against ho-
mosexuality, but against child molestation. A movement against drugs
in general would have been futile at a time of pervasive middle-class
usage of cocaine and marijuana, but a vigorous assault could be
mounted against the drug PCP, which found its chief market among
young teenagers.”

In the religious area, similarly, the argument against cults and fringe
religions was that their adherents lacked real freedom either to join or
remain within the movements, whether because of their youth or be-
cause of the deceptive high-pressure tactics used to achieve conversion:
contrary to appearances, recruits were not consenting adults. During
the 1979 Dole hearings on cults, Rabbi Maurice Davis said he was “‘here
to protest against child molesters. For as surely as there are those who
lure children with lollypops in order to rape their bodies, so, too, do
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these lure children with candy-coated lies in order to rape their
minds.””* Furthermore, following the rhetoric of the time, the cults
were attacked for abusing and corrupting the children of members.
Whether in the areas of sex, drugs, or cults, the various movements to
reverse the radical 1960s followed a broadly similar chronology, and
all likewise reached their high-water mark between 1977 and 1979.

The anticult literature can also be criticized for making grossly ex-
cessive claims about the impact of a few specific groups, while ignoring
other religious trends. In the countless books and articles appearing on
the cult menace of the 1970s, very few paid any attention to groups
other than those that mainly affected middle-class white youngsters
(one rare exception was the mixed-race People’s Temple, of Jonestown
fame). Some accounts suggested that nonwhites were simply not vul-
nerable to cult attractions: Rudin and Rudin cdaim that “‘blacks and
Hispanics are too street-smart to join movements that promise instant
happiness.”” A more plausible explanation is that anticult investigators
were just paying no attention to the very active religious fringe sects
that appealed to African Americans, Asian Americans, and Hispanics
because these movements were of little interest to the presumed
““mainstream’” (white) audience of the mass media, who were only con-
cerned with the threat to their own youngsters. An equally plausible
case of a cult menace could be made concerning those groups that ap-
pealed to black Americans, namely the Nation of Islam and its offshoots
and local groupings like the Florida-based Yahwehs, besides other
Christian and Christian-derived sects.”® The anticult movement was
highly selective in its choice of enemies.

Cult Wars

From the mid-1970s, anticult views gained an impressive national in-
fluence as they were forcefully presented in political circles and in the
mass media. In 1974, a subcommittee of the California state senate held
a hearing on ““the impact of cults on today’s youth,” an event dem-
onstrating the distinctive directions in which the anticult groups sought
to take the debate. Not all the witnesses were unequivocal enemies of
the new religions, and the committee attempted to offer some time to
representatives of the accused groups. Still, a series of irate and tearful
family members complained of atrocities blamed on the Alamo Foun-
dation, Children of God, and the Love Family. The scnators heard of
cult members being torn from their familics and placed in conditions
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of physical coercion and intimidation. Deprogrammer Ted Patrick was
cheered when he declared that ““the groups we are talking about are
not religious groups. These are plain old crooks . .. con artists.”* The
same year, State of New York’s Charity Frauds Bureau undertook a
searching investigation of the Children of God, publicizing charges of
draft evasion, tax fraud, polygamy, incest, and child sexual abuse.” By
1976, a presidential election year, the family movements gained the
sympathetic attention of national politicians. U.S. Senator Bob Dole
held informal federal hearings at which family members and defectors
presented their cases against the cults, which were widely reported in
the news media. Meanwhile, Senator Walter Mondale investigated
charges of child abuse within the cults, and San Francisco Represen-
tative Leo Ryan became an active opponent of Jim Jones’s People’s
Temple group.

In 1976, too, the mainstream media declared open season on the
cults. Time published a devastating account of ““The Darker Side of Sun
Moon,” charging him among other things with massive personal cor-
ruption, megalomania, and the practice of ritual sex. Meanwhile, stories
of cult busting and deprogramming appeared in mass-market maga-~
zines like Seventeen, Woman’s Day, and Good Housekeeping. These
accounts generally told how some young person was “‘rescued”” or “‘es-
caped” from the clutches of an evil or destructive cult and reunited
with a loving family. One example of this genre appeared in Esquire
in 1978 under the characteristic title of “Rescuing David from the
Moonies.”"*

In the late 1970s, the Unification Church played the starring role in
such attacks. This movement featured as villain in books like Crazy for
God, Life among the Moonies, Lord of the Second Advent, and Escape
from the Moonies. The 1979 book Hostage to Heaven tells of ““four
years in the Unification Church by an Ex-Moonie and the mother who
fought to free her.”” These titles further illustrate how the derogatory
term ““Moonie’”” became a standard term for members of this denomi-
nation, in a way that would have been inconceivable for any of the
insulting epithets that could be applied to, say, Catholics or Jews. An-
other study, Moonwebs, became the basis for the 1981 movie Ticket to
Heaven, an unabashed manifesto for deprogramming.? Children of
God exposés were almost as common, as were general accounts of the
“cult seduction”” of American youth. A few high-profile cascs involved
celebrities: in 1982, comedian Steve Allen published a memoir of his
son’s recruitment to the Love Family.*®
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Cults became a pervasive presence in popular culture. The theme
appeared in all kinds of films and television programs; in fictional dra-
mas of rescue and defection, but also in comedies like Mork and Mindy.
These stories often depicted the cult leaders as suffering revenge or
humiliation from outraged families: in 1979, the comedy film Serial
culminated with the father of a cult member turning a motorcycle gang
loose on the headquarters of a Moonie-like group. In Airplane (1980),
a pilot beats and forcibly silences the infuriating cult recruiters, Moon-
ies, Jews for Jesus, and others, who block his way through an airport.

Obedient Unto Death

By 1978, cult-related scandals were accumulating rapidly. Between
1976 and 1978, congressional hearings into the Koreagate scandals
linked the Unification Church to a bewildering network of influence
peddling and political corruption.** Meanwhile, in Philadelphia police
became engaged in a dangerous standoff with the mainly black MOVE
sect, which had fortified its headquarters, and in December 1978, Chuck
Dederich of Synanon pleaded nolo contendere to charges of conspiracy
to murder.®? About this time, the followers of Ervil LeBaron were en-
gaged in a homicidal campaign to establish him as the leader of the
various Mormon polygamist sects, crimes that ended with his convic-
tion in 1979.** Meanwhile, the Church of Scientology was engaged in
a bitter war with the U.S. government, in which church members pur-
loined thousands of documents from the Internal Revenue Service and
Justice Department relating to the organization’s request for tax-
exempt status. In 1977, a small army of FBI agents raided Scientology
headquarters in Los Angeles and Washington, D.C., seizing a hundred
thousand pages of documents. Though courts delivered mixed verdicts
about the legality of the raids, by 1978, eleven senior church officials
went on trial for a variety of serious federal charges for what the pros-
ecution described as a crime “/of a breadth and scope previously unheard
of "+

These earlier incidents paled into insignificance besides the Jones-
town events of November 1978, in which murders and mass suicides
claimed some nine hundred lives, including that of Congressman Ryan.
The Jonestown affair was one of the major global news stories of the
decade and radically changed the whole social environment for the new
religions. In the following months, half a dozen books appeared with
titles like Guyana Massacre, Hold Hands and Die!, and The Suicide

Cult, while cult exposés of all sorts poured forth from publishers, and
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in 1980, Guyana Tragedy supplied the inevitable television-movie de-
piction of the disaster.® In the subsequent furor, anticult ideology
gained instant credence. Surely, only brainwashed zombies could have
killed themselves and their families in such an appalling way.
Thereafter, a comparison to Jonestown or Jim Jones was guaranteed to
escalate the threat-potential of even the tiniest unorthodox sect. As two
of the leading anticult advocates write, ““after Jonestown, much of the
skepticism and doubt disappeared.” The mere name “‘Jonestown”’ epi-
tomized a mythology of desperate fanaticism quite as much as “Moun-
tain Meadows’” had for anti-Mormons a century before. Patricia Ryan,
daughter of the murdered congressman, became a leading anticult
spokesperson, and in 1990 she became president of the Cult Awareness
Network (CAN). The depth of the trauma was suggested by the wave
of news stories and documentaries commemorating the twentieth an-
niversary of the tragedy in 1998, which provided a new platform for
media warnings against the continuing evils of cults.*

Banning the Cults?

In the late 1970s, the cult problem achieved a far higher profile than
at any time since the Second World War, and there were demands for
legislation to curb unorthodox religion. In 1979, Senator Dole again
chaired a hearing on the cult phenomenon. Though ostensibly an
information-gathering event, witnesses at this second event included
deprogrammers Ted Patrick and Joel Alexander, anticult writers Flo
Conway and Jim Siegelman, and law professor Richard Delgado, who
had recently published a law review piece justifying deprogramming
efforts.”” Members of the Senate Finance Committee suggested limiting
the tax exemption granted to fringe religions by seeking a clearer and
more restrictive definition of ““church.”” By 1980, measures to investi-
gate cults were under consideration in the legislatures of New York,
linois, Maryland, and California. In Maryland, as was typical else-
where, a committee was proposed to investigate recruiting techniques,
fund-raising practices, and brainwashing allegations, in a measure
backed by a number of cult defectors, including former Unification
Church member Steve Hassan. In a memorable encounter, one legis-
lator recalled the Jonestown events when he asked a representative of
the Moon organization if his organization passed out “Kool-Aid cock-
tails”” to followers.™

There were sporadic attempts to prohibit or regulate deviant rclig-

’r

ions or “‘pseudorcligions,” to require that would-be recruiters fully
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disclose their identity and purposes, and even to require a cooling-off
period before conversions were permitted. Despite the paniced atmo-
sphere, these overambitious measures were doomed. Dissident voices
expressed concern about government defining religious orthodoxy
when such proposals were floated during the 1979 Dole hearings. The
Unification Church might have been expected to denounce any poten-
tial inquisition, but so did figures representing the Baptist and United
Church of Christ traditions, while many mainline churches subscribed
to a warning against the effects of this “potentially flamboyant hear-
ing.”” One Maryland legislator asked if the proposed investigation of
cults would include his wife, who had spent several years as a Catholic
nun.*

Trying to secure a consensus definition of religion has caused despair
among many scholars of spiritual experience, so the difficulties of draft-
ing such a law proved insuperable.” If there are pseudoreligions, there
must be true religions, but which ones are they? What exactly is a
harmful or eccentric doctrine? What forms of authority are unduly
onerous or intrusive? What types of sexual expression are unorthodox?
And how does one condemn one offending faith without stigmatizing
virtually all beliefs except the blandest varieties of liberal Christianity
and Judaism? Enough churches and religious bodies recognized that
such a law would give certain specified bodies a legally established
status within American society, and the language could be taken to
condemn almost any religious body. These issues had already appeared
in several legal cases, which had generally been resolved in the favor
of the so-called cults. In 1977, for instance, charges of unlawful im-
prisonment and mind control were filed against members of the
Hare Krishna sect, but a New York judge found that ISKCON was a
bona fide religion and that followers were free to pursue their chosen
lifestyle.

