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WHAT IS CURSILLO?
INTRODUCTION


You may be thinking, “Who’s this crazy guy? What’s his beef? What is all this about? And why is he criticizing this wonderful movement?” I would like to try to explain my interest and experience which led me to prolonged research into the Cursillo movement and to the findings in this book. 

I need to say at the outset that I know and have spoken with many people who have attended Cursillo weekends, and I know several who have stayed involved with the movement. For the most part these are all very fine people, some of the warmest I have met, though some, quite frankly, strike me as somewhat unstable. I do not know whether they became unstable as a result of their Cursillo participation, or whether they were drawn to this because of their instability; I suspect in most cases it is a bit of both.  


I should also say that I do not question the motives or the genuineness of any who are involved with the Cursillo movements. I assume that they are sincerely interested in reaching people with the message of the Gospel, and we certainly share this in common. This critique is by no means personal. I am concerned about the method, the tricks and techniques that are employed, especially during the psychologically-intense weekend. My concern is that there has not been adequate exploration of what these techniques are, why they are deemed necessary, and whether or not they are appropriate. 


After tonight, I would be happy to talk with any of you one-on-one if you desire, and as time allows, but I do have a day job. And speaking of that job, I come to you not representing my church or denomination, but personally. I speak only for myself.  


So as a format, I would like to take about forty-five minutes to explain why I became interested in this subject (something unique about my background) and then share some of the concerns I have, all of which are detailed in this book.  The book is 260 pages in length, so I can obviously only hit a few of the highlights.  


I have an additional resource, a reprint of a series of three articles I wrote for Christian Renewal Magazine. They very briefly explain my three concerns about Cursillo: theology, methodology, and outcome or results. 


Cursillo leaders think they have you have discovered a wonderful tool for Christian ministry and that they have had this wonderful, personal experience, THE genuine Christian experience during their weekend initiation. And what I would like to suggest is that there has been some things that have been taking place under the radar, beneath the surface, and that these dynamics in most cases only confuse the issues. In the worst cases, these dynamics and their effects can become a substitute for biblical Christianity. 

Such Cursillo leaders bear responsibility for these things. And I think they should consider carefully what they are sponsoring and endorsing and subjecting people to in many instances without their full knowledge or consent. I think these weekends raise serious moral and ethical questions, and we all need to be aware of what is taking place. I feel it is my duty to report to you what I have found. 


So let me begin by sharing my story, and then by raising some of the main issues.  

1.  The Quest for Emotional Experience
THE QUEST BEGINS


It was late spring 1973. I was a teenager and had already been a believer for several years. I attended with my family a fair-sized, Presbyterian, country church, a lively, evangelical church which took the Bible seriously and taught the Westminster Shorter Catechism.  As a congregation we had been praying about a weekend event that was to take place in our church in cooperation with the Methodist Church in our community.  What caught my attention was that everybody seemed to be talking about it, anticipating its arrival.  We had preparatory prayer meetings in peoples’ homes, something I had never experienced before.  As a youth group, we also had special meetings in which all we did was pray.  They were unlike anything I had known.  It was remarkable to sit with other youth and pray for anything we could think of, but especially about this weekend that was coming to our church.  We prayed for thirty minutes, and the time seemed to fly by.  This was truly noteworthy and unprecedented.  It created a tremendous curiosity about this upcoming “weekend.” 


And then the weekend came.  In all candor I cannot remember many of the details.  As one who has attended over twenty similar weekend experiences and has coordinated a weekend exactly like this for an entire congregation, I now know in depth precisely what took place.  But let me try to piece together the recollections of a thirteen-year-old.  


There were a lot of new faces in our church that weekend.  These people were invited guests who had taken their own time and paid their own way to travel and stay with us.  They had come on a mission to help us.  And many of these new people were young, about my age or a little older.  They smiled and laughed a lot and seemed to be so happy.  Some of them brought guitars and taught us new songs that were not hymns but sounded like songs we heard on the radio.  The boys had long hair and wore in-style, up-to-date clothing.  My impression as a young teenager was that these people were cool, and I was immediately attracted to them.  


But they did more than laugh and sing. They also told incredible stories about their lives. And even the way they were chosen to speak was remarkable.  The youth team leader selected witnesses to speak without any prior notice or warning.  It was as though God was directing the whole thing.  And before they spoke, each witness asked a friend to pray for him or her, to ask God to speak through them.  The witnesses said they had not thought ahead of time what they were going to say, and didn’t even know what they were going to say.  When they spoke, it was as though God himself was speaking.  And they told extraordinary stories.  Some of them had lived scandalous lives.  A few had tried drugs, which seemed quite shocking to me.  But all of them had had an encounter with Jesus Christ, and He meant everything to them.  They also told us they loved us and hoped that we would have an encounter with Christ as well.  


