New Religious M ovements

and Missions:

An Historical Overview

The relationship between frontier missions and New Religious Movementsis neither new nor transitory.
NRMs will target the people most vulnerable to a spiritual counterfeit operating as wolves
in sheep’s clothing (Matthew 7:15). NRMs routinely deny the basic teachings of historic
Christianity. What are the lessons from history and how should we reach them?

by Bryce A. Pettit

M issionaries in a mountainous
region of Colombia had
worked for years preparing a people
group to receive the gospel. God
blessed their work and a majority of
the people accepted Christ. When
news of this mission success spread
through other parts of Colombia, car-
avans of another type of missionary
began to arrive in the same villages.
They were Jehovah’'s Witnesses and
Mormons (the Church of Jesus Christ
of Latter-Day Saints, or LDS), and
they arrived in force with dozens of
missionaries and thousands of pieces
of literature. They saturated the area
with their message and over forty per-
cent of the new converts were lost.

Is this an isolated incident? Is it a
new phenomenon? Dwayne Black of
the World Prayer Center in Colorado
Springs, Colorado, thinks it is neither.
He is a returned missionary from
western Africa, and in a conversation
with him | spoke to him of the strate-
gic prayer need related to the growing
threat of cults to frontier missions
around the world. He had struggled
with these groups himself for over
forty years while in Africa and he
assured me that he understood this
growing danger.

The relationship between mis-
sions, including frontier missions,

and New Religious Movements (NRMs,
the correct term today for the older
term cults) is neither new nor transi-
tory. In a recent article on the LDS
church, sociologist of religion Rodney
Stark has projected that at its present
growth rate, by the year 2080, the
LDS church will reach a total mem-
bership of 260 million members, mak-
ing it an emerging world religion.1
Two points make Stark’s observations
even more relevant to the issue of
NRMs and missions. First, the current
growth rate of the LDS is higher than
Stark’s original projection, and sec-
ondly, almost all of their “converts”
will be new to Christianity, nominal
believers, or people with only a brief
exposure to the Christian message,
not people who have never heard of
Christ. In other words, they will target
the people most vulnerable to a spiri-
tual counterfeit operating as wolves in
sheep’s clothing (Matthew 7:15).

Reason for Concern

I bring up this point because
NRMs are not simply alternative
Christian denominations. They rou-
tinely deny the basic teachings of the
Bible and historic Christianity, and
are often not part of Christianity at all
but originate from other world relig-
ions and the occult, etc. The NRMs,

for all their fervent efforts, rarely do
pioneering  missionary work to
unreached people groups. In fact,
many groups like the LDS church
boast of taking advantage of the
expense and sacrifice of Christian
missionaries to prepare the way for
their own proselytizing efforts. Past
Christian writers have warned of the
threat such groups pose for the world
Christian movement, but the threat
they outlined was largely ignored.

Marley Cole, for example, in his
book Jehovah's Witnesses: The New
World Society2 gave a detailed
account of the growth of the Wit-
nesses around the world from 1942 to
1953. During this single decade they
expanded their activities in Africa
from eleven countries to thirty-four.
The number of total ministers (i.e.,
active membership) grew from 10,070
to 81,793, with the total number of
hours spent doing their kingdom
preaching (i.e., proselytizing) rising
from 2,200,163 to an incredible
16,979,027.

We need to remember that much
of this was accomplished during the
crisis of World War Il. In Europe, dur-
ing the Nazi conquest of most of the
continent, their growth went from 13
countries to 24, and 22,796 total min-
isters to a sobering 179,374.3 Statis-
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tics such as these, however, are now
hopelessly out of date. Stark esti-
mates that by 2090 the Witnesses
may well reach 195 million in total
active membership.4 Furthermore, he
writes that in 1992 the total efforts of
the U.S. and Canadian churches sus-
tained a task force of 41,142 overseas
missionaries at a yearly cost of over
$2 billion. The Witnesses, by contrast,
maintained a force of 3,279,270 “pub-
lishers” (the current term for those
active in the Watchtower “preaching
work”) with only a budget of $45 mil-
lion. Paul Carden® notes that this
number is eighty times the number of
North American missionaries operat-
ing at a fraction of the cost.6