Proposals to restrict conversions threatened to entangle secular gov-
ernments with the definition of religious orthodoxy, and the questions
raised were nightmarish. Would new legislation penalize or prohibit
conversions between faiths? Might conservatorship orders be issued
against Jews who accepted Christianity or Christians who became Mor-
mons? Also divisive here was the issue of “deception.” A familiar
complaint of Jewish organizations was that messianic believers were
not in fact Jews and were practicing deception when they so described
themselves in order to win over potential converts: on the other hand,
messianic believers themselves had no doubts about their own Jewish

203



204

MYSTICS AND MESSTAHS

identity. A law specifying how groups must identify themselves to
potential recruits might achieve the goal of one religious tradition, of
specifying who was and was not a Jew. Similarly, could a Mormon or
a Jehovah’s Witness be prosecuted for claiming to be a Christian? There
was no shortage of evangelical writers who felt that neither sect qual-
ified for authentic Christian status.

Another threat to religious freedom involved efforts by parents’
groups to secure legal control of their adult offspring who had con-
verted to one of the unpopular sects. This action was justified on the
grounds that the children’s actions in joining a cult showed a loss of
responsibility equivalent to that caused by serious mental illness, de-
fective intelligence, or extreme old age. The conservatorship process
caused an adult child to revert for legal purposes to the status of a
minor, unable to perform certain key social functions, and temporary
orders offered the opportunity to remove a person from a cult setting,
through police intervention if need be. Conservatorship orders were
issued in California from the mid-1970s. In an important 1977 case,
orders were issued granting conservatorships for five members of the
Unification Church aged from twenty-one to twenty-six, though the
decision was overturned on appeal, in a decision sufficiently broad to
discourage future measures of this kind.>'

Over the following years, proposals to revive and expand the con-
servatorship principle were introduced in several states, especially New
York, where controversy reached a height in 1980 and 1981.52 The
proposed Lasher Amendment to that state’s mental health law provided
for the appointment of a conservator for any person who “’has become
closely and regularly associated with a group which practices the use
of deception in the deprivation and isolation from family or unusually
long work schedules and that such person . .. has undergone a sudden
and radical change in behavior, lifestyle, habits and attitudes, and has
become unable to care for his welfare and that his judgment has become
impaired to the extent that he is unable to understand the need for

7153

such care.”* The measure, which encapsulates anticult thinking, passed
all the necessary legislative stages before being vetoed by Governor
Hugh Carey.

The conservatorship principle was well established for adults who
had been medically diagnosed as lacking proper control of their actions,
and who were therefore vulnerable to ““artful and designing persons,”
but in the new cases, the grounds for assuming a pathological condition

were controversial. Much religious behavior does not conform well to
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accepted standards of rationality. We might think that a natural can-
didate for conservatorship would be an enthusiastic convert to a sect
who sold all he or she had, gave the proceeds to the poor, and decided
ever after to live without taking thought for the morrow, but that
person would be literally following the instructions of Jesus. And why
should the principle only be used with overtly religious groups? The
process of change experienced by, say, participants in a U.S. Marine
boot camp is similar to the worst charges made against the repressive
cults.** Like the move to label pseudoreligions, the expansion of con-
servatorship raised thorny issues, which would have damned any new
law had it ever come before the federal courts.

Armistice

Concern about cults peaked at the end of the 1970s with the legal and
ethical battles concerning deprogramming and conservatorships, but
shortly afterwards, the whole cult issue dropped out of media coverage
with remarkable suddenness and swiftly faded from the minds of leg-
islators. At first sight, this change was remarkable because the stream
of sensational cult-related stories continued to flow unabated, and some
of these instances were quite as spectacular as those of the 1970s. There
was no shortage of new and interesting copy for the media. What was
new, however, is that both the legal and the demographic environment
had changed to make cults appear less threatening, and the claims of
the anticult activists less convincing.

By the mid-1980s, the cults that had recently attracted so much
concern were stagnating or actually disintegrating. Some were reeling
from legal problems, which often resulted from decisive actions by the
federal government. The Reagan administration, which took office in
1981, was dedicated to implementing the demands of moral conserva-
tives in matters like child sexual abuse and illegal drugs, and it equally
showed itself very hostile to fringe religions. One of the last cult scan-
dals of the older type occurred in Oregon, where the Indian leader
Bhagwan Shree Rajneesh had established a communal settlement
known as Rajneeshpuram and threatened to stage a political takeover
of the neighboring town.>> His followers were also accused of plotting
more violent solutions, including poisoning the local water supply. The
Oregonian newspaper led a counterattack, and in 1985 the federal gov-
ernment acted forcefully by arresting and deporting the Bhagwan. The
commune collapsed shortly afterwards. Also about this time, Sun
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Myung Moon was finally jailed on tax evasion charges. The Children
of God had been on the run since the mid-1970s, and the Love Family
commune dissolved some years later.>

In some cases, the suppression of the fringe groups involved actual
bloodshed. In the 1984/85 era, federal authorities reacted to the ter-
rorist campaign initiated by neo-Nazi groups inspired by Christian
Identity thought and “Aryan’ ideology, and by 1987 through 1988, a
dozen leaders of the Identity movement were on trial for conspiracy to
overthrow the U.S. government. Though these actions were not spe-
cifically directed against religious cults, the suppression of the various
terrorist cells provided bad publicity for all types of dissident groups
living in remote compounds. Meanwhile, the Philadelphia police
launched a bloody attack on the West Philadelphia headquarters of
MOVE, killing eleven and effectively wiping out the whole urban
neighborhood in which the house was located. With the authorities
demonstrating such a proactive stance, there was little need for inde-
pendent anticult activists and entrepreneurs.

Meanwhile, the anticult movement itself came under attack, with
growing attacks on the legality of deprogramming and its attendant
crimes of kidnapping and forcible detention. By 1981, coercive actions
had been condemned by a number of Christian anticult leaders, and
the Citizens Freedom Foundation abandoned its support for the prac-
tice, though this still left the door open to forms of persuasion and
"‘exit counseling.” By the early 1990s, several leading deprogrammers
were facing criminal charges, in cases that were extensively publicized
by Scientologists and other old enemies. Most prominent among the
fallen anticult leaders was Ted Patrick, sentenced to prison in 1980 for
false imprisonment and kidnapping. In a 1992 case, a kidnapping at-
tempt that targeted the wrong woman led to imprisonment for another
deprogrammer. Scientologists also led a successful assault on CAN,
launching multiple discrimination suits after hundreds of its adherents
were denied membership. The litigation weakened CAN, which re-
ceived a terminal blow when in 1995, a Pentecostal believer was
awarded $1.8 million in legal damages resulting from a deprogram-
ming.”” CAN declared bankruptcy, and its name and assets were ac-
quired by Scientologists, who continued to operate the organization
from their very different ideological perspective. By then, Scientology
itself had gained a new respectability, due in part to its popularity with
film stars and media people, and the church finally achieved its long-
sought tax-exempt status in 1993.
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Demographic change played a role in altering the religious environ-
ment. The hippie culture that had provided a population vulnerable to
cult temptations was a distant memory by the early 1980s, and the
boomers themselves were at an age where they were themselves set-
tling down with families and children of their own. It was unlikely that
a relatively rooted individual with a secure lifestyle would suddenly
defect to a commune. Certainly cult atrocity stories remained alive and
well in the 1990s, with recurrent stories about young people being
seduced to join totalistic fringe movements. Among the movements
most often cited were the International Churches of Christ, which grew
out of the Boston Church of Christ founded in 1979 and which at-
tracted the same accusations that had earlier been levied against Uni-
ficationists.”® In addition, the media reported critically on groups like
the Brethren, the Ramtha channeling movement, and many individual
gurus.®”® But the frequency of such stories was tiny compared to the
incessant diatribes of the late 1970s, and the movements themselves
were never depicted as anything like so pervasive a threat.

It seemed that both cults and their organized opponents would wither
together, but the same factors that ended one scare also generated a
new and related one, opening the way to a new emphasis on the cult
threat to the children of the boomers. Just as older fears were subsiding.
So the new nightmare of satanic or ritual abuse was emerging to gal-
vanize a fading anticult movement, and this new menace dominated
discussions of cults in the decade following 1984. Though the cult wars
of the 1970s seemed to have ended in a de facto armistice, the claims
and accusations of these years would enjoy a long afterlife and would
influence official action and public debate up to the present day.
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TEN

Devil Cults and Doomsday Cults
1980—2000

May Grace come, and may this world pass away. Hosanna to the God
of David.
The Didache, 10: 6

f the 1970s were characterized by a generalized panic over cults,

later decades would be more specifically concerned over particular

aspects of the religious fringe, namely satanic movements in the
1980s and doomsday cults in more recent years. Both targets differed
widely from earlier movements like the Unification Church or ISK-
CON; the newly conceived threats were far less obvious than their
predecessors. As in the 1930s, a period of Reaction moved inexorably
into one of Speculation.