Again, I don’t really recall a lot of the details of the weekend, mostly impressions.  I remember that something powerful happened on Saturday night, with a lot of deeply-felt emotion and crying. The next morning everyone was so happy in Sunday School, which was led by the witnesses. One girl about my age cried because she had skipped the rest of the weekend. She could tell that something had happened to all of us and that she had missed it. I remember going into a packed church service. The pastor didn’t preach that morning, in fact, he sat with the rest of us while the witnesses led the service. The leader of these witnesses talked for a while and then told us he needed to rededicate his life to Christ that very morning. He invited us all to do the same, and then went and knelt down in front of church. His wife joined him as did several of the witnesses. Soon others from our congregation joined them. I felt a powerful urge to do the same. I asked a friend if he wanted to go forward too, and we went together. When it was done, the front of the church was crowded with kneeling people, most of them weeping.


That noon we had a potluck meal. Some of the teenaged witnesses went barefoot in the fellowship hall, which was a little shocking. Then they said their “good-byes” and went home.  


And that evening the church gathered in a wrap-up service. Again, the sanctuary was packed with excited people. There was a little singing of choruses at the beginning, but no preaching or teaching. Instead, any and all were invited to come to the front and tell what the weekend meant to them. It was incredible and unprecedented in all my brief experience. Ordinary people were talking in front of church and were describing what Jesus meant to them. But I only recall one specific comment that was made. A respected man in the church asked a question: “Would we all feel and act this way in six weeks?  Sure, we all call each other ‘brother’ and ‘sister’ now, but what about in six weeks?” As I recall, someone made a little joke about it. Everybody laughed, and we moved on. And I remember thinking, “This will last forever. This kind of feeling will never fade away.”


Following this weekend, our church was different, and I was different. Summer vacation soon hit, and I had lots of time on my hands. Living on a farm, I had the wide open spaces to roam as well. And I was sure I was right and the respected man’s concern was unfounded. I remember waking up happy and going to bed happy. I would walk around the farm, off to the pasture to fetch the milk cows, or all alone down the gravel road, and I would sing all the verses of all the hymns I could think of at the top of my voice. I was so happy and carefree. I prayed all the time and was constantly filled with joy.


And, it seemed that the respected man’s concern was groundless with respect to our church as well. Church was different. People were excited now. This excitement was celebrated through various special meetings in homes and in the church. Adults talked with me and made sense. They treated me almost as an equal. There was such a feeling of unity and love in our congregation.  


But…in time…the respected man’s concerns proved to be prophetic. It all began to wear off. People in the church stopped calling each other “brother” and “sister.” School began again, and my church friends seemed no different than they had been before the weekend renewal experience. I had less time to walk and sing and pray, and the feelings went away. Instead, I felt a great sense of sadness, disappointment, and disillusionment. But I kept on going to church. Though the feelings left, I did not lose my faith, which I had already before the weekend renewal experience.  
A Renewal of the Experience

And then came what seemed to be the solution to it all.  I got invited to be on a team of witnesses!  We would travel to another church and help them experience the same kind of weekend we’d had.  At the conclusion of the weekend at our church we had all been asked if we would be willing to go to other churches and serve as witnesses there.  I vaguely remembered signing up to become a witness.  And now it was becoming a reality.  I could help others find the joy and happiness I had found.  But I could also recapture the joy that had dissipated from my own life.  I was sure I had found the real thing.  I was going to become like one of those people I admired.  It was a dream come true!

And it was!  I still recall the great anxiety of traveling to this new church with people I had never met before.  The team of witnesses was different for every weekend.  While I knew a few of the people on the team, most were strangers to me.  And there was great apprehension when the youth team leader said, “Now I think we should hear from a couple of witnesses.”  We honestly did not know who he would choose.  And I honestly did not prepare anything for my witness.  We were instructed not to.  And in a moment we could be called on to share something, even though we had no idea what it was going to be!  I remember ducking, hoping I would not be called on, terrified and feeling great relief when someone else was chosen.  And what incredible stories they told, again of getting into trouble, of using drugs and sleeping with girlfriends.  There wasn’t a dry eye in the place when that witness finished, including mine.  