In 1996 they spent a staggering
1,140,621,714 preaching hours pro-
moting the message of the Watch-
tower Society. The total number of
magazines, books, Bibles, etc., placed
in homes or with individuals was
recorded as 334,279,595. They had
366,579 baptisms and the total atten-
dance at their annual communion
observation, called the Memorial (a
good indicator of the total number of
people in Watchtower book studies,
family members of JW's or others
being affected by their teachings), was
12,921,933.7

The LDS church and the Wit-
nesses are the two largest groups
among the numerous NRMs afflicting
frontier missionary efforts today, but
they represent a small part of a much
larger story. They are part of the cate-
gory known to cult researchers as
“Bible cults,” which does not take into
account the many New Age cults
which  have emerged since the
1960s—indigenous religious cults
that have emerged once Christianity
has taken root in a frontier area, vari-
ous magic groups, middle eastern
religions or the human potential
movement-8 The growth of these
groups at the expense of Christian
missionary efforts, as the LDS and
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JWs attest, is a cause for serious con-
cern.

The American Context

Although the church has wrestled
with challenges from heresies and
alternative religions throughout her
history, the threat to frontier missions
from cults and new religions is a
recent phenomenon that deserves
special attention. Our orientation to
this subject involves understanding
the religious history of the United
States of America, called by many the
Pandora’s Box of cults and new relig-
ions. From its earliest days the US
has been a haven for alternative spiri-
tualities.

The preeminence of established
Protestant denominations, particu-
larly Anglicanism, Congregationalism
and Presbyterianism were challenged
in their domination by Roman Cathol-
icism, Judaism, the Mennonites,
Moravians, Methodists, Deism, Uni-
tarianism, Transcendentalism,
Masonry and Native American sha-
manism. The close proximity of so
many divergent religious and philo-
sophical systems combined with the
political revolution of the eighteenth
century created a political acceptance
of religious pluralism. The atmos-
phere of religious freedom and toler-
ance that emerged from the American
Revolution changed not only the relig-
ious history of the world, but it
effected the missionary
movement as well.

When the American revolution
began, the harsh persecution of
smaller religious groups that had
characterized much of the early his-
tory of the English colonies had prac-
tically ended. The state churches of
these colonies would eventually go
through a process of disestablishment
that began in 1776 in Virginia and
ended in 1833 in Massachusetts. As
the Great Awakening (1726-56) swept
the colonies, the established religious

Christian

bodies found themselves competing
against the newer denominations who
became more prominent largely
because of their proseltyzing zeal and
the fact that they took advantage of
the western flow of the population
away from the eastern seaboard. The
Baptists and others favored a system
of separation of church and state
which eventually led to a broader
acceptance of freedom of worship
without governmental regulation or
interference.®

Smaller and less socially accepta-
ble Christian denominations such as
Baptists, Methodists, Dunkards,
Quakers and Roman Catholics ini-
tially wished to be allowed to exist
without government interruption of
their activities, but eventually it
meant that the United States would
become a vast spiritual supermarket
of ideas and religious bodies from old
and new religions alike. Granting civil
liberties to minority religious groups
identified America as an experiment
in religious pluralism and tolerance.
For example, the first Lutheran synod
was organized in 1748, the first Negro
Baptist church was formed in Georgia
in 1773, the American Universalist
Church was founded in 1780 (only
four years after the disestablishment
process  began).
immensely popular after
Paine published his Age of Reason,
the Russian Orthodox Church began
missionary activities to Alaska in
1792 and William Ellery Channing
founded the Unitarian Church in

Deism  became

Thomas

1819, which was closely followed by
Joseph Smith founding the LDS
church in 1830.10

The 19th Century
Caldron

The struggling efforts of early
nineteenth century new religious
groups such as the LDS church, vari-
ous utopian communities and the
Spiritualist congregations exploded
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into a kaleidoscope of new religious
fervor after the American Civil War.
Many factors contributed to the tapes-
try of religions that found a home in
the United States. The increasing con-
centration of the population in cities
due to industrialization, along with
improved education, communication,
as transportation and the
influx of immigrants,

as well
new
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Bahai faith and the Ramakrishna Mis-
sion.