While it was easy to document misdeeds by the controversial cults
of the 1970s, the careers of later satanic groups were much more shad-
owy, and many observers would now accept that the whole satanic
nightmare of the 1980s was based upon bogus claims and fabrications.
The doomsday cults are harder to dismiss in that many assuredly did
die in the confrontation at Waco and in movements like the Solar
Temple and Heaven's Gate, although the interpretation of these deaths
is still open to debate. The whole notion of “cult mass suicide’” must
be treated with skepticism, and at least some incidents of mass fatalities
were not the suicides they initially seemed. As in the case of devil
worship, the mass media interpreted these events through the eyes of
anticult critics, who have a vested interest in presenting their enemies
as more threatening and sinister than the available evidence would
suggest.
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The new anticult crusades were pervasively shaped by the rhetoric
about marginal sects that had emerged in the 1970s. This anticult my-
thology was the source for the most alarming ideas: that at least some
fringe movements were active in ritual murder and sacrifice and that
they sexually abused children on a vast scale. Though all these ideas
were questionable, the resulting wave of charges against suspect groups
would have an enormous impact on the general public and on policy-
makers. Adding the terrifying possibility of mass suicide to the mythic
repertoire of cult critics radically changed public attitudes to the ne-
cessity of intervening in the activities of small religious bodies. Led to
expect that certain deviant behaviors would occur, the public was likely
to support forceful action to protect the innocent members of these
groups. The danger in such circumstances is that such official action
risks provoking rather than preventing violent confrontation, and the
events at Waco offer grim testimony to the consequences of the anticult
mythology in shaping official behavior.

Cults That Kill

During the 1980s, the American mass media presented stories about
the doings of alleged satanic groups that harked back to the witch trials
of seventeenth-century Europe. The modern devil-worship cults were
said to be many thousands strong (some said millions), with represen-
tatives secretly placed in schools and public institutions, and their ac-
tivities were monstrously depraved. In 1988, a work targeted at law-
enforcement professionals linked Satanists to ‘“‘the murders of
unbaptized infants, child sexual abuse in day-care, rape, ritual abuse of
children, drug trafficking, arson, pornography, kidnapping, vandalism,
church desecration, corpse theft, sexual trafficking of childrer and the
heinous mutilation, dismemberment and sacrifices of humans and an-
imals. . .. [They are] responsible for the deaths of more than 60,000
Americans each year, including missing and runaway youth.”

These sensational allegations can ultimately be traced to two origi-
nally discrete trends of the late 1970s, which grew out of, respectively,
the Manson murders and Jonestown. While the Manson case inspired
tales of ritual murder gangs, Jonestown contributed the idea that ex-
treme child abuse was a cult characteristic. Putting the two elements
together gave rise to suggestions that secretive cults killed thousands
of victims each year and sexually abused children in ritualistic settings.
Though such claims seem ludicrous in retrospect, they were very
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familiar in the decade after 1984, the years of what some have called
the ““Satanic Panic.”” As in the 1930s, well-documented cult scandals
escalated into wild allegations of devil worship and ritual murder.

Ritual murder theories emerged from journalistic speculations about
the cult environment of Charles Manson. The notion of “killer cults”
gained support from other murders of the early 1970s carried out by
young people associated with the alternative culture of the time who
used occult or satanic jargon.? In 1971, Ed Sanders’s book, The Family,
placed Manson in the context of the numerous occult and mystical
movements then flourishing in northern California. One story linked
Manson to the Church of the Process, a connection that the group
would staunchly contest in the courts: Sanders “‘allude[d] to the exis-
tence of a sort of modern Thuggee or Satanic underground, in which
he claim[ed] The Process to have been a central organizing factor.”* By
the mid-1970s, Manson-inspired legends had given rise to a lively folk-
lore about itinerant Satanic cults kidnapping and murdering on a reg-
ular basis, and these themes found their way into movies like Race
with the Devil (1975).

The concept of cult sacrifice also resurfaced in the context of the
Black Muslims. A series of killings of whites by blacks in California in
1973 and 1974 (the “zebra murders’’) was associated with a clandestine
splinter of the Black Muslims, the Death Angels, which is supposed to
have claimed hundreds of white victims across the United States. The
Death Angels of the 1970s, and some successor groups in the next
decade, appear to have used the same terminology as the secret teach-
ings of Wallace Fard, which reportedly spoke of the murder of four
white devils as the price of admission to paradise. Though the scale of
the Death Angels phenomenon is debatable, at least some racial mur-
ders did indeed have a religious purpose.*

By 1980, police departments across the country were exploring the
possible existence of violent ritualistic and satanic cults. Also about this
time, journalistic investigations of the Son of Sam killings in New York
City proposed that these crimes were not, as they appeared, the un-
assisted work of the convicted offender David Berkowitz, but should
rather be attributed to a much larger satanic cult, possibly thousands
strong. Rumors said that the network might have national ramifica-
tions, tied to the Church of the Process and possibly to the Crowleyan
occult group, the Ordo Templi Orientis. Similar rumors circulated
about other celebrated murder series, like the Atlanta child murders of
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1980-81, and by 1981 local investigators and theorists were beginning
to form links and exchange ideas.

The idea of ““cults that kill” reached its fullest and most outrageous
expression with a 1988 book of that name, detailing the activities of
murder gangs inspired by Satanism, witchcraft, and Santerfa’® To-
gether, these groups were said to claim the lives of some fifty thousand
Americans each year, which would represent approximately twice the
number of recorded homicides in the same timespan. The human sac-
rifice concept seemed amply confirmed by reports of the murderous
gang operating in Matamoros, Mexico, that was exposed in 1989.5
Though subsequent investigation showed that this group was chiefly
inspired by an extreme sexual sadism, the crimes were initially inter-
preted as a manifestation of Satanism, voodoo, or ‘‘Hispanic witch-
craft.”” Antisatanic theories were popularized through seminars aimed
at law enforcement personnel. Such theorizing could not fail to have
its effect in the real world: in 1985, authorities in Lucas County, Ohio,
embarked on a massive excavation of what was believed to be the cem-
etery of a local sacrifice cult, where over fifty bodies were reputedly
buried. Needless to say, nothing out of the ordinary was found.

Ritual Abuse
The Satanism idea also drew on claims about the extreme physical and
sexual maltreatment said to be inflicted upon children in cult groups.
The massacre of children at Jonestown excited the interest of police
officers and journalists, who would later become important writers on
“cult’” activities. Kenneth Wooden’s 1981 book, Children of Jonestown,
pioneered the notion of cults “‘ritualistically abusing’”” young people;
he even suggests, “‘Babies, born into cults, their births unregistered,
are reported to have died of unnatural causes and to have been buried
in secrecy, like pets.”” Wooden’s position as a television reporter and
producer gave him a unique platform from which to disseminate his
concept of cult abuses. In 1980, the book Michelle Remembers drew
attention to the developing idea of ritualized child abuse and explicitly
alleged that the cults involved were satanic in nature. The pseudony-
mous Michelle described memories she claimed to have recalled during
therapy in the late 1970s, when she reported sexual and physical atroc-
ities inflicted on her as a child in Vancouver in the early 1950s. This
text would shape all subsequent narratives of ritual child abuse and
also legitimized the theory that traumatic events could lic dormant
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until resurfacing during therapy. Appropriately, given the long record
of racial stereotypes in shaping cult scares, the Michelle story draws
heavily on charges that were originally leveled against violent West
African secret societies of the 1950s, such as the Leopard Men.?

The various strands of speculation—about Satanism, cult violence,
and ritual abuse—merged as a result of one of the most notorious
criminal cases of the decade, the mass abuse case at McMartin pre-
school, which was first reported in the media in 1984. Not for the first
time, a cult scare erupted from southern California. According to pros-
ecutors, hundreds of small children attending this school had been sex-
ually abused by a ring of teachers, often in ritualistic settings involving
robes, pentacles, and church altars. Though the McMartin case is now
generally recognized as spurious, this affair generated fears that satanic
rings lurked behind the walls of preschools and day-care institutions
across the country. There would be many subsequent investigations,
and a number of equally unfounded criminal charges, with the most
outrageous instances occurring at Bakersfield (California), Jordan (Min-
nesota), Edenton (North Carolina), Martensville (Canada), and We-
natchee (Washington).

The origins of the ritual abuse scare have been analyzed so exten-
sively over the last few years that the affair needs only brief discussion
here.” Essentially, the charges were based on statements that therapists
elicited from impressionable children, often only four or five years of
age, who responded to repeated leading questions by generating an-
swers designed to please their interrogators. Therapists and prosecutors
then collaborated to transform impossible claims into specific allega-
tions of ritualistic sex abuse. Charges that children were being abused
in these circumstances won support from an improbably large and di-
verse coalition of interest groups who would normally have had next
to nothing in common: one study notes that the idea found adherents
among ‘‘social workers, therapists, physicians, victimology researchers,
police, criminal prosecutors, fundamentalist Christians, ambitious pol-
iticians, anti-pornography activists, feminists, and the media.”"!

Among the most important groups supporting the charges were
therapists active in the recovered memory movement, in which tens of
thousands of self-defined survivors believed that they were recalling
ritualistic abuse committed against them when very young.The recov-
ered memory trend became so influential as literally to beggar belief.
There were two basic options: either North America had for many
years been the home of a complete alternative satanic religion, which
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killed or molested many thousands of victims each year, or there was
something radically wrong with the therapeutic techniques producing
this remarkable evidence. The latter explanation became ever more
probable when no evidence could be produced for the far-reaching al-
legations, and some specific defector accounts could be entirely de-
bunked. Though the more extreme satanic theories did achieve some
respectful notice in the mass media in the late 1980s, the tide of opinion
soon changed, and by about 1993, the normal media response to a mass
abuse or recovered memory case was one of deep suspicion and hostility
to the therapists involved. Also in these years, the slow-grinding ju-
dicial appeal process began overturning most of the convictions handed
down during the late 1980s, in what was already being presented as
the latest American witch-hunt.

Though the ritual abuse idea was a novelty of the mid-1980s, the
concept grew directly out of the older anticult movements, and the
problem was phrased in terms of cult and ritual abuse. A familiar figure
from earlier debates was the cult defector, newly renamed the survivor,
who seemed to expose such vital information from within the secret
organization itself. The ritual abuse genre that began with Michelle
Remembers received new contributions: Lauren Stratford’s Satan's Un-
derground (1988), Judith Spencer’s Suffer the Child (1989), and a host
of others, all by self-described survivors.™

Another example of continuity from the anticult rhetoric of the
1970s was in the theory of brainwashing, which had provided the jus-
tification for the original deprogramming movement. The mind-control
idea now evolved to suggest that satanic cults deliberately inflicted tor-
ture in order to traumatize a child, with the intention of creating the
multiple personalities that therapists claimed to discover in their adult
patients. Alternatively, mind control could be used to force the victim
to bury memories of abuse. Satanic brainwashers were said to instill
deep programming patterns in the minds of their subjects, patterns that
could be revived in later life, as when the cult required a programmed
assassin. Antisatanic writings of these years usually include lengthy
bibliographies of works on brainwashing and mind control, often de-
rived from the anti-CIA exposés of the mid-1970s. Sometimes, the
revival of older anticult rhetoric was explicit: a 1995 text on ritual abuse
and satanic mind control was entitled Psychic Dictatorship in America,
as an hommage to Gerald Bryan’s 1940 attack on I AM.™?