The weekend was very much like the one in my home church.  There was singing and sharing and laughing.  On Saturday morning, we sang at a nursing home.  It was shocking and unsettling to see the older people, some of them with dementia, calling to us, grabbing at us. We tried to sing songs to them and to talk with them. It was deeply moving. Then we had a fun activity: bowling.  We all laughed a lot.  There were a few hours in the afternoon for a break, but then we were back to the church for supper, for lots of laughter and fun.  Then we sang together for a time.  We broke into small groups and were asked to write a “spiritual graph,” to share our own faith journey.  People were excused from talking if they felt uncomfortable, but most joined in.  


Then we were all brought back into the large group.  The youth coordinator spoke some more, we sang some more slow and serious songs.  I think some witnesses spoke, and I might have been one of them.  And then we all moved to a different room, a smaller room.  It was dark and there was a single candle burning in the center of the room.  We could barely make out faces, so we felt more anonymous to the group.  The youth coordinator introduced the pastor who set out the elements for communion and then left.  We were invited to come to the center of the room and take communion if we wanted to, or to come with a special friend or two and share communion together.  After all were finished, one of the guitarists sang a slow song in a minor key.  It was already late at night.  We were all tired from the late night before.  I remember being emotionally wrung out because of the sadness of the nursing home, but also the silliness and giddiness of our other activities that day.  The other witnesses had expressed so much love for everyone.  We had been through so much together as a group, that I already felt a tremendous bond toward everyone.  The guitarist continued to play minor-keyed chords on his instrument.  


And then someone began to cry.  It started as a sniffle, but quickly erupted into deep and wracking sobs.  Soon the people close by hugged her, and they began to sob as well.  In a short time, all of us were crying, some gently, some with the same, uncontrollable sobbing.  The room became quite noisy as all were weeping together.  The most stony-faced high school boys became teary, even those who had come only to this part of the weekend and just to be with their girlfriends.  


After the sobbing began to subside, the youth coordinator changed the mood.  He said, “We don’t have to cry; we have joy in Jesus!”  Immediately, the guitarist broke into an upbeat song we all knew, and we sang at the top of our voices.  After singing and laughing and more crying and lots of hugging, we tore ourselves away.  We went home, emotionally released and fell into a peaceful, though short night’s sleep.  


And in the morning, there was a different spirit in that church.  There was warmth, excitement, joy, unity, and love for all to go around.  The same Sunday morning procedure was followed in this church that had been used in my home church.  The pastor sat in the back, the witnesses spoke, the adult coordinator invited the people to rededicate their lives to Christ, and he told us he needed to rededicate himself to Christ that morning.  He kneeled down first, followed by several witnesses, and in a short while the front of the church was jammed with people on their knees.  We had the potluck together, said our tearful “good-bye’s,” and after more hugging, we went home.  


I was happy, though absolutely exhausted.  But when I arrived home, brimming with renewed joy, I was stunned to find that my family did not share my enthusiasm. I had been away and now brought home a suitcase of dirty laundry. I had neglected my chores and still had homework to complete. What’s worse, I had no one with whom to share this weekend experience. Nobody from my school or even church had been there. When I tried to speak of it in my youth group or Sunday School class, there was only modest “that’s-nice-we’re-happy-for-you” interest expressed. My “wonderful weekend world” unhappily collided with my “regular world,” and my glowing joy was indeed short-lived.  


This was utterly disappointing. But there was a remedy. I got an invitation to be a witness at another weekend, which I eagerly accepted. Maybe the second one was a fluke. Maybe the third would have more permanent results. But it didn’t. This is not to say that it was not a re-charging experience. It definitely was that, though the effect was less potent. Again, I had recaptured it, and again, it had worn off.

Deeper Involvement

About this time I moved to a nearby town and attended a different school.  I continued to attend my home church, but also joined a large youth group in the new town.  And it felt like home.  The leaders of this new youth group liked the weekend renewal experiences as much as I did.  They invited a team of youth witnesses to come and lead their youth group in a retreat weekend on more than one occasion.  Now it seemed my problems were solved!  I could receive regular re-charges, but so would my friends.  We would all experience it together, so we could all continue to share it together.  


All the necessary components of the weekend renewal experience were employed on these weekend retreats.  The first night, Friday night, began with eating, singing, sharing by witnesses, small groups in which everyone was invited to speak.  But it didn’t end there.  The meeting broke at 11:00 p.m.  And then we went for pizza!  Most of us did not get home until quite late, so we were very tired the next day.  But the morning began bright and early with donuts and juice and singing and sharing.  In the mid-morning we went to visit a nursing home where we saw very sad things:  confused people desperately calling out for help.  We sang songs to them, but had to choke back our tears.  