Until this uniquely American
religious renaissance began to emerge
after the Civil War, Christian missions
had little to fear from new religious
movements. In fact, one historian of
Mormonism documents that from the
first missionary efforts of the LDS

York in 1875 called the Theosophical
Society. Dedicating itself to belief in a
universal brotherhood of all races, to
exploring comparative religion and
science, and seeking genuine occult
phenomena, Theosophy tapped into
the circles that had been stimulated
by Spiritualism after the Civil War.
The massive loss of human life
during the Civil War (600,000

brought people with new ideas
and new religious beliefs into
close physical proximity, allow-
ing people to sample new ideas
and beliefs.

Although religious
groups were often met with
social ostracism and even vio-
lence, they would eventually
be protected under the U.S.

new

Theosophy’s search was for a
treasury that transcended
religion and was founded on

what they called the

Ancient Wisdom that lies
behind every true religious

tradition.

deaths) inspired a search for
information about dead brothers,
husbands and fathers within the
Spiritualist churches and organi-
Blavatsky and Olcott
decried the fakery within Spiritu-
alism and founded their own
society to distance themselves
from the chicanery of the parlor
tricks and hoaxes foisted upon

zations.

Constitution and were able to
survive, and later thrive as part of the
American religious experiment. This
protection was also extended to mar-
ginalized groups such as the Mor-
mons, and as the nineteenth century
progressed this became an umbrella
for the most diverse religious climate
any nation had yet tolerated.

To many scholars the U.S. relig-
ious scene is still perceived as having
been dominated by traditional relig-
ious institutions from Protestant,
Catholic and Jewish backgrounds,
but this is a mistake.1l The nine-
teenth century witnessed the forma-
tion of several alternative faith sys-
tems to rival the Christian majority.
They included occultic groups such as
the Theosophical
Golden Dawn, the emergence of New
Thought groups such as Christian
Science, Religious Science and Unity,
apocalyptic millerite churches,
humanistic beliefs inspired by Dar-
win, Marx and Freud, the continuing
presence of Masonry, along with the
entrance of older world religions such
as Hinduism, Buddhism and Islam.
The established world religions also
had their own variations such as the

Society and the

church in 1849 until the end of the
century in 1899, the LDS church
experienced a declining membership
outside the United States.12 However,
the post-Civil War era witnessed an
overall change in this situation. A
foundation was laid for aggressive
proselytizing activities by NRMs that
has continued unabated. Focusing
solely on early membership numbers
has blinded many researchers to the
greater civil and ideological impact of
the NRMs and their affect on Chris-
tian churches and missionary efforts.
A foundation was
these groups, through persistence
and patience, to establish spring-
boards for larger and more complex
proselytizing efforts in later years.

laid that allowed

Theosophy in India

The context for this change and
the impact of NRMs on frontier mis-
sion fields did not take place within
the United States itself, but rather in
India. A Russian mystic named Hel-
ena Petrovna Blavatsky and a Union
Civil War colonel and newspaper edi-
tor named Henry Steele Olcott formed
a metaphysical organization in New

desperate people by the Spiritual-
ists. Their search was for a religious
treasury that transcended religion
and was founded on what they called
the Ancient Wisdom that lies behind
every true religious tradition.

A scandal broke out over Blavat-
sky's occult phenomena that made
her and Olcott look suspiciously like
the Spiritualists they denounced. This
helped them to decide to sail for India
in 1878, and in 1879 they arrived at
the spiritual home of the Ancient Wis-
dom. When they arrived in India they
were appalled at the treatment of the
Indian peoples by the British raj and
by the Christian missionaries, both
Protestant and Roman Catholic.