By the early 1990s, a few therapeutic institutions with a particular
interest in multiple personality and recovered memory therapy were
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diagnosing supposed cult assassins and programmed brides of Satan
with astonishing frequency. Critics charged that such diagnoses were
spurious and further noted that these techniques were especially likely
to find florid types of mental illness in patients with rich insurance
plans, who would require years of treatment until those benefits were
exhausted. The fact that virtually none of the alleged survivors were
black may be a comment on the continuing racial differential in benefit
plans.

Weird Tales

Quite as unconvincing as the psychological diagnoses were the histor-
ical accounts that the antisatanic movements offered of the cult phe-
nomenon. Though therapists disdained any need to corroborate the
stories coming from their patients, it was disturbing to find such elab-
orate stories of powerful satanic cults dating back to the 1930s or 1940s
when observers at the time had observed no such phenomenon. Though
journalists of this era had enthusiastically exposed all manner of
strange and perverse cults, they had turned up nothing approximating
ritual abuse, even as rumor. While cult leaders had been accused of
exploiting young girls, their victims were young teenagers, not the
toddlers of the ritual abuse mythology.

Yet modern-day therapists continued to find such recollections in
their elderly patients. A popular recovery text, The Courage to Heal,
tells the story of a woman who claimed that she had as a child been
the victim of a cult led by the ““town leaders, business-people and
church officials” of ““an upper middle class town in the Midwest” in
the mid- or late 1930s. The woman described being “abused in rituals
that included sexual abuse, torture, murder, photography and system-
atic brainwashing through drugs and electric shock.” By the age of
twelve, she was a ““breeder,”” bearing children for the cult to sacrifice.
Another older survivor reported ‘““near total involvement of the entire
village where she grew up on the affluent North Side of Chicago, II-
linois, during the 1930s. Her parents . . . as well as Christian ministers,
policemen, lawyers and socialites were involved” in a cult active in
human sacrifice and Black Masses.'> Assuming they were not purely
imaginary, what could these cults have been?

Through rhetorical necessity, some writers tried to find precedents
for ritual abuse charges by delving into older anticult theories, but the
results were absurd. Some evangelical books reasserted the truth of the
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charges made in the original witch trials, while others revived the an-
cient conspiracy charges against the Illuminati.’* In the 1994 text, Safe
Passage to Healing, the author claims that “reports of cult practices
are as old as recorded history and as recent as today’s news,” though
the past events used to illustrate this statement are generally regarded
as spurious. These precedents include the Catholic convent described
by Maria Monk in her 1836 farrago. We are told, incredibly, that
“ritual cannibalism was practiced by . .. some early Christian sects,”
while Goya ““documented sexual sacrifice cults in his painting Witches
Sabbath.”">

There is no evidence for the genuine existence of any American cult
vaguely resembling any of those described in survivor accounts from
Michelle to the present day, which must of itself cast grave doubt on
the authenticity of such stories. Having said this, the ‘‘recovered” tales
do have numerous parallels in the literature of the 1930s and 19403,
which give almost identical accounts of secret cults in rural villages and
suburban communities, which are dominated by cliques of clandestine
devil worshipers. The difficulty for ritual abuse theorists is that, with-
out exception, all these stories are fictions and are found in the works of
Robert Bloch, August Derleth, and H. P. Lovecraft. What the modern
anticult activists are postulating is a real-life Order of Dagon, a nonfic-
tional Church of the Starry Wisdom. These same pulp authors of by-
gone days also provide the parallels, and perhaps the ultimate sources,
for other aspects of the satanic mythology of the 1980s. The image of
the serial killer or serial murder ring carrying out satanic sacrifices is
directly traceable to Bloch’s 1943 story, “Yours Truly, Jack the Rip-
per.” In more senses than one, modern accounts of Satanism and ritual
abuse are works of fantasy fiction, nothing more than weird tales.

Doomsday Cults

By the early 1990s, the baroque confection of Satanism was encoun-
tering severe difficulties. Ritual abuse cases were collapsing apace, while
media investigations were steadily producing more evidence of error
and malfeasance by investigators and therapists. By 1993, most media
reports on ritual abuse or satanic cults involved cases in which innocent
individuals were falsely accused on the strength of ludicrous and
unsubstantiated evidence, and the antisatanic theorists were being
pilloried. But at the very time that satanic atrocities were finally
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encountering a needed degree of skepticism, the cult wars were threat-
ening to reignite because of new and irrefutable evidence of serious
violence and sexual exploitation involving fringe religious groups.

From the end of the 1980s, there were several reported cases of
polygamist messiahs with apocalyptic expectations who carried out vi-
olent acts against either disciples or rivals. And though these stories
were treated with nothing like the fervor of older cult stories, they
were publicized in the press and the television magazine programs,
usually under headlines that prominently featured the language of
cults. In 1988, the followers of a Mormon polygamist killed by police
retaliated by bombing a Utah church. Also from the fundamentalist
Mormon tradition was Jeffrey Lundgren, whose followers carried out
the sacrificial killings of several suspected traitors within the group in
1989.' The polygamous commune founded by Canadian cult leader
Roch Thériault ended in scandal in 1989 after one of his wives died
during his attempt to perform brutal amateur surgery: similar “‘treat-
ments” had already caused the mutilation of other compound members.
The magazine MacLean'’s described this as a ““/Cult of Horror . . . the
most bizarre and violent group in the history of Canadian crime.””"”
Also exposed at this time was the Yahweh sect in Florida, a messianic
black Jewish group which was involved in at least a dozen murders, as
well as widespread financial criminality.’®

These affairs were dwarfed by four incidents occurring between
1993 and 1997 that drew worldwide attention.” These were, respec-
tively, the siege of the Branch Davidian group at Waco, Texas (Feb-
ruary—March 1993); the violence linked to the Order of the Solar Tem-
ple in Switzerland, France, and Canada in 1994 and 1995, in which
seventy members perished; the terrorist attacks associated with the Jap-
anese Aum Shinrikyo movement, which included nerve gas attacks on
the Tokyo subway (March 1995); and the Heaven’s Gate incident in
San Diego, in which thirty-nine believers killed themselves (March
1997). Together, these episodes claimed over two hundred lives, and
law enforcement agencies asserted that the respective groups had the
means and the potential to cause destruction on a far wider scale. Ob-
servers of Aum Shinrikyo drew analogies to world conquest conspira-
cies normally thought to be the preserve of James Bond novels. The
long-running debate on the relationship between cults and violence
escalated in seriousness.?® Reporting on so-called doomsday cults be-
came a mainstay of the media, just as satanic cults had been a decade
before.
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Waco

As the first of these spectacular incidents, the Waco affair would be
uniquely important in rekindling the anticult movement. Like so many
other fringe movements, the Davidian sect grew out of the sectarian
atmosphere of Los Angeles in the late 1920s, when preacher Victor
Houteff offered his new scriptural interpretation of the coming End
Times. Among other things, he denounced the Seventh-Day Adventist
Church for its laxity and for excessive compromise with the sinful
world.?* By 1935, the new sect moved to a communal headquarters at
Waco, Texas, where the membership reached some fifteen hundred by
the 1950s. The Mount Carmel settlement remained under the patri-
archal rule of one family from the 1950s through the 1980s, but at
that point, a new force arrived on the scene in the form of Vernon
Howell, a young preacher with an astonishing command of Scripture.
Howell acquired the messianic persona of “’David Koresh,” a name that
refers to both the biblical King David and Cyrus as a royal represen-
tative of God: recall that the title had been taken by at least one earlier
leader, Cyrus Teed, who led his “Koreshans” at the turn of the century.
Though the media and law enforcement assert simply that he ““claimed
to be Christ,” Howell in fact preached a subtler doctrine in which a
messianic role was occupied by several individuals through history,
among whom Jesus was only one, and David Koresh might well be
another.

The new Koresh ruled the sect autocratically and, like many cult
leaders before him, allowed himself free access to the female members
of the group. He also faced opposition from a rival who regarded him-
self as the rightful heir to the Davidian regime. Through the late 1980s,
battles between the two factions were bitter and occasionally involved
firearms. By 1993, the Waco sect had amassed a sizable collection of
weapons, though the justification for this arsenal is uncertain. Some
believe that the Davidians were training to fight the forces of evil in
the coming Apocalypse, while law enforcement authorities have
charged that the weapons might have been intended for terrorist vio-
lence. As the sect supported itself by legally trading weapons, the sup-
posed arsenal might more properly be called a commercial inventory.

The turning point in the Davidian story occurred on February 28,
1993, and ensuing events are so hotly debated that the different ver-
sions are best recounted separately. According to the federal govern-
ment, the Davidians were in possession of illegal automatic weapons,
and so the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, and Firearms (ATF) staged a
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raid in order to seize them. Federal forces encountered armed resistance
in which several ATF agents and a number of Davidians were killed.
A siege ensued, in which the main responsibility for negotiating an end
to the standoff passed from ATF to the FBI. Despairing of a peaceful
end to the crisis, on April 19 federal agents moved against the com-
pound with armored vehicles. This provoked the Davidians to begin
fires with the deliberate purpose of committing mass suicide, and in
the ensuing blaze, some eighty Davidians were killed, including Koresh
himself.22

This official version of the case was bitterly contested. Some inter-
pretations even proposed that the final catastrophe was a massacre de-
liberately undertaken by federal authorities, who purposely set the fires
and machine-gunned survivors. It was this version of affairs that led
to Waco becoming an apocalyptic symbol for the extreme right wing.
The conflict provided a potent battlecry for white supremacist groups
deeply imbued with premillenarian theology, often in Christian Iden-
tity guise. Remembering Waco became a basic creed for the militias,
survivalists, and paramilitary groups dedicated to resistance against the
Beast and One-Worldism. The massive bombing of the federal office
building in Oklahoma City occurred precisely two years after the Waco
inferno as an act of direct vengeance.?