After lunch together, we went bowling, all the while laughing and being silly together.  Saturday night ran much the same as on church weekend experiences complete with candle, communion, sad songs, witnesses, crying, hugging, joyful praises, and lingering until we had to go home. The next morning was the same as usual, with great joy, unity, and sharing. As I recall, the youth provided special music in the worship service that day. After a meal, we said our “good-bye’s” and the witnesses went home.  


Though I cannot recall all of the details, I know my life began to revolve around these “weekend renewal experiences.” They took several forms. I continued to serve as a witness on the youth team of weekend Lay-Witness missions at churches around the area, driving as much as three or more hours to get there. I had learned to play guitar, and so became an even more valuable member of the team. I also attended the community youth group, led by those who liked weekend renewal experiences. They held more retreat weekends, and shorter overnights called “lock-ins” which always ended up in a darkened room with a candle, communion, and crying. I began to share leadership in some of these events. But I also traveled with some of my friends to other types of retreats. I continued this into my first two years of college since I lived at home and attended a community college nearby. In all, I suppose I have attended or led 20-30 weekend renewal experiences of this sort.

A Growing Awareness

But I began to notice some things.  First, I observed that for a weekend to be successful, that is, for the weekend to achieve this deeply-felt joy and bonding, it had to follow a predictable pattern and had to incorporate certain elements.  For example, shorter overnight experiences like “lock-ins” had much less dependable and shorter-lived results. On the other hand, if these methods were used well, I have never personally known them to fail. They regularly produced the desired effects.  


The other thing I noticed was that the effect of the weekends on me continued to diminish to the point that they no longer had any effect at all. I began to feel deep sadness when, on Saturday night after Saturday night on weekend after weekend, while others were swinging from sobbing to singing like clockwork, I felt nothing at all except a sense of disappointment and loss.  


Something else should be noted. I used these methods on two different youth groups I led, and one church I served as pastor. The results were completely predictable, though the settings were different. The first youth group upon whom I used these techniques was of the church where I served as intern pastor. I had been their youth leader for about six months when I invited a couple of friends to the church who had helped lead these weekend experiences with me before. We used precisely the same methods I had seen and used many times, and we achieved precisely the same results: the Saturday night sobbing, singing, and bonding, and the Sunday morning euphoria and tearful “good-byes.”  


The second youth group experience was a bit different. I had accompanied the youth group on a work trip to inner-city Chicago as their devotional leader. Toward the close of the long, exhausting week, one night after a small group Bible study, I turned out the lights and lit a candle.  I talked a long time in a quiet voice about our need to commit our lives to Jesus. Then I sang a slow, sad song. I told them I was going to rededicate my life to Christ. I knelt at the front of the room near the candle. In moments I was surrounded by nearly the whole group, most of whom were crying. I then said, “We don’t have to cry; we can have joy in Jesus!” I struck up an upbeat praise song, and we all sang at the top of our voices.  

“Is This for Real?”

But one other incident happened that night that surprised me, that turned my thoughts in an entirely new direction. I had been sound asleep in my sleeping bag when I was awakened by three of the young people. They had been talking into the wee hours, and they had a question for me: “Is this for real?”


In my groggy condition, I remember that I could not think very clearly, and I was a bit annoyed at the question. As I recall, I answered with something like, “Of course this is real. You were there. It happened. You were invited to rededicate your life to Christ. You felt the Holy Spirit’s power and responded. Yes, it was real!” I then prayed with them and went back to sleep. But the question continued to haunt me: “Was this for real?”  Somehow they had sensed that it was not. And I began to wonder myself: “Is this for real?” As it would turn out, that simple question has become one of the great turning points of my life. But let me tell of the experience of another man I know.  

ANOTHER QUEST FOR EMOTIONAL EXPERIENCE

Alan (not his real name) was a few years older than me, in my brother’s grade in school. He was active in his local church and other Christian groups. It was 1974, and after he graduated from high school, Alan was snagged by the wanderlust.  He said he had been driving in his Jeep one day and heard a song on the radio.  One line in the song captivated him:  “Me and you and a dog named Boo, travelin’ and a-livin’ off the land.”  Alan thought this might be God’s way of telling him he should take some time off after high school and see the country, and that maybe God had something big for him to do.  