Traditional Indian religions were
mocked, technological
by the West were used to intimidate
the Indian peoples and belittle the
accomplishments of their own civiliza-
tion. The people were denied many
civil libertiesl3 and they suffered
under many cruel policies.14 Blavat-
sky and Olcott determined to under-
mine the work of the apathetic mis-
sionaries as much as possible.
Judging by the criticism they received
in various missionary magazines, they

achievements
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were quite successful.15

Whereas the Theosophical Society
had been founded on a belief in the
value of all religions, this quickly gave
way to openly antagonistic attitudes
toward Christianity and a vigorous
promotion by Blavatsky and Olcott of
Hinduism and Buddhism.16 Brah-
manic Hindus in particular welcomed
Theosophy as an answer to white mis-
sionary attacks on India as a back-
ward and unscientific civilization.17?
This did not escape the notice of
Christian missionaries, and what
ensued for several decades was an
escalating atmosphere of distrust and
hostility.18

Blavatsky and Olcott took up the
banner of these ancient religions
using the founding of several colleges,
an extensive use of the printing press
and fervent proselytizing to communi-
cate to all the peoples of India their
own religious and cultural heritage.
They even began a youth movement
modeled after the Young Men’s Chris-
tian Association-19 John N. Farquhar
notes that by the year 1884 the Theo-
sophical Society had grown in both
numbers and influence with over one
hundred branches spread throughout
India with many allies among Hindu
upper castes.20

Theosophists promoted Hinduism
and Buddhism partly to thumb their
noses at the missionaries, but mostly
to instill pride in the Indian peoples in
their own civilization.21 The mission-
aries were in turn livid with the
obstruction of their evangelistic efforts
by the Theosophists. They saw their
activities being weakened by the influ-
ence of the Theosophists and looked
for every opportunity to denounce
them.22

Yet another scandal over allegedly
fraudulent occult phenomena drove
Blavatsky, the more
member of the “Theosophic Twins,” to
leave India. Whether or not Blavatsky
was guilty of fraud is irrelevant to the

charismatic
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fact that Theosophy lost much of its
momentum for many years because of
the scandal. The missionaries were
only too happy to aid in publicizing
the scandal in their own magazines
and newspapers.23

Theosophy might have faded from
the religious horizon of India alto-
gether except that Blavatsky’s succes-
sor as president of the society, Annie
Besant, who turned the efforts of the
society away from a search for occult
phenomena to championing Indian
home rule and social reform. She even
participated in the first India National
Congress and her numerous writings
influenced many leaders in this move-
ment. This provided Theosophy with a
platform from which to continue
assaulting Christian
efforts. Theosophists were instrumen-
tal in uncovering many unjust condi-
tions directed against the people of
India, winning folk-hero status for
some.24

missionary

The callousness of Christian mis-
sionaries to the plight of the Indian
peoples, their religious arrogance and
their disdain for anything within
Indian culture or religion made the
success of a group like the Theoso-
phists a certainty. Theosophy fired
major broadsides at the missionaries
with observations such as, “What
Christianity really is is shown by
Krupp cannons-25 by whiskey distil-
leries, (and) by opium ships.”26 These
stinging rebukes of Christian hypoc-
risy inoculated many in India from
the message of Christ. Missionary
magazines were constantly complain-
ing of the hindrance that Theosophy
made to their work. However, Theoso-
phy became a kind of prophetic voice
judging the sins of the churches who
presented themselves to the Indian
people in a confusing array of splin-
tered denominations who identified
with the colonial regime of the Brit-
ish.27

Theosophy’s lasting impact on

frontier missionary activity can be
seen in its participation in the 1893
World Parliament of Religions during
the Chicago World’'s Fair. Many of the
speakers from India and other eastern
nations were either Theosophists, or
had at one time been associated in
some way with Theosophy. The popu-
lar western belief that Christianity
was the final step in the world’s spiri-
tual evolution was successfully chal-
lenged by these speakers. No one had
expected representatives to
argue articulately and persuasively
about their own belief systems, much
less indict mainline Christianity for its
religious arrogance and intolerance.28

