Know How: Cults
What is a cult? 
Many groups called ‘cults’ are more properly called minority religions or new religious movements. ‘Cult’ and ‘sect’ are technical terms used by academics, but in popular use, ‘cult’ tends to imply a religious group which exploits people or causes harm. There are many kinds of cults and harmful internet religions, and many may self-describe as Christian, Christian ministries, or advertise Bible Study groups for example. For more information, visit the New religious movements page. 
What might cults look like in my parish? 
Many new religious movements are completely benign and cause no harm.  One feature of harmful minority religions (including some churches and church movements) is that they can adapt and change rapidly and may then develop cult-like features, especially if they develop a powerful, charismatic-leader following. That’s important if a church is hiring a church or hall to a particular group and they change their name, have a new leader, or become more secretive about their practice and/or teaching, or suddenly target a particular demographic group. Advice on hiring is available. 
Recognising harmful narratives 
Cult recruitment often follows a particular pattern. The first phase is usually ‘love-bombing’: identification of an individual, family or group, and targeting them with offers of friendship, gifts, attention and flattery. Individuals can be made to feel special and important, or offered progression to an elite status, such as ‘chosen by God’. Students or vulnerable people are sometimes deliberately targeted. 
The next phase can often be an intense induction into the practice and teaching of the group or network. This might involve requiring the person to study for long hours, attend the group for long sessions, or be ‘shepherded’ by a teacher or guide. The person may be told that the outside world is evil or does not understand the group and that they should distance themselves from it, for example by cutting off contact from family and friends.  A series of threats may follow: leaving the group will lead to loss of wellbeing, loss of group friendship or privilege and even eternal damnation. 
A third phase may involve pressure to give a great deal of money or favours, or to provide unpaid labour or have sex with group members. Some people targeted by cults have given all their life savings or possessions over to the group or engaged in criminal activity to provide the group with what they want. Some may leave their jobs to work full time for the group, or break off relationships to give themselves as sex slaves to important group members. Individuals may be groomed to believe this will elevate them to special status, religious privilege, or that the leader has privileged them by wanting sex with them. 
Conversely, some inoffensive groups may be viewed negatively by Church (or other) people and be the subject of hostility, hounding or spiritual abuse. 
How do I respond? 
Addressing cult involvement requires an appropriate safeguarding and multiagency response. In particular, there are organisations which advertise aggressive interventions for cult ‘rescue’ and families may ask clergy to help them access them. Such interventions can do a great deal of harm in the wrong hands and cause additional trauma.  Individuals should not seek to manage these issues independently but must follow Reporting Safeguarding Concerns and Allegations  and Responding Well to Victims and Survivors of Abuse and contact the Police in an emergency or where there is immediate risk or danger. 
Further information and guidance 
Do not trust the internet to give you accurate information or advice about cults, and be aware that some cults are exceptionally well financed and extremely litigious. The Church of England has a partnership with INFORM at King’s College, London. Staff at INFORM can advise on any religious group and will find out reliable information about it: The Church of England also has a national adviser and a small number of experienced New Religious Movement advisers around the dioceses who can help with concerns. Contact anne.richards@churchofengland.org for further organisation. 