So he loaded up his Jeep, took all the money he had, and began to tour the country. As I heard Alan tell his story, he didn’t focus much on his travels, so I cannot relate any of the incidents along the way. But eventually he found himself in California, at Fisherman’s Wharf, well-known sightseer’s location in San Francisco, looking very much like a tourist who was far from home.  


He was approached by an attractive young lady with a radiant smile, a hint of a glowing, inward joy.  As they talked, she seemed genuinely interested in him.  In the midst of their conversation, she invited him to spend an afternoon and evening with her at a spiritual group meeting.  Since Alan was already a Christian, since he was alone, and since the girl seemed to like him, he gladly agreed to go.  He wondered if this was maybe the reason he felt the desire to travel.  Perhaps this was the “great thing” that God had for him to do.  So Alan tagged along.


The afternoon and evening surpassed all his expectations.  After a large community meal, the leaders led some mixer-games.  It was a relaxing time of singing and sharing, and the girl who had first invited him stayed with him the whole evening.  Since he was admittedly quite lonely, and since he’d had little human contact, he greatly enjoyed the evening and felt a strong attraction to the group.  So it was only natural that he agreed to go with them when he was invited to a weekend retreat.  


He traveled with her and others to an isolated location near Booneville, California, several miles north of San Francisco. The retreat center was a set of dormitory-type buildings in a secluded location. There he found a large group of people about his age, many of whom he had met at the evening of fellowship. Again, the girl who first met him stayed close by him the whole weekend, though there was no romantic contact. He felt strongly attracted to her. The weekend retreat was billed as a relaxing, getaway time with no worries or cares.  


This he found to be true. They played group games, enjoyed lengthy small group sharing in which all were encouraged to talk freely about themselves. There was singing and “fellowship.” Alan said it took him back to his days of youth or childhood, a carefree time with no responsibilities. He remembered that everybody seemed so interested in him: he was the “center of attention,” a celebrity to the group. He now suspects these “interested people” were not merely retreat goers like himself, but members of the group who were instructed to shower him with attention and affection. He now observes that during the weekend, newcomers like him were greatly outnumbered by members of the group who clearly overwhelmed them. He also noted that everyone on the weekend was paired up in a male-female relationship. Except for restroom breaks and sleeping, he was constantly accompanied by his attractive, female companion. She would often hold his hand as they walked and talked together. There was some teaching during the weekend, and he noted that the attitude was a bit of irreverence toward the traditional. They made fun of out-of-date rules and practices, pointing out many of the failings of the organized church.  


Alan was deeply drawn to this group of people. He remembered feeling incredible love from them, unconditional love like he had seldom experienced before. He felt an immediate and powerful bond with the whole group. For a young man far from home, it felt as though he had found a true, spiritual family, and he was deeply saddened when the weekend drew to a close.  


But maybe it didn’t have to end! The retreat leaders extended another invitation. Alan was being invited to stay at the retreat center for a whole week. In exchange for some chores, he, along with other young newcomers would be offered room and board. Best of all, he could live in community with these loving people. They really could be one close and committed family. Surely this must be God’s will for him. This was why he was prompted to travel halfway across a continent. He was home, where he was loved, where he belonged, with this joyful group of spiritual people.  


Alan accepted the invitation eagerly. And he joined in with all the activities just as eagerly. He and all his new brothers and sisters were up early, hard at work at manual labor, raising vegetables and doing other chores on the retreat center grounds. He didn’t mind the work. He felt good about doing his part, and nobody else seemed to mind either. The meals were not much to brag about: a completely vegetarian diet. But he was happy to make the sacrifice: anything to stay with his new-found family of Christians. And the long days were composed of eating, three teachings interspersed throughout the day and a couple of blocks of work, morning and afternoon.  


Each day ended in singing and sharing and testimonies. Often the testimonies went late into the night, but it was so meaningful that he didn’t mind the late hours. The testimonies consisted of a person of the group sharing their story, how they came to this retreat center, how they’d had their doubts about the group, how they may have heard negative reports about the group, but each testimony ended with the person having overcome their doubts and offering a ringing endorsement of the group and its beliefs. At the conclusion of each testimony, the new convert was heartily applauded and given numerous hugs. Alan said that each testimony was offered as though the decision had just been made, as though this was the first time the testimony was given. He now believes that most of the testimonies had been rehearsed and were actually given by members who had joined the group long before. 


And during the week he found himself and everybody else paired up again, and always in male-female couples, except that this time it was a new girl since the first girl could not stay for the week. His new “friend” was surprisingly well-suited to his interests and personality. Alan believes that one of the reasons the members were so interested in him during the first weekend retreat was so that they would be able to select a suitable new companion for him for the week.  