Scholars have noted that this
religious congress provided the plat-
form that Eastern religions needed to
expand their influence into the West-
ern nations. It marked the beginning
of the popularity of belief in reincar-
nation and other Eastern ideas in the
mostly Christian countries of Europe
and North America. The greatest evi-
dence of the impact of this congress
can be seen in the influence of the
New Age Movement. The prominence
of New Age spirituality in the 1960s,
70s, 80s and 90s was precursorred by
the presence of Theosophy, occultism,
New Thought and Spiritualism in the
1860s, 70s, 80s and 90s. Also, the
current challenge of NRMs to mission-
ary efforts was pioneered by Blavat-
sky, Olcott and Besant, by LDS mis-
Europe and Latin
America and by Christian apathy
towards both.29

these

sionaries in

The Lull Before
the Storm

The nineteenth century had been
a time of clash of ideas as Darwin,
Freud, Marx, higher biblical criticism,
etc., stormed the citadels of tradi-
tional, Western Christendom. NRMs
had a role to play in this assault, but
the Church’s attention to that assault
was blunted in the next century. Two
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world wars, the Great Depression, the
end of colonial rule, the appearance of
nuclear weapons of mass destruction,
the rise of global Communism, all
worked to preoccupy the Church's
energies. Counter-cult activities were
limited largely to theological critiques
and by ridicule in the form of tracts
and small booklets.30 Some, who were
more in the mainline Christian
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WCC met in 1971 and adopted an
interim policy on dialogue that pro-
foundly affected the WCC’s approach
to non-Christian religions, including
NRMs.32

The Post-War Period
The current interest in the effect
NRMs have on missionary activities

alyptic importance as these groups
began to prepare for this date by step-
ping up their proselytizing efforts.34
Also, the explosion of New Age mysti-
cism received a boost in the 1960s
when President Lyndon B. Johnson
repealed the Oriental Exclusion Act
which had restricted the number of
Asian immigrants to the United

States. J. Gordon Melton, of the

churches or who were outside

observers of the American
religious scene, worked to legi-
timize NRMs as part of the
broader American religious
smorgasbord.31

An expanding library of
books by and about NRMs had
little impact on how Christian
missions were dealing with
their presence outside of North
the generally
christianized Western culture.
More attention was being paid

America and

The New Age Movement is no

longer a marginalized

movement birthed in the
counter-culture of the 60s,
but is a global phenomenon

affecting business,
education, medicine,

government, science, media,

established religion and
entertainment.

Institute for the Study of Ameri-
can Religions, lists eleven major
Eastern teachers, or gurus, who
moved to the United States
within seven years of the repeal
of this legislation.35

The New Age Movement is no
longer a marginalized movement
birthed in California’s 60s coun-
ter-culture, but is a global phe-
nomenon  affecting business,
education, medicine, govern-
ment, science, media,
lished religion and entertain-

estab-

to the growing trend away from
evangelism to dialogue as a method of
encountering the world’'s religions
championed by the World Council of
Churches. The great missionary con-
ferences at Edinburgh (1910), Jerusa-
lem (1928) and Tambaram (1938) had
maintained the uniqueness of Jesus
Christ and his claims to deity and as
Savior of the world. This would soon
change.

This unique understanding of the
Christian message was challenged as
being dogmatic, inflexible and insensi-
tive toward the religious heritage of
other peoples. Studies in comparative
religions strongly challenged the
accepted idea of the exclusiveness of
Jesus Christ. In 1966, when W. A.
Visser't Hooft ended his term as Gen-
eral Secretary of the WCC, the dia-
logue the
accepted method for Christians to
encounter the world's religions, but
the pressure to change the WCC's
position had been going on for many
years. The Central Committee of the

model would become

began in 1958 when Walter Martin,
an evangelical critic of the “cults,” was
asked to be part of the Pastor's Con-
ference Team of World Vision Incorpo-
rated. He traveled over 25,000 miles
throughout Africa and Asia speaking
to thousands of Christian workers
and gathering information on the
impact NRMs were having on their
missionary efforts. Over the next few
years he visited other countries and
continued to gather information rele-
vant to the threat these groups posed
to world missions-33 His Christian
Research Institute became the model
for dozens, and eventually hundreds,
of other counter-cult organizations
worldwide over the next four decades.