While the more extreme conspiracy theories of the event cannot be
supported, there is a fair consensus that the Waco siege was appallingly
mishandled by federal authorities and that a major reason for their
bungling lay in a reliance on misleading cult stereotypes. The initial
raid at Waco now appears to have been justified by false claims about
the nature of the compound, which was variously portrayed as the
center of an illegal drug laboratory and as a hive of child sexual abuse.
The charges about automatic weapons stemmed from ‘“deprogrammed”’
former Davidians working with anticult leaders. As the ATF failed to
follow legal procedures before carrying out its paramilitary operation
against the Davidians, many believe that sect members were legally
and ethically justified in using armed force to resist these invaders.

Crucially for our interpretations of cult behavior, the final “‘mass
suicide’’ was probably no such thing. Though some individual members
might have killed themselves during the final assault, the great major-
ity of the Davidians died as a direct result of fires started when armored
vehicles broke into the buildings, injecting highly flammable gas and
knocking over heating devices. This alternative explanation recalls the
circumstances of the MOVE siege in Philadelphia some years carlier,
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which similarly ended in a catastrophic fire, but in which the authorities
were immediately condemned for their reckless disregard of human life.
In addition, technical evidence contradicts FBI assertions that no federal
forces were using firearms in the final assault at Waco.* Apparently,
the attack was supported by a number of federal agents using automatic
weapons, which may well have killed some Davidians. If not a delib-
erate massacre, then the Waco affair is a monument to official men-
dacity and incompetence.

Trusting the Experts

Throughout the long siege, federal policy was shaped by certain fun-
damental notions about the nature of the Davidian sect, and at every
point, these ideas were influenced by the experts on whom the gov-
ernment had decided to rely, namely the anticult experts who were
veterans of the controversies of the 1970s. In selecting its advisers, the
authorities faced the difficulty in that anyone described as a “cult
expert’” automatically has certain preconceptions about the nature of
the phenomenon with which they are dealing. While other scholars
knew more about the Davidians and other fringe groups, most refused
to use polemical language about cults and rejected simplistic efforts to
treat all such movements as part of a single problem. By definition, the
sources sympathetic to marginal religions were not consulted, so that
the government was left to choose entirely from a limited and self-
defined pool of theorists.

According to the FBI's chosen advisors, the Davidians were a classic
cult, and this idea seemed self-evident to the mass media, which from
the first days of the crisis never referred to the Koresh group by any
other name. Some stories embellished the title a little more, as when
the New York Times referred to “‘a renegade offshoot of the Seventh
Day Adventists,”’
breach by an erratic or criminal element.?> Presumably, no writer would
refer to Lutherans and Episcopalians as renegade offshoots of the Ro-
man Catholic Church. At no point did federal authorities take seriously
the religious aspirations of the Davidians or of their /Bible babble.”
From the first, the only dilemma faced by FBI negotiators was whether
Koresh was delusional or if he was a con man who was merely using
religion: how could any cult lcader be treated as honest or sin-

a phrase that suggests that the schism was a recent

cere, especially one who ““claimed to be Christ?”’ The media concurred
unquestioningly: one ABC reporter spoke of “the power of this
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madman [Koresh] . . . his skills at manipulation and mind control, pow-
erful skills, frightening skills.”’?

But to speak incessantly of a cult (as opposed to a church or a small
denomination) consistently suggested that this group was infected with
all the sins associated with that word. Specifically, the term meant that
sect members were not in the compound voluntarily, but were pris-
oners of Koresh and a few of his lieutenants: this harks back to the
’psychological kidnapping’* theories of earlier years. This perception
would be crucial in forming the tactics of the following siege, in which
the FBI used methods that properly belonged to a hostage situation,
such as bombarding the compound with loud noises through the night
in order to destabilize and intimidate the imagined kidnappers. Equally
disturbing was the style of the final assault with tanks, again designed
to overwhelm and terrify. If, however, the anticult view was wrong,
then these tactics would have the effect of disorienting the whole com-
munity, both leaders and members, and eliminating any chance of a
peaceful conclusion. The authorities left no stone unturned in devising
ways of confirming the sect members in their belief that Armageddon
was inevitable and that violence was the only possible outcome. It is
scarcely surprising that observers discerned a malevolent official plot
to provoke suicide or bloody confrontation. As later writers note, “For
the Branch Davidians, no one was a hostage. The only rescue they
needed was from the government itself.””?

The standard anticult themes pervade the official interpretation of
Waco. Apart from the idea of cult members as hostages, we also find
the emphasis on child victims, which had emerged in ritual abuse ac-
cusations. Throughout the siege, the supposed abuse of the Davidians’
children was a constant theme in the statements of the Cult Awareness
Network and related groups. Invoking the child abuse was rhetorically
important in order to justify intervention against unpopular religious
groups. As happened in the 1980s, although a contemporary audience
probably will not dispute the right of an individual to join the most
authoritarian and exploitative of cults, cult opponents are more effec-
tive when they shift the grounds of their assault to those members
who cannot give such full consent, the children recruited or assaulted
by a particular group. Thus Satanism is assailed not as a revolt against
the divine order but as an organized form of child molestation, and the
destruction of the Davidians was justified by the notion that young
members were being abused and had to be rescued even at the risk of
their lives. To quote one immediate justification for the assault on
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Waco, ‘‘babies were being beaten.”””® After Waco, James R. Lewis sug-
gested that we should be at least as concerned about the implications
of the “destructive anti-cult” as about the “’destructive cults” they
denounce.?’

Cult Suicide

The image of mass suicide proved decisive in impelling the Justice De-
partment to attack. One criminologist had advised authorities that “[i]f
we waited longer, the chances of suicide or some other tragic end were
more likely.”” The media were already citing the Jonestown precedent
in the first reports of the February shootout.?® The whole concept of
mass suicide is, however, a relatively late addition to the cult stereo-
type, though it rapidly became an integral component. As Time sug-
gested after the Heaven’s Gate affair, “/suicide cults have entered the
category of horrors that no longer qualify as shocks.””?' This charge
virtually never appears in earlier cult scares, not in the time of the
Mormons, the early Black Muslims, I AM, or any of the older militant
movements (though obviously, the snake handlers of the 1940s were
facing a high risk of death or injury).

The mass suicide notion had ancient origins in the context of fa-
natical groups like the Jewish rebels at Masada and the Circumcelliones
in Roman North Africa. It was this latter and relatively obscure ref-
erence that gave rise to the first American reference to a mass cult
suicide, which appeared in a 1955 mystery story by Edward D. Hoch.
Hoch’s “Village of the Dead"” tells of a bizarre cult formed in a western
town by a leader named Axidus the Prophet, who persuades his seventy
or so followers to kill themselves en masse by throwing themselves
over a cliff. Axidus was the name of the historical leader of the Cir-
cumcelliones, who is being imitated by the fictional modern-day cult
leader.?

The first actual event of this kind, the Jonestown affair of 1978, owed
nothing to such religious influences, but derived from New Left po-
litical rhetoric. Jim Jones admired the Black Panthers, who espoused
what Huey Newton termed revolutionary suicide, the doctrine that a
hopeless struggle against overwhelming odds would detonate mass rev-
olutionary action.® The Panthers were in turn influenced by the Al-
gerian anticolonial struggle of the 1950s, as reflected in the revolution-
ary film The Battle of Algiers. The suicide idea does not appear to have
influenced pre-Jonestown cults, if we exclude questionable charges from
defectors who claimed that the Unification Church had ordered them
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to kill themselves rather than face deprogramming (these allegations
only surfaced after the Guyana incident).

Although the idea was new in 1978, the concept of ““cult suicide”
was so widely accepted because it so perfectly encapsulated all the im-
ages that had been developing over the previous decade: stereotypes of
blind obedience, disregard of self and family, violent tendencies, and a
preparedness to follow any orders issued by a deranged messiah. The
idea became so well established that soon mass suicide seemed a prob-
able outcome of cult extremism. The image of cult suicide was rein-
forced by the gradually changing use of the phrase “doomsday cult,”
which was the title of John Lofland’s 1966 scholarly study of the Uni-
fication Church. Though the “doomsday” term originally implied
groups obsessed with the idea of apocalypse, it became subtly trans-
formed to describe movements like Aum Shinrikyo, which undertook
armed violence or revolutionary action in order to provoke the End
Times. The phrase now entered the vernacular, so that by 1995, the
U.S. media generally described Aum Shinrikyo simply as ““the Japanese
Doomsday Cult.”’**

Doomsday cult language came close to making millenarian expec-
tation ipso facto a token of cultlike behavior and even a warning symp-
tom of likely mass suicide. The ““doomsday’’ label was applied indis-
criminately to those who prophesied catastrophe no less than those who
tried to provoke it, even to those like the Davidians who had Arma-
geddon visited upon them. The terminology made possible a kind of
grim comedy of errors in which official expectations would lead a sect
to become more paranoid and defensive, which would in turn cause
even more official nervousness and intervention. There are few limits
to the force that can be levied against any group once it has been
designated a doomsday cult, a self-fulfilling title if ever there was one.
Invoking the specter of mass suicide almost ensures that mass deaths
will ensue. In the months following Waco, other secluded religious
groups like the Church Universal and Triumphant expressed fears that
they might be the next to be thus labeled, perhaps to face the same
consequences as the Davidians.

Apocalyptic?
The Waco precedent shaped public reaction to the diverse doomsday
cults, ironically perhaps, because conventional Christian apocalyptic be-
lief had little or nothing to do with the later groups. Heaven’s Gate
remains the only authenticated case of a cult mass suicide on American
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soil, and the ideology driving this group was concocted from New Age
ideas and UFO speculation. The group emerged in the early 1970s un-
der the leadership of Marshall Applewhite and Betty Lu Nettles, who
respectively took the names Bo and Peep. Both were interested in UFO
speculations, and Peep also incorporated some biblical teachings into
their emerging movement (though after Applewhite died in 1985, her
New Age approach remain unchallenged).