Alan found that the combination of the early mornings, the physical labor, the inadequate, vegetarian diet, and late nights of singing and testimonies began to wear him down. He found himself quite weary at the end of the day. The teachers were interesting to listen to, though they always spoke in a quiet, even tone. Once in a while, they said some things that seemed a bit unusual, but since they were Christians like he was, and since he had felt the genuineness of their love, he was sure they must be right.  


But the teaching became more and more bizarre. He was certain that he had never heard many of their beliefs in his home church or in Sunday School; but then he was young and inexperienced. Maybe he had not listened very well in church. Besides, they kept quoting Scripture verses, especially from the Old Testament in support of their teaching. And, in truth, he had little energy or desire to resist them. Every question was quickly answered, though it seemed that questions were not very welcome. Others in the group acted impatient at questions, and eventually they were asked with less and less frequency. But Alan did not want to resist. He did not want to be a contrary voice or spoil all the love and unity he felt within the group. And even if he would have wanted to, he was so tired and undernourished that he did not have the power to resist. Alan said he felt himself being worn down, physically, emotionally, and spiritually.  


Alan continued to stay with his new “family” for the week. The second weekend he was there, he was informed that he was doing so well that he was to be moved into the advanced group. This group left the retreat center and went up into the hills for intensive training. During the first week, Alan had heard three teachings a day for five days. During this advanced training, he got five days worth of lectures in two days. Alan described this as a “bombardment.” Physically and emotionally he was completely worn out. He began to suspect that something was amiss, but he had little time to think, little strength to resist. At the end of this time, he was taken aside and told that the source of this teaching was from the Rev. Sun Myung Moon. Rev. Moon was held up as the only hope of mankind’s salvation, and he was urged to join them in serving Rev. Moon’s glorious vision.  


Alan said that it was at this point that he made the decision to leave the group. He was already a Christian and realized that this was a deceptive and destructive cult. He had decided to stand up to the group and warn the other newcomers who had similarly fallen under their influence. He had to leave this new “family.”


But in the mean time his “old” family, his parents, became alarmed at what was happening to Alan. They contacted an anti-cult organization and learned that if Alan had been there a week, it would be very difficult for him to leave of his own will.  


In desperation, his parents resorted to a ruse.  His father called with an emergency message: “Alan’s mother had been in a serious car accident and was in a life-threatening condition.” Sympathetic hospital officials agreed to cooperate. The California Highway Patrol delivered the message to the group’s leadership, who were suspicious and refused to tell Alan the news for a couple of days. The group’s leadership even called the hospital where Alan’s mom was supposedly being treated. The hospital staff confirmed that Alan’s mother was in critical condition following a car accident. After warning him that it may be a trick by his parents, they finally gave him the message. Alan was allowed to leave the retreat center. But even as he left he was accompanied by a group leader who warned him of “Satan’s attempts” to draw him away from the “truth.” He was given a toll-free telephone number to call should he ever desire to come back. Even after he was home, Alan reports that members of the group watched his house for several months. Alan had just escaped from the Moonies.  


Why do I relate this story?  Am I equating Lay-Witness and other weekend renewal experiences like Cursillo with a cult? Certainly not! Alan’s involvement with the Moonies was very different from Lay-Witness or other Christian weekend experiences like Cursillo for the simple fact that the Unification Church is a non-Christian cult, while the other movements profess the historic Christian faith. But there are striking similarities in the methods they each employ. And that is the main problem with the Cursillo movement. It unwittingly uses several powerful psycho-social techniques to achieve its results, techniques which are also used with regularity by cults like the Moonies.  
<BREAK>
3.  The Methodology of Mind Control
Mind Control?

Why are Cursillistas restricted from revealing too many of the details of the Cursillo weekend? The usual answer is in order not to “ruin” it by taking away the “surprises.” “Surprise” implies something akin to a pleasant, unexpected birthday party. But these “surprises” are much more. The Cursillo surprises are in reality powerful techniques of psychological persuasion. These techniques are alternately called “psychological coercion,” “coercive persuasion,” “thought reform,” “mind control,” and (unhelpfully) “brainwashing.”  