Parallel to this development were
several  reinvigorating movements
among the NRMs in the 1960’s. In the
LDS church a program known as
“Every Member a Missionary” inspired
their current rapid expansion and
missionary activity. Among some
NRMs the year 1975 took on an apoc-

ment.36 The sophistication of
this social and spiritual
has made it one of the leading alter-
natives to the Christian gospel around
the world. Older,
groups, both the biblically oriented
ones such as the JWs and Mormons,
and the metaphysical groups, are
copying this savvy approach to mar-
keting and public relations and they
are benefiting from it with increased
social influence and expanding mem-
berships. After reviewing articles in
several magazines and newsletters
from a wide variety of NRMs, it has
become obvious to me that Christians
have now become the target of the
largest proselytizing backlash in the
history of the world Christian move-
ment.37

Walter Martin outlined several
observations that he had discerned
from his travels to missionary territo-
ries in the 1950s and 60s that bear
repeating and updating here.38 His
observations are more relevant to
groups that claim to be in some sense

movement

more established
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Christian, but are helpful for other
groups as well. First, in the mission
contexts particularly, NRMs are often
hesitant to reveal their affiliation with
cultic groups. They do not wish to be
identified with an organization that
has received negative press, or whose
teachings have been critiqued and
denounced by Christian scholars.
NRMs reveal their ties to these groups
only after an individual has been
immersed in the group and indoctri-
nation has been successful.

This attempt to obfuscate their
identity extends to other aspects of
their work as well. They usually do
not wish to identify their literature as
originating with a “cult,” and therefore
package their message without refer-
ence to their true origins. They oper-
ate under the rubric of Christian sym-
bols and terminology while
consciously denying their historic
meanings, and they will rarely identify
their public meetings with a sectarian
organization. They have become adept
at denying the central teachings of
historic Christianity while brandish-
ing a Bible to support their own
beliefs.

One of the more egregious prac-
tices of NRMs is the way they infiltrate
large evangelistic rallies. Members of
NRMs deceptively pass themselves off
as Christian volunteers at spiritual
rallies and public evangelistic efforts
by noted speakers who attract large
audiences. They will steer spiritual
seekers away from Christ to their own
groups. The parallel to this among
other groups that are not oriented
toward Christianity is their infiltration
of cultural institutions. They use this
acceptance as a way to propagandize
for their group using the media and
celebrity endorsements.

In recent years the situation with
NRMs and missions has changed dra-
matically from the situation that Wal-
ter Martin encountered. Most NRMs
now perceive little in historic Chris-
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tianity that threatens them. Unin-
formed and ill-equipped to deal with
the challenge of NRMs to their evan-
gelistic efforts, Evangelicals in partic-
ular have been labeled as intolerant
bigots, anti-intellectuals and danger-
ous to a world movement toward dem-
ocratic ideals. Rather than presenting
themselves as being in harmony with
Christianity, many NRMs are now
content to be thought of as progres-
sive and forward thinking champions
of religious tolerance and political
harmony.

The Current Crisis
Christian responses to the bur-
geoning growth of NRMs has been
weak and ineffective. Most counter-
cult ministries are absorbed with fund
raising simply to
Except for a few older and more visi-
ble organizations such as CRI Interna-
tional (Walter Martin’'s Christian
Research Institute), the Spiritual
Counterfeits Project, Watchman Fel-
lowship and a few others, counter-
cult groups have remained small and
concentrated within the United
States. Resources in languages other
than English have been scarce, and
are usually translations of older Eng-
lish works. In some areas this is
beginning to change, but the need to
go beyond the more highly visible
groups such as the LDS church to
indigenous groups who have never
been analyzed is growing rapidly.
Denominational responses to
NRMs have generally been apathetic.
The two responses that have been
substantially funded and staffed are
the Commission on Organizations for
the Lutheran Church (Missouri
Synod) and the Interfaith Witness
Department of the Home Mission
Board of the Southern Baptist Con-
vention. Only the IWD ministers out-
side its denominational boundaries,
and it has grown to be a powerful
force for answering cultic threats to

remain active.