During the 1970s and 1980s, the followers of Bo and Peep increas-
ingly developed the structures of a cult. They formed a communal
family, which required strict regimentation of daily activities. The
group also fell under Gnostic influence, as the leaders declared the body
a troublesome vehicle, which should be shed in order to achieve a
higher state of existence or consciousness. Devoted male followers ac-
cepted surgical castration in order to separate themselves from worldly
temptation. After several changes of location, the group moved to Ran-
cho Santa Fe, a mansion in San Diego, from which it advocated its
views through the Internet. A crisis developed in 1997 with news of
the approach of the spectacular Hale-Bopp comet: this was believed to
be concealing an alien starship, which would take the Heaven’s Gate
followers home. In March, the members chose to escape the confines
of planet Earth by taking cocktails of phenobarbitol and alcohol. How-
ever well it exemplifies standard images of cults, it is debatable whether
the Heaven’s Gate movement was motivated by any distinctively re-
ligious motives, as opposed to pseudoscience or science fiction: it had
little to do with any known apocalyptic traditions.”

Other so-called doomsday groups were equally removed from Chris-
tian apocalyptic writing. Aum Shinrikyo offered a bizarre synthesis of
Hinduism and Buddhism, with some trace Christian elements. The So-
lar Temple group was perhaps the strangest instance of all. Its beliefs
combined occult and rosicrucian beliefs with an interest in homeopathic
medicine and ecology: none of these strands has historically been as-
sociated with violent or suicidal impulses. Like many occult enthusiasts
through the centuries, movement leader Luc Jouret was fascinated with
the martyred Knights Templar of the fourteenth century, and he joined
a movement claiming descent from that group before founding his own
temple in 1984. Under the leadership of Jouret and Joseph DiMambro,
the Solar Temple possessed perhaps five hundred members in Europe
and North America. The group came to international attention in Oc-
tober 1994 with the discovery of over fifty bodies in Switzerland and
Canada; more deaths would follow over the next three years.
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The interpretation of the Solar Temple deaths remains controversial.
Some at least certainly were suicides, the motives for which can be
found in the group’s writings and the opinions of survivors, which
together suggest that members were dying in order to be reborn in a
superior state, perhaps in another solar system. But not all died vol-
untarily. In the initial incident, many of the dead had been shot re-
peatedly, some were beaten or drugged, and several died with their
hands bound. We should be speaking not of mass suicides, but of mul-
tiple murder-suicides. A Swiss police chief investigating the affair de-
scribed the theory of mass suicide as “’pure cinema.”

The motives for this grotesque violence remain unclear, but we
should take account of political and financial factors, as well as spiritual.
Over the years, the Solar Temple had enjoyed a bizarre international
career, including connections to money-laundering activities, right-
wing terrorism, and intelligence movements; some members were in-
volved in extensive fraud and financial manipulation. A spectacular
event like the mass deaths naturally attracts a plethora of conspiracy
theories and fabrications, but the criminal activities of Jouret and par-
ticularly DiMambro are documented in reputable media sources like
the New York Times and MacLean's. Based on such credible accounts,
we know that in just one recent international arms deal, DiMambro
had used the Solar Temple as a front for illegal international transac-
tions amounting to $95 million. The Solar Temple leaders operated in
a deeply dangerous environment in which violence is commonplace,
and many potential enemies might have had motives for striking at the
group. We should perhaps regard the Solar Temple as an egregious
example of corporate or organized crime rather than a doomsday cult.*

For all the uncertainties about the motives for violence, the media
immediately branded these groups with the familiar Christian-derived
imagery of ““apocalyptic”” and ““millenarian’’ belief. All were, of course,
“cults,” inextricably linking that word with extreme and irrational vi-
olence. Following the Heaven’s Gate suicides, the New York Times
headlined a “‘cult suicide,” and specifically reported on the action by
"’a millenarian cult.”’* After the first Solar Temple mass deaths in Oc-
tober 1994, even the outlets that knew of the group’s criminal connec-
tions leapt to the conclusion that this was simply ““another Jonestown.”
MacLean’s headline read, ““Apocalypse Now,”” while Time announced,
“Once again, mass death in an apocalyptic sect ... an episode in cult
pathology to put beside Jonestown and Waco.” As they seemed un-
necessary, alternative explanations remained unexplored.’®
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The suicide stereotype was used to discredit other apocalyptic-
thinking sects, even those that displayed no violent tendencies. When
ABC’s Nightline discussed the Solar Temple incident in October
1994, its two main commentators were anticult activists Cynthia
Kisser and Steve Hassan, who both presented this exceptionally odd
group as if it were typical of the cult phenomenon: Hassan even
compared the organization to the Jehovah’s Witnesses. Similar gen-
eralizations were expressed once more during 1998-1999 when the
American ““Concerned Christians” sect relccated from Colorado to Is-
rael, to await the imminent millennium (curiously, this group had
itself begun in the early 1980s as a militant anticult movement,
growing out of an impassioned campaign against the supposed evils
of Satanism). Rumor suggested that the group was plotting acts of
violence, but by far the most damning charge against it was that this
was a doomsday sect.”

If sects fascinated by ideas of apocalypse were in future to be cast
as doomsday cults, then this had consequences for a very wide range
of religious bodies, mainly, but not entirely, among Protestant Chris-
tians. While it is a familiar complaint that virtually any abuse can be
justified by twisting Scripture, the concept of imminent apocalypse is
deeply embedded in the earliest records of the words of Jesus and his
followers, who told believers to separate from an evil world on the eve
of destruction. Jesus himself instructed that no one could be his disciple
if he did not “hate his own father and mother and wife and children
and brothers and sisters, yea, and even his own life.””* Christians are
depicted in these texts as a small and hated minority, condemned by a
society in thrall to the forces of evil, though the righteous will see their
vindication with the violent fall of all earthly structures. In the mean-
time, believers should cleave only to each other in new communities
of love: “Save yourselves from this corrupt generation.”*! The densest
concentration of such texts is found in the phantasmogorical language
of the Book of Revelation, in which Christians inhabit a doomed world
ruled by the Beast and the Whore of Babylon, who murder the saints.
A voice from heaven tells believers to “[Clome out of her, my peo-
ple.””#? Christianity may be the oldest extant doomsday cult, and it has
never lost that strand of belief.

After Waco, the ever malleable cult terminology expanded to include
apocalyptic or end-times beliefs of the sort held by tens of millions of
American believers, many of whom share the Davidian expectation that
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Christians would in the last days have to take up literal rather than
spiritual arms to resist the Antichrist. A tradition therefore became
cultish not by evolving new or radical religious interpretations, but by
retaining ideas that would have seemed quite orthodox to most gen-
erations throughout American history.



ELEVEN

Teeming with Faith

Turn up the sod of every vital religious group and you will find dreams,
visions, and what the followers believe to be telltale traces of the divine.
Whenever these came along, they were interpreted as holy whisperings
or wild hallucinations, depending on the point of view.

Marcus Bach, They Have Found a Faith

he escalating charges against religious cults make it ever more

difficult to arrive at a consensus about their overall impact, but

at least some groups have had long-term effects that are by no
means as harmful as we might imagine from all the polemic about
doomsday cults. Some fringe religious movements succeed in becoming
mainstream churches or denominations, while others diffuse their ideas
through the better established churches and sometimes through society
at large. In either case, cults should be seen as the laboratories or prov-
ing grounds for religious innovation, out of which can come much
creativity, in addition to some harm. The religious fringe has left a
heritage far more substantial—and significant—than just Shaker fur-
niture. This diverse contribution must be taken into account when we
formulate responses to emerging religious movements.

Towards Respectability

The formation of cults and new religious movements is a continuous
and even inevitable process, as believers find that existing churches
cannot respond rapidly enough to new social and spiritual trends. In
the American context, the pace of change is accelerated by the influx
of new ethnic groups, most of which bring with them their own dis-
tinctive spiritual traditions. Successive polemics against cults do not,
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however, lead us to recognize this cyclical pattern because cult critics
invariably demonstrate shock and outrage that deviant organizations
should arise in that given time and place. Often this reaction is ex-
pressed by contrasting the modernity and scientific advance of that
society to the supposed primitivism of the new religious groups: how
could a society as technologically advanced as that of the 1990s (or
1940s or 1890s) produce such monstrous throwbacks as these idolatrous
cults? This constant sense of surprise is in itself rather surprising; even
a slight degree of historical perspective shows us that new and unor-
thodox sects have always arisen, have always been treated by critics in
more or less the same way, and have cyclically recurred and will recur
ad infinitum. It is rhetorical necessity that leads opponents to declare
that the cults of a given decade are always unprecedented, always more
shocking and bizarre than earlier groups (a claim then supported by
generalizing from a few extreme examples of sectarian misbehavior).
Likewise, the present and future strength of the new sects is always
portrayed in the most exaggerated terms. Not only are the cults always
with us, but at least in public perceptions, the cult problem is always
worse than it has ever been.

The religious margin is the seedbed of new churches and mainstream
organizations. Though the great majority of new religious groups do
not succeed in growing to become major denominations, at least some
do make this transition.! Ultimately, all existing Protestant denomi-
nations began as new, radical sects, with the exception of a few groups
like Episcopalians and Lutherans, who from their earliest days were
accorded the status of an established church by a particular nation-state.
Baptists, Methodists, Quakers, and Pentecostals all began their respec-
tive histories as suspicious and unpopular, yet each over time made the
transition to respectability.

Some religious traditions have grown rapidly in both numbers and
social acceptance in very recent times. The growth of the Latter-Day
Saints is very striking; the Mormon rate of growth in its first century-
and-a-half has exceeded that of early Christianity itself. Just as dra-
matic has been the expansion of American Islam since the 1960s, to
the extent that there will be more Muslims than Jews in the United
States within a decade or so (in this case, much of the growth is at-
tributable to immigration rather than domestic conversions). Not long
ago, [slam was regarded as a highly deviant belief-system for Ameri-
cans, but today it is a well-established component of the religious
scene: there are Muslim chaplains in the U.S. military, and imams
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have led the invocation at the opening of congressional sessions. The
modern story of American Buddhism is quite as impressive. A century
or so can make all the difference between renegade status and ortho-
doxy. There is no such thing as a successful or enduring cult: we simply
start to call it a church (however incongruous it may be to apply the
Christian-derived concept of “‘church” to Muslim or Buddhist
communities).