The latter term, “brainwashing,” is so completely negative and controversial that it is best not used. Former cult member and author Steven Hassan draws a significant distinction between “brainwashing” and what the destructive cults do. The term he prefers is “mind control.” “Brainwashing” is a term devised in 1951 by Edward Hunter, a journalist. He noticed how during the Korean War captured American servicemen suddenly changed their beliefs and loyalties and admitted to completely fictional war crimes. The process of effecting this change Hunter called “brainwashing.”


But there is a real difference. In brainwashing, the subject knows he is in the hands of the enemy, in a life-threatening situation. And the means of bringing about the change is often severe abuse and even torture. Obviously, nothing like this takes place on Cursillo weekends, and even the vast majority of destructive cults never use torture to achieve their ends.  


The mind control used by destructive cults, however, is much more subtle.


Mind control, also called “thought reform” is more subtle and sophisticated.  Its perpetrators are regarded as friends or peers, so the person is much less defensive. He unwittingly participates by cooperating with this controllers and giving them private information that he does not know will be used against him. The new belief system is internalized into a new identity structure.  


Mind control involves little or no overt physical abuse. Instead, hypnotic processes are combined with group dynamics to create a potent indoctrination effect. The individual is deceived and manipulated–not directly threatened–into making the prescribed choices. On the whole, he responds positively to what is done to him.
   


What’s interesting about the Cursillo weekend is that while parts of it become quite intense and emotionally uncomfortable at times (a symptom that mind control techniques are being used), what is usually remembered is that it was a “good experience.”


Hassan describes mind control as: “a system of influences that disrupts an individual’s identity (beliefs, behavior, thinking, and emotions) and replaces it with a new identity. In most cases, that new identity is one that the original identity would strongly object to if it knew in advance what was in store.”
 


But how are these changes effected? What techniques are used? The specific psychological techniques used in Cursillo are described at length in Chapter 6 of my book. Here, we consider the stages of mind control, the steps in the process, and the conditions for mind control.

Three Stages of Mind Control

The process of gaining control of the mind follows a predictable three-stage pattern. These have been described by Edgar Schein in his book Coercive Persuasion.


The first stage Schein calls “Unfreezing.” To prepare a person for radical change, first his or her reality must be shaken up: the subject must be disoriented. His or her common way of understanding or interpreting their world must be disrupted. Various techniques can accomplish this, and the effect can be most powerful when the techniques are combined. Sleep deprivation, new diet and eating schedules, isolation in unfamiliar surroundings, removal from regular support systems, sensory or emotional overload, rapid exposure to new and conflicting even irrational information, guided meditations, vigorous calisthenics, even group singing can help to disorient the person and create anxiety.


A further goal in the unfreezing stage is to undermine self-confidence, to “break you down so they can build you back up.” The subject is bombarded with the idea that they are badly flawed. Personal inadequacies, sins, failures, as well as past disappointments are greatly exaggerated to the point that the person is left in an anxious and incomplete state. The result is a heightened suggestibility and openness to whatever the group may be presenting.  


The second stage in mind control is “Changing.” Once the subject is sufficiently disoriented and made to feel incomplete and inadequate, the solution offered by the group is more easily accepted. The group’s answer is now stated repeatedly by group leaders. This is reinforced by the testimonies of those who may pretend to have been reluctant, but now are making the desired commitment. And this is even more subtly reinforced by members of the group posing as new recruits who act interested and continually direct the real recruit’s attention to the solution offered by the leader.   


Understandably, this process can be quite emotional for the subject. Because of the disorientation in the first stage, the anxiety can be pronounced. The person often draws into this anxiety painful memories from the past, perpetual struggles with personal failures, sad and shameful recollections, and deep-seated fears. Together, these frequently produce an overwhelming tension which seeks release. This release often comes in a dramatic catharsis, a let down of emotion, followed by an immediate attraction to the group and affinity for its teachings. In the euphoria that follows, the teaching of the group is quickly imbibed with little critical inspection. After all, it is reasoned, anything that can produce an experience this good must be the real thing.  


The third stage is called “Refreezing.” Here the new identity is solidified and reinforced. A system of rewards is offered for conformity while punishments are meted out for non-compliance. “Most of the modern-day thought-reform groups seek to produce smiling, non-resistant, hardworking persons who do not complain about the group practices and do not question the authority of the guru, leader or trainer.”
 One of the strongest ways to refreeze the subject into the new identity is to have him or her recruit others into the group. If one can successfully bring others into the group, it only reinforces that the group and their teaching must be right and true. Cult expert Margaret Singer observes that “cults only have two basic purposes: recruiting new members and fund-raising.”
  