its congregations. There are a few
other examples, but denominational
support for counter-cult ministries
has been mostly nonexistent.
Sociologists of religion believe that
the Church’'s apathy toward this
threat has historically been due to the
assumption that NRMs are a passing
cultural fad that will exhaust itself in
time.39 This incorrect assumption has
been answered by Harold Turner, an
authority on the growth of NRMs, who
concludes that “the world has never
seen more religious innovation and
creativity than in the second half of
the twentieth century.40 He also notes
how curious this is in light of the fact
that we now live in a world that is
becoming monochrome and standard-
ized in so many other directions, e.g.,
airports, fast-food restaurants, etc.
Churches have certainly had
more responses to the growth of
NRMs over the last fifty years than
these two examples, but they have
been through intellectual responses
such as publications and conferences,
not missionary strategies to reach
them, or protective strategies to
inform believers of their dangers.41l
One of the most encouraging develop-
ments by way of response has been
that many Evangelical counter-cult
ministries have established branches
outside of North America and Europe
to counter the presence of NRMs.
However, they still generally maintain
the precedent set earlier in this cen-
tury of devoting their time to doctrinal
critiques and attacks on the founders
and current leaders of these groups.42
A notable exception to the rule is
the ministry of the Utah Gospel Mis-
sion. At the end of the nineteenth cen-
tury, pastors from Utah commis-
sioned the Rev. John Nutting to travel
throughout the U.S. to recruit mis-
sionaries to evangelize the Mormons
in Utah. After his death the mission
lost most of its momentum until it
was revived in 1979 by the Rev. Kurt
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Van Gorden. Van Gorden had worked
for a number of years with Walter
Martin at the Christian Research
Institute and left to form a new minis-
try that would focus on evangelism
and recovery from cultic abuse. | was
privileged to travel with Van Gorden
to Ohio in 1979 to meet with some of
Nutting’s descendants to obtain much
of Nutting’'s personal research
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a recognition that individuals need
prayer for the opening of spiritual
blinded eyes, but nothing on the scale
that Otis is striving to bring about.44

The most important aspects of
Otis’s work revolve around two miss-
ing elements of research into most
efforts to evaluate and counteract
NRMs. First, Otis recognizes that the

who are receiving ministry from the
organization. There have been a few
prayer initiatives along this line, such
as declaring 1997 as the International
Year of Prayer for Jehovah's Wit-
nesses, but this effort by many Evan-
gelical counter-cult groups still suf-
fered from the same deficiencies as
missionary strategies have in the

past. It was vague and had not

into Mormonism. The family
granted Van Gorden’s request
to revive the Utah Gospel Mis-
sion, which still recruits evan-
gelists to minister to the LDS
people.43

Another break-
through in this area has been
the recognition by George Otis,
Jr., founder and President of
The Sentinel Group, that
NRMs should be included in

current

Established world religions
and recognized animistic
religions have been identified as

fortresses of spiritual

opposition to the gospel, but

NRMs have not been

perceived to pose the same

dangers.

been researched and promoted
with quantified evidence, etc.
When the WorldWide Church
of God transformed into an evan-
gelical denomination within the
last few years the event was
reported with great fanfare. Never
before had such a large cultic
group departed from its origins to
become orthodox. But
should this be such a novel
occurrence? Placing the NRMs

why

any spiritual mapping exercise
undertaken for missionary research.
The methods relying on theological
critigue of the NRMs have done little
to impede their growth. Spiritual war-
fare was a topic that was not dis-
cussed in most publications and con-
ferences on NRMs unless it related
directly to demonic activity in the
occult.

