The Marks of a Cult

In relation to the founder and/or leader

(1) strong leadership

* often an individual or small but powerful leadership group holds control of the group’s teaching and practices

(2)   leader/ship is not allowed to be questioned or contradicted
*the leader has received special revelation from God

*the leader claims to be an incarnation of a deity, angel, or a special messenger

*the leader claims to be appointed by God for a mission 

(3)  there is distortion, reinvention or cover up about a leader’s history
*the leader’s history is a moral and spiritual embarrassment

*the leader’s history embellishes their claim to divine revelation and guidance

In relation to the teaching

(4)  new teaching

*a new doctrine and theology

* supercedes and so overules earlier truth eg. the Bible

(5) only true teaching

*alone possesses the complete truth

*equates their truth with the ultimate level of spiritual living on earth

*everyone outside of their group is damned for eternity
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(6) changing understanding of truth within the group

* new truth supercedes and so replaces earlier truth

* revelation takes precedence over earlier authority

* sometimes covers earlier pronouncements now know to be incorrect

(7)  indoctrination techniques

*indoctrination = teaching the acceptance of a system of thought uncritically

*can sometimes hide group’s true teachings

*a philosophical approach to biblical interpretation unique to the group and its worldview

(8) distortion, misrepresentation and ridicule of historic Christianity’s doctrines

*deliberate distortion and misrepresentation

*false claims of latest scholarship

*use of liberal theologians as representing mainstream Christianity

*sweeteners paid to scholars to bias their writings

(9) non-verifiable belief system

*teachings can’t be independently verified

*additional revelation distorts biblical interpretation

*mystical, subjective methods of interpretation

*philosophy only makes sense if you adopt the full set of values and definitions of the group

*new vocabulary or meanings of words to describe the truths of the revelation
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(10)  apocalyptic

*to give their members a future focus and hope of avoiding the apocalypse or being       delivered through it 

(11)  uncertain hope

*extracting from followers a response today for a promise that can only be fulfilled tomorrow

*locking the adherent into perpetual obligation

In relation to the institution

 (12) authoritarian leadership structure

       *sanction-oriented mentality to control members

 (13) members subjected to physical, psychological, spiritual harm

*control of members through fear, threat of damnation

 (14) restriction of independent thinking

       *rejection of reason and logic

       *unquestioning obedience to the group   

 (15) distortion, misrepresentation of historical Christianity’s practices

 (16) exclusivism, intolerance of others

 (17) paranoid, persecution complex
       *predictions of being persecuted

       *any opposing views presented to them are interpreted as persecution

       *beliefs, values and practices of local culture that are oppositional are interpreted as persecution   

 (18) isolationist

        *facilitating control over members – physically, intellectually, emotionally, financially
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 (19) deception about the group’s history, assets, fundraising 

 (20) asset requirement
        *property or asset transfer to the group

        *excessive giving schedule

        *use of fear, threat, or ostracism to maintain giving   

 (21) secrecy

        *legitimate enquiry treated as rebellion

        *only initiates allowed certain information

(22) changing standards of practice

* sometimes from “new revelation”

        * sometimes covers earlier practices now known to be incorrect