Again, one can draw remarkable parallels to the processes used in the Cursillo initiation weekend. The first night is spent in uncomfortable and somber silence, the purpose of which is to “awaken the moral consciences of the participants, beginning with an analysis of their own lives and causing them to desire to encounter God.”
  Clearly this is a description of “unfreezing.”  


The Friday and Saturday of the Cursillo weekend are devoted to understanding yourself and what motivates you and your relationship with God, through various presentations or talks which are then discussed and analyzed at table groups (with complete strangers). This is the inculcation of the new identity, the “changing.”  


And Sunday is devoted to learning how we can help God in fulfilling His will. This is the beginning of the “refreezing.” At the conclusion of the Sunday events, the participant is welcomed into the Cursillo community. Ideally the new Cursillista ever after participates in a weekly Cursillo small group reunion where the new ideas are reinforced, and a monthly large group gathering called the ultreya, where the new ideas are celebrated. And the new Cursillista begins to sponsor new candidates (new recruits), also a key feature in the “refreezing” process.  


It is interesting that the local leaders of Young Adults Together Encounter Christ (YATEC) are not so subtle in their descriptions of the weekend. The first day is “die day” where your old self dies (unfreezing), the second day is “resurrection day” where your new self is reborn (changing), and the third day is “go out and serve/take it back home day” (refreezing).  

Six Conditions for Mind Control

Cult researcher and psychology professor Margaret Thaler Singer describes six conditions necessary to create the atmosphere for mind control to take place.  

1. Keep the person unaware that there is an agenda to control or change the person.

2. Control time and physical environment (contacts, information)

3. Create a sense of powerlessness, fear and dependency.

4. Suppress old behavior and attitudes

5. Instill new behavior and attitudes

6. Put forth a closed system of logic


1.  A first prerequisite is to keep the person unaware of what is going on and how she or he is being changed a step at a time.  As a person being influenced, 

you are kept unaware of the orchestration of psychological and social forces meant to change your thinking and your behavior. The cult leaders make it seem as though what is going on is normal, that everything is the way it’s supposed to be. This atmosphere is reinforced by peer pressure and peer-modeled behavior, so that you adapt to the environment without even realizing it.

If the hidden agenda were announced ahead of time, few people would volunteer to participate. So what will actually take place is only described in general and vague terms, and the leadership invariably does not distribute a weekend schedule which is a common complaint of those who dislike the Cursillo weekend. The weekend itself is simply called a “pleasant spiritual getaway” or “a refreshing time of fellowship.” The few Cursillo brochures which are available are remarkable for their lack of information. And each table group contains a couple of leaders (one or both may be incognito) who model the proper, compliant behavior.


2. A second prerequisite is to control the person’s social and/or physical environment; especially control the person’s time. The Cursillo weekend is hosted at a distant location where the entire schedule is controlled by the leaders. Participants are often driven to the location and so have no personal means of escape. They are urged to surrender their wristwatches so they lose track of time. Outside phone calls and other “distractions” are discouraged.


3. A third prerequisite to create the proper atmosphere for mind control is to systematically create a sense of powerlessness in the person. “Cults create this sense of powerlessness by stripping you of your support system and your ability to act independently.”
 Cults will take away friendship and family networks. Another way to achieve this is to take away the subject’s main occupation and source of income. Students are routinely instructed to drop out of school.  


This obviously creates a sense of dependency on the group. A TEC (Teens Encounter Christ) leader told me that students are carefully selected for table groups ahead of time so that there will be nobody sitting at their table whom they knew before the weekend, not even someone from their same school. The rationale offered was so that the teen could “make new friends” and “discover the large Christian community that is out there” and to “establish relationships that last a long time, someone to turn to when you need help.” But this practice would in reality inhibit the maintenance of such relationships since none of these people are from your home town, your home church, or your pre-TEC world.  Rather, the real reason for the separation is to effectively remove the subject (at least for the weekend) from his or her usual support system and create a dependency on the new group.  


4. A fourth prerequisite is to manipulate a system of rewards, punishments, and experiences in such a way as to inhibit behavior that reflects the person’s former social identity. The values and beliefs of the person prior to entering the group are routinely discouraged and suppressed. Old ways are defined as irrelevant, unnecessary, and unworthy.   


5. A fifth prerequisite, similarly, is to manipulate a system of rewards, punishments, and experiences in order to promote learning of the group’s ideology or belief system and group-approved behaviors. Several features of the Cursillo weekend combine to create this system of rewards and punishments. When candidates give reports they receive applause regardless of the quality of their performance. Table leaders