There were a few exceptions to
this, of course, but until Otis began to
identify and quantify the growing
presence of NRMs in world mission
contexts, directed concerts of prayer
have never been focused on the spiri-
tual strongholds of spiritual darkness
related to these groups. Established
world religions and recognized animis-
tic religions have been identified as
fortresses of spiritual opposition to
the gospel, but NRMs have not been
perceived to pose the same dangers. |
myself have been to many counter-
cult conferences, and |
heard a call for concentrated efforts of
spiritual warfare intended to break up
the spiritual deception of an NRM
group or organization. There has been

have never

counter-cult work of the past has cul-
minated in the objectification of the
people lost in the spiritual darkness of
the cultic systems. Otis is asking that
we see members of NRMs not as rabid
minions of Satan, but as lost sheep
wandering in a spiritual wasteland in
need of a redeeming Shepherd.-45

Walter Martin attempted to make
this point in his ministry and writ-
ings, but his naturally confrontational
style blunted this insight for many
Christians. The adversarial stand so
often taken by those interested in
reaching the NRMs has only worked
to validate the NRM's xenophobic fear
of persecution and their stereotype of
Christians as bigoted and uncaring
oppressors of the type that Blavatsky
and Olcott encountered in India.

The second needed insight that
spiritual mapping brings to this issue
is the need to identify and quantify
the spiritual strongholds of deception
for the various NRMs. Calls for prayer
in most counter-cult ministry newslet-
ters revolve around the needs of the
staff of the ministry and individuals

into the matrix of spiritual map-
ping has already born much fruit in
this area. In their 1997 International
Consultation on Spiritual Mapping,
The Sentinel Group reported a num-
ber of communities around the world
that were being transformed because
they had employed this form of spiri-
tual warfare to address the needs of
their community that included atten-
tion to NRMs.

In Kiambu, Kenya (a suburb of
Nairobi highly resistant to missionary
efforts),
believed that witchcraft had an impor-
tant role to play in their town’s slav-
ery to violence, the occult and crush-
ing poverty. Spiritual warfare led to
the conversion of dozens of bars into
churches, a dramatic drop in the
crime rate, the removal of a powerful
witch from a position of influence with
government officials and economic
revitalization for the community.46
breakthrough was
reported from Hemet,
sleepy little retirement community.
This was a place where Christians
were divided along denominational

a handful of intercessors

A similar
California—a
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lines and their churches could only be
described as apathetic. The commu-
nity was plagued with prostitution,
drugs and gang violence. Both Tran-
scendental  Meditation and the
Church of Scientology were moving
into the area with plans to build
major facilities. It was discovered that
the area had been a focus of Native
American animism for centuries.

Several prayer initiatives were put
into motion by a concerned local pas-
tor and spiritual breakthroughs were
soon reported by the churches. Unity
and love replaced animosity and divi-
sion among believers and pastors
alike. Their churches began to grow
because of renewed evangelistic
efforts, especially among gang mem-
bers. A reconciliation service was
organized for various Native American
groups which resulted in many dra-
matic conversions.47

Reports such as these illustrate
that NRMs are entering a phase of
vulnerability to Christian evangelism
that is unprecedented in the history of
frontier missions. Never before have
our evangelistic efforts been this well
organized around prayer and spiritual
warfare, or so specifically targeted to
demonic strongholds, and never have
our motives been so clearly identified
with the loving heart of God for all
peoples regardless of their social, eth-
nic or religious backgrounds.

In Conclusion

The purpose for doing this article
is to inform those in frontier missions
of the origins and background of the
cultic systems that challenge our
evangelistic efforts for the hearts and
lives of men and women around the
world. The mistakes of the past were
discussed only to provide the context
and illustrate how spiritual battles
fought in the strength of human ener-
gies alone only exacerbate the condi-
tion of spiritual deception that holds
the peoples of the world in bondage

New Religious M ovements and Missions

and error.

As the chronological dawn of a
new millennium looms on our collec-
tive human horizon, are we also on a
spiritual threshold of Christian unity
and evangelism that will catapult the
Church of the Lord Jesus Christ into
a new era of spiritual victory over the
Satanic domination of much of the
world? The evidence that is already
pouring in concerning the spiritual
advances of the Church’s missionary
efforts are astounding. Why should we
not expect the same for the thousands
of new religions around the world?
Are Rodney Stark’s sociological esti-
mates for the growth of NRMs such as
Jehovah's Witnesses and Mormons
fatalistically accurate? If God can sov-
ereignly bring an end to Soviet Com-
munism, how much longer can Salt
Lake City resist His will?
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