CULTOMETER


We are all susceptible to cult and possibly each person must travel this painful path on the spiritual journey.  We learn as much from finding out “what doesn’t work” as we do in finding out “what does work.”  A good introduction to the question, Am I in a cult?—can be found in the essay, Illegitimate Hierarchy.


In this life we don’t wrestle so much with “flesh and blood” as we do with “spiritual powers in high places.”  St. Paul seemed to have a grasp of this:


“For we are not fighting against people made of flesh and blood, but against persons without bodies—the evil rulers of the unseen world, those mighty satanic beings and great evil princes of darkness who rule this world; and against huge numbers of wicked spirits in the spirit world” (from a personal letter to the people of Ephesus by the recovering fundamentalist, St. Paul).


There are certain spiritual “common denominators” present in every cult.  And indeed, perhaps, there are cult-like elements within every organization.  Let’s take a look at a few of the flagrant elements of cultism:

The “Empowered Person” Model—Or, The “Guru” Mentality


At the “top” of each cult exists a “guru”—one specially endowed with “enlightenment.”  Below the guru are those of the inner circle who have special access to the guru.  These, too, have special powers, one being special proximity and access to the guru.  These sometimes speak for the guru, sort of like the “press secretary” to the president of the United States.  Power is implied in offices of the “inner circle.”


Sometimes our own dispositions transform an organization into a cult.  For example, a healthy Catholic may view the Pope simply as a servant, one who has dedicated his life to the furtherance of the cause of God’s glory.  Another Catholic views the same Pope, not as a fellow sinner as much in need of the mercy of God as the next person, but as a “guru” having special light, special holiness and special access to God.

Thus, the “guru” mentality may be subjective as well as objective.

The “Shape” of a Cult


Cults are “pyramidal” in shape with the guru at top and with levels of power, authority and enlightenment lessening in the descending strata and finally arriving at the broad-based bottom where the “wannabes” dwell.  The wannabes desire to “ascend”—to become enlightened, to become a “master” that they might have the power and respect that comes with the office.  In such an organization true relationship between members is hardly possible, because no one is actually “known.” Such pyramidal power organizations encourage the development of the “false self.”  But the reality is that all people are weak, hopeless of themselves and lost.


Healthier organizations are shaped more like a “cube” with no ascending order of power and authority.  Mutual need is implied.  Leaders in such organizations are viewed as fellow travelers—hospital patients in “recovery” too, only that perhaps the leaders have been “in the hospital” a little longer.

Lack of Personal Ownership


In a cult, ones personal feelings are suspect and must be qualified by the ruling class of priests.  One is not encouraged into a personal relationship with God except that such a relationship is qualified first by others of superior enlightenment.  Healthy organizations abandon to the notion of God as present in each person.  Leaders in such healthy groups trust the Higher Power to work one-on-one with each person.  All are encouraged to “own” personal feelings and own ones personal relationship with God.

Knowledge as Power


A cult claims superior knowledge to those “outside” of the organization.  Rather than respecting all people on their own spiritual walk and relationship with God, a “power” message is sent out.  The message is the old Gnostic line, “WE know.”  The more one knows the higher one may advance within the pyramid.  Shared powerlessness and poverty of spirit within community is viewed as “weakness.” The implied message of the cult seeks to liberate or evangelize those outside its borders with “the truth”, for the cult has a lock on the truth.  The cult offers the path of advancement to “higher truth.”

Us and Them Mentality


Rather than the healthy view that we are all fellow travelers in this life, the message of the cult is that we are different, special, endowed with special knowledge and the only ones who are “in” with God.  Outside churches and organizations are viewed as suspect and disqualified as having any spiritual worth.  Those inside the cult are expected to tow the “party line”, thus proving their worth to the cult.

Jesus, An Example of Anti-Cult Thinking


Because Jesus made the claim, “I am the way and the truth and the life”, some of his followers interpreted these words in cult-like fashion.  The “truth” of God is a “person” or “nature”, and not an exposition of facts about God. The prophet Isaiah, referring to Jesus (and indeed to all spiritual people), “when we shall see him, there is no beauty that we should desire him” (Isaiah 53:2).  Jesus was no apparent icon of power.  He related to “us” and not so much as “God.”  When he did speak of God, he deflected all glory from himself onto the Heavenly Father.  A “person of power” model he was not.  Therefore, we do not desire him.  We like “together” people, those who have the answers.

No doubt all authentically spiritual people, representing all religions traditions, are this way.  True spiritual leaders encourage a bigger and better picture of the nature of deity.

All who have chosen to walk away from biblical fundamentalism are welcome to join Fundamentalists Anonymous, and to consider embracing the following Twelve Steps:



1. I realize that I had turned control of my mind over to another person or group, who had assumed power over my thinking.
2. That person or group persuaded me of the inerrancy of the Bible, in spite of its many internal contradictions.
3. I became addicted to the Bible as the supreme focus of my faith, in spite of the commandment that God should come first.
4. I admit to God, to myself and to another person the shortcomings of my belief in the unbelievable.
5. I have made an inventory of my false claims about the Bible.
6. I have made a list of those whom I led into confusion about the Bible.
7. I am willing to make amends to all those whom I may have led astray.
8. I realize that I have the inner power to restore sanity to my life and to search Scripture for the truth.
9. I will reach out to friends who can help me clarify my thinking about the Bible, God and Jesus.
10. I confess that only with God's help can my mind grasp the truth.
11. I will seek through prayer and meditation to improve my conscious contact with God, praying for knowledge of God's will for me and the power to carry that out.
12. Having had a spiritual awakening as the result of these twelve steps, I will offer these steps to other former biblical fundamentalists.
These 12 steps are adapted from those of Alchoholics Anonymous.



These Web pages are not intended to lure anyone away from his or her faith. If you are a biblical fundamentalist, comfortable with your belief in the Bible and with those who help you read it, please take no offense here.

http://www.geocities.com/church_of_hank/fundamentalists_anonymous.html