This sect-church cycle has long been familiar to scholars of religion,
who note that the achievement of respectability is by no means an
unmixed blessing. In 1902, William James noted how a new movement
arises in response to a charismatic impulse, a sense of divine inspiration,
but as it becomes more established and respectable, the new church
becomes ‘‘a staunch ally in every attempt to stifle the spontaneous
religious spirit.””2? Newly respectable churches demonstrate their status
by a determined effort to suppress still newer religions, rather as the
Pentecostals and other fundamentalist denominations of the 1970s took
the lead against the ““cult problem.” It would have amazed an observer
of a century ago to find the present-day Latter-Day Saints Church
launching an active ministry to preserve its young people against ec-
centric religions. We might speculate that in another half-century, the
Unification Church and the Krishna Consciousness movement will be
equally conservative and integrated into the social mainstream, and
they will be struggling to prevent their restless adherents deserting to
unorthodox upstart sects. Already in the 1990s, the Vineyard broke
with some of its congregations that had adopted the extreme revivalism
associated with the so-called ““Toronto Blessing,” whose adherents
brayed and laughed as outrageously as their eighteenth-century pre-
Cursors.

Many of the problems associated with cults can be attributed to their
newness, the fact that they are still in the process of acquiring the
structures that characterize established churches. Bismarck famously
remarked that neither sausage nor legislation should be observed in the
making, as both processes are inevitably messy and unsavory. Perhaps
the same principle holds true of new religions. J. Gordon Melton has
argued that the fact of newness goes far towards explaining much of
the violence connected with cults. Unlike established denominations,
fringe religions tend to have younger and more inexperienced leaders,
and lack accepted means of transferring authority, making violent in-
ternal conflicts more likely.? This is especially true when leaders claim
charismatic authority for their rule. Other kinds of violence arise from
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conflicts between the cults and their neighbors, who persecute the be-
lievers for their unorthodox views and practices.

Older churches may be more tranquil, but they do not share the
charisma or the sense of divine inspiration that are so commonplace in
the small sects. For better or worse, established churches are so inte-
grated into the social mainstream that any kind of conflict or perse-
cution is unthinkable. Unpalatable as this concept might be in the af-
termath of Waco, the same factors that make some cults prone to
violence are just the elements that make these movements exciting and
spiritually vigorous. The more integrated they become, the more
churchlike, the less violence will occur. But then there will be a need
for still newer and more radical bodies to meet spiritual hungers, and
the cycle will begin afresh.

Oddity and Orthodoxy

The long-term development of the small sects can make the process of
religious change seem like a uniquely ferocious Darwinian struggle, in
which most new life perishes swiftly, and only a handful of uniquely
hardy organisms survive to compete. Certainly many so-called cult
groups perish within a decade or two; most of the controversial bodies
of the 1970s have already vanished. The success or failure of small
sects should not be measured entirely by their ability to evolve into
larger denominations, however, as new movements can attain great
influence without the formal adherence of millions of card-carrying
recruits. Some of the major religious transformations of the last cen-
tury have originated on the margins, associated with no specific sect.
We might for instance observe the spread of ideas of reincarnation and
karma, together with associated traditions like meditation and yoga. In
the early twentieth century, all of these were associated with Theoso-
phy and the New Thought groups, as well as countless groups follow-
ing individual swamis. Though none of these individual organizations
has any sizable membership today, the theories have entered the reli-
gious mainstream. The small movements and cults thus succeeded in
developing and preaching ideas that found a response among a mass
public, who accepted the specific ideas without feeling the need to ad-
here to any one movement. In this instance, too, new religious move-
ments served as a conduit for the importation of ideas and themes from
a once-exotic foreign culture.

The cults’ role as spiritual laboratories is most evident when we look
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at issues connected with gender, where radical sects pioneered ideas
that have entered the core of Christian belief and practice. The original
pathbreaking sects have since dwindled or vanished, but their ideas
survive and triumph. From the late eighteenth century, a few of the
most radical movements preached that God was Father and Mother,
containing both genders. One of the distinguishing oddities of the
Shakers was praying to God as Father and Mother. Decades later, the
Christian Science version of the Lord's Prayer began with the appeal
to ““Our Father, Mother God, all-harmonious, Adorable One.”” A the-
ology of the divine Feminine can also be traced in Mormonism, and
the dual Fatherhood/Motherhood of God was preached at the New
Thought convention of 1900. Even the Adventist David Koresh prayed
to ““Our Father and Mother.””* Such ideas were common across large
portions of the sectarian landscape.

Standard cult exposés cited these beliefs as final proof of the utter
silliness, and perhaps depravity, of the sects. The Christian Science
version of the Lord’s Prayer was a favorite quotation in such works,
presumably because tampering with such a central religious artifact was
so unthinkable. For Louis Binder, writing in 1933, the concept of the
Motherhood of God was bizarre because it mistakenly ascribed gender
to the deity, an error that Binder clearly did not believe was present
when an orthodox believer prayed to God as “‘He’” and “’Father.” Only
marginally less shocking, the cults demonstrated their disregard for
common sense and conventional decency by accepting the spiritual au-
thority of women and ordaining women as clergy or religious officials.
As we have seen, women either founded or played a key role in many
of the new American religions of the last century or so, and anticult
critic Walter Martin saw “‘the female teaching ministry”” as a cult char-
acteristic that had led to “confusion, division and strife.”” Female lead-
ership violated St. Paul’s explicit order that women were to “‘learn in
silence with all subjection.””

The cult oddities of the 1920s became the religious orthodoxies of
the 1990s. By the end of the twentieth century, most Protestant de-
nominations ordained female clergy (including bishops), and women
rabbis were commonplace. Protestant, Catholic, and Jewish traditions
were all revolutionized by the “fomenting feminism” so crucial in “/re-
shaping normative religious styles.””® One epoch-making change was in
the spread of gender-neutral terminology in scriptural translation and
liturgies, and phrases like “Our Father and Mother” became quite com-
mon. Many Christian clergy now prefer to replace the venerated phrase
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“Father, Son and Holy Spirit” with a more inclusive ““Creator, Re-
deemer, and Sanctifier.”” In reciting the creed, a congregant can attract
disapproving glares for inadvertently including the once-standard as-
sertion that Jesus came down from Heaven ‘‘for us men and our sal-
vation”” (my empbhasis). In this matter, the small sects were dismissed
as cults because their doctrines were premature and simply ran too far
ahead of the religious consensus.

Nor was the relationship between the cults and the churches merely
a matter of coincidental parallel development. Feminist Christian and
Jewish theologians explicitly drew on the insights of women-oriented
fringe movements such as Wicca and neopaganism. During the 1980s,
feminist thealogy (““goddess study,” rather than “‘god study’’) culti-
vated goddess traditions, and Rosemary Radford Ruether’s book
Women Church (1985) proposed a wholesale reorganization of the in-
stitutional church on the model of spontaneous grassroots communi-
ties, which she called “‘covens.”” Such borrowings sometimes caused
consternation among the traditionally minded, as in 1993 when two
thousand women attended a Minneapolis conference entitled “‘Re-
Imagining,”” sponsored by the Presbyterian and Methodist churches.
The gathering included a feminist eucharist involving milk and honey,
and prayers were offered to Sophia, the feminine Wisdom of God, who
was treated as more or less divine in her own right. Although the event
ignited a firestorm in the sponsoring churches, the ideas were unusual
only in the undiplomatically frank way in which they were presented
on this occasion. Mainline churches normally tended to express far
more concern about diehards who threatened to secede rather than ac-
cept innovations like female ordination and gender-neutral language: it
was the conservatives who were reduced to the status of a cantankerous
sect.

The Jesus of the Cults

The cults also ran ahead of the churches in their explorations of esoteric
Christianity. In the last quarter century, many Christian thinkers have
been intrigued by the new gospels and apocryphal texts discovered at
Nag Hammadi in Egypt in 1945, which became available in accessible
translations in the 1970s. The value of these texts is debated, but they
have been widely taken to suggest that carly Christianity was far more
complex and diverse than had often been supposed. Some New Testa-
ment scholars portray one such text, the Gospel of Thomas, as a Fifth
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Gospel, at least equal in importance to the better known canonical
works. The Jesus of these Gospels is a distinctly New Age figure, who
speaks in a style reminiscent of Zen koan: the Nag Hammadi texts
contain references to magic spells, ritual dances, meditation practices,
and mystical sexuality, and women characters play a vital role through-
out the documents. This vision had its impact on many mainstream
believers, especially feminists, who felt that they were rediscovering a
whole suppressed side of the Christian tradition.

Although this appears to be an example of a wholly new influence
on Western religious belief, most of these interpretations long predate
the Nag Hammadi discoveries. Madame Blavatsky drew on the schol-
arship on Gnostic and early Christian heresy that was available in her
own day, and her Ascended Masters owed much to the Gnostic image
of the heaven-sent Redeemer. Esoteric ideas were made familiar
through successive “channelings’” of Jesus since the late nineteenth
century and books like Dowling’s Aquarian Gospel of Jesus the Christ.
Also since Victorian times, occult and Theosophical writers have as-
sumed that Jesus acquired his mystical teachings from the Jewish sect
of the Essenes. This fringe belief became more respectable following
the discovery of the Dead Sea Scrolls about the same time as the Nag
Hammadi find, and many scholarly books have since explored the pos-
sible Essene connections to early Christianity.® While esoteric believers
in 1910 or 1940 would have been delighted to have their image of Jesus
validated by authenticated ancient texts, they would scarcely have been
surprised by such findings.

In other ways, too, a modern-day church member is likely to have
more sympathy with the fringe believers of earlier eras than with their
mainstream critics. Theosophists evolved their ideas of human broth-
erhood at the height of the era of imperialism and white racial suprem-
acy, a time when their respectful attention to non-European spiritual
traditions was profoundly countercultural, and denounced accordingly.
In retrospect, the Theosophists have won their case. Although a syn-
cretistic view of the ultimate truth of all the great religions was once
highly unpopular and definitely cultish, this idea is now much more
acceptable than the then orthodox Christian exclusivism.

For the mainline churches at least, this acceptance of the validity of
other faiths also extends to primal and pagan traditions, with their
greater reverence for Mother Earth. The extent of this ideological
change became dramatically apparent in 1987, when the leading clergy
of all the major Christian denominations in the Pacific Northwest,
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including Roman Catholics, Lutherans, and Methodists, issued a dec-
laration to the Native peoples of the region formally apologizing for
“the destruction of traditional Native American spiritual practices.”
The declaration not only defended Native American practices, but as-
serted, ““The spiritual power of the land and the ancient wisdom of
your indigenous religions can be, we believe, great gifts to the Christian
churches. . .. May the God of Abraham and Sarah, and the Spirit who
lives in both the cedar and Salmon People, be honored and celebrated.”
If not exactly a new orthodoxy, both pantheism and nature religion
have moved from the outer reaches of American religious thought to
somewhere near the center.’

In political matters, too, modern-day mainliners are much more
likely than hitherto to adopt policies radically opposed to those of gov-
ernment. They now have a far better understanding of the motives of
the Jehovah’s Witnesses, Mennonites, and the other sects that have
long resisted the demands of uncritical patriotism and war fever, even
when this position invited persecution and ostracism. In the aftermath
of the Vietnam war, of successive anti-nuclear campaigns, and the pro-
test movements against U.S. military interventions in Central America
in the 1980s, many Catholics and Protestants have espoused the prac-
tice of civil disobedience.

Another religious style that has spread from the margins is the char-
ismatic movement. In the early twentieth century this represented the
most bizarre extreme of worship, and many critics would have had
serious difficulty in describing it as Christian. Pentecostalism was dis-
missed as a matter of psychopathology rather than theology. Never-
theless, the movement ultimately became a major force in global Chris-
tianity, and according to some estimates, Pentecostals today represent
the second largest branch of Christianity, after the Roman Catholic
Church. Dismissive phrases like “holy rolling” are rarely heard today
because since the 1960s the mainline churches themselves have been
swept by charismatic revivals. Many otherwise unexceptional Catholic
parishes foster charismatic prayer groups and retreats, and the practice
has become widespread across denominational frontiers.'” Predomi-
nantly white churches have also tried, with varying degrees of success,
to adapt into their own practice patterns of music and style that once
only characterized African American congregations. A less spectacular
manifestation of changing worship styles has been the growth in main-
line churches of customs like liturgical dance. While we can scarcely
say that all liberal Christians have somchow become Shakers, the re-
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ligious periphery has contributed some obvious, and occasionally dra-
matic, influences.

The Secular Realm

In other matters, the “cultic’” influence is not perceived as distinctly
religious. One enormously significant social trend of the late twentieth
century has been the twelve-step movement, which affected tens of
millions of Americans both inside and outside religious denominations.
In addition to the familiar Alcoholics Anonymous, the same recovery
model was extended to narcotics users, sex addicts, the adult children
of alcoholics, and a variety of “‘survivor” movements. The cult con-
nection would certainly surprise most participants in these meetings,
but in fact the AA idea emerged in the 1930s from the model of the
Oxford Group, “Buchmanism,” from which it derives the practice of
intimate confession in group settings." Ten of the famous twelve steps
are appropriated directly from Oxford Group practice.

Other modern health concerns have their roots on the religious
fringe. At least since the early nineteenth century, emerging religious
movements have generally been enthusiastic about various dietary re-
forms, some of which have long ago ceased to be merely fads. This
interest was particularly marked in the Adventist tradition, notably in
the writings of Ellen G. White. By the early twentieth century, Ad-
ventists avoided alcohol, tobacco, and meat, and they have upheld these
restrictions through decades in which they were marked as blatant
cranks. Adventist Dr. John Kellogg developed his cereal business in part
to ensure that the faithful could obtain their nourishment without par-
taking of meat. Adventist periodicals were expressing concern about
the health dangers of cholesterol long before the concept had made any
impact whatever on the general public.'? This deviant population pro-
vided an ideal control group for researchers exploring the effects of
eating red meat and smoking, and the resulting studies produced ample
evidence that Adventists tended to live far longer than their non-
Adventist neighbors. By the 1970s, Adventist principles were being
enthusiastically embraced by the mainstream population, and “'food
faddists” appeared a lot less foolish than they once had. By the end of
the century, tobacco companies were well on their way to being stig-
matized quite as thoroughly as had been the most eccentric cults.”

Marginal religious groups have long been active in alternative kinds
of medicine and spiritual healing, beliefs that today have gained a mass
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audience. In the 1920s, authors like Mencken and Morris Fishbein re-
garded chiropractic as one of the grossest manifestations of cult pseu-
doscience, yet a 1998 survey showed that about 16 percent of Ameri-
cans have resorted to this method at some point in their lives. The
same survey showed that the national figure for Americans using
herbal health products is 17 percent, 5 percent for homeopathy, 13
percent for high-dose vitamins, 2 percent for acupuncture (Californians,
however, use these techniques at about double the national rate). An-
other national poll at this time showed that those using alternative
treatments “‘were much more likely than others to agree with the state-
ment: ‘The health of my body, mind and spirit are related, and whoever
cares for my health should take that into account.””” Individual New
Thought sects may be thin on the ground, but the ideology is by no
means extinct." By the late 1990s, alternative medicine represented an
American industry worth $18 billion annually, if we take into account
the money spent on herbal supplements, homeopathy, naturopathy,
osteopathy, herbal medicine, acupuncture, and traditional Chinese med-
icine. The United States had two hundred professional homeopaths in
1970, but three thousand by 1998. Therapeutic touch (energy healing)
has tens of thousands of practitioners in North America.

The usefulness of these medical techniques remains open to debate,
and numerous lawsuits throughout the century have resulted from the
deaths of patients, especially children, who were denied access to or-
thodox medical facilities. Still, the fact that alternative methods were
being explored provided a useful social experiment. During the 1980s,
mainstream practitioners found something else of value from the fringe
when concern about possible AIDS contamination of the blood supply
sparked a new interest in methods developed by Jehovah’s Witness
institutions for altogether avoiding the use of blood in surgery.

Cults in the Courts

In matters like diet and health, fringe religions struggled for years to
popularize their views, and they would presumably rejoice at their suc-
cess. In other areas, though, the influence of the sects stems from legal
controversies that at the time were regarded as disastrous. Neverthe-
less, successive conflicts over the rights of marginal religions have done
much to define the law and constitution in this country, with cffects
far beyond the religious sphere, as strictly defined.

The issue of freedom of religious belief and practice is scarcely likely
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to come before the courts in the context of large bodies like the main-
stream churches. Attempts to regulate small and unpopular groups,
however, have been richly productive of litigation. Offering numerous
possible areas of conflict with the secular Jaw, sects like the Amish,
Mennonites and Seventh Day Adventists have featured far more heav-
ily in legal history than might be expected from their overall numbers.
Often, the repercussions of these legal cases have reached far beyond
the realm of religious organizations; American free speech law was
transformed by the Jehovah’s Witness cases that occurred between
1938 and 1948. Libertarian decisions like Cantwell went directly against
the principles affirmed in speech cases during the previous few decades,
in which the unpopular movements in question had been communist,
socialist, or syndicalist. In contrast, the courts were more prepared to
defend speech in matters of religious liberty, a point that also emerged
from the Ballard case in these years. The most restrictive precedents
concerning antisubversive speech would not be overturned until the
1960s, but the Jehovah’s Witness cases did succeed in limiting the zeal
of local authorities to curb the heretical and obnoxious; most important,
they established the idea that the defense of free speech was a proper
and necessary function of the federal government.

By continually pressing the boundaries of tolerance, and doing so
in the name of religious liberty, new and emerging denominations have
found themselves in the vanguard of constitutional development. If the
states are the laboratories of democracy, then the sects and cults play
a like role for the freedom of religion. Religious freedom cases have
been important arenas for symbolic conflicts concerning the status of
new social and ethnic groups, essentially determining their integration
into the American mainstream. Such conflicts determine how far the
so-called Judaeo-Christian tradition will stretch to accommodate new
social groups, whose aspirations are often bound up with fringe relig-
ions. One striking demonstration of this flexibility came in 1993, when
the activities of an Afro-Cuban Santeria sect led the U.S. Supreme
Court to redefine the limits of tolerated behavior by legitimizing animal
sacrifice. The case was memorably named Church of Lukumi Babalu
Aye v. Hialeah (1993).

The character of Native American identity has repeatedly been de-
bated in legal cases arising from religious practices like ritual peyote
use. When in 1990 the U.S. Supreme Court permitted states to pe-
nalize peyote users, the decision (Employment Division of Oregon .
Smith) provoked a political firestorm, as Christian and Jewish leaders
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of all ideological shades demanded legislation to protect the free ex-
ercise of religion. Congress responded with a sweeping law, the Re-
ligious Freedom Restoration Act, (RFRA), which the Supreme Court
subsequently struck down. The issues arising from Smith and RFRA
continue to be of pressing interest for constitutional scholars, and the
wider controversy largely shaped American debate over the legal po-
sition of religion throughout the 1990s. Marginal religions generate
mainstream law.

New and controversial religions will assuredly continue to emerge
in the coming decades, and our response to them should take account
of this history of cultural and social innovation. A new cult might well
be asking useful questions that the religious mainstream has scarcely
yet formulated, though it might not be possible for decades to identify
which of the new trends are likely to have the mest impact, for good
or ill. Though specific sects might be defeated and destroyed, it is very
unlikely that their ideas will be obliterated: marginal religious theories
are amazingly resilient.

The long history of cult controversies also suggests that we should
exercise great care in accepting the negative charges likely to be made
against any new denomination. Some emerging sects are attacked for
what appear to be excellent reasons, for instance when a movement is
tainted by child maltreatment or tendencies to extreme violence, and
such allegations are substantiated in some instances. On the other hand,
we now have over a century of case studies to show how frequently
groundless or exaggerated charges have been made, often on the basis
of deeply ingrained stereotypes and well-used rhetorical scripts. When
considering allegations against suspect fringe movements, evidence
must be sifted very critically, with a view to detecting any agendas that
might be generating dubious charges. Meanwhile, the fact that anticult
beliefs are very widely held is no guarantee whatever of their authen-
ticity. If that point was not sufficiently established by the anti-Jewish
blood libel and the enduring legends of the secret cemeteries below
Catholic convents, then the recent scare over satanic and ritual abuse
should provide added confirmation. Even so, anticult movements are as
perennial as cult scares, and it is equally unlikely that they will ever
fade away.

Cult scares will recur as long as new religious movements emerge
and established groups care sufficiently about their own beliefs to crit-
icize the newcomers. Cult booms and cult scares proceed in tandem,
each in their way reflecting the common social and religious passions
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of an age. Cult panics are an effective barometer of religious commit-
ment and inquiry in a particular society; we might even argue that the
more intense the panic, the greater the vigor. It is the society that lacks
cults and cult panics that has most to fear about the state of its religious

life.
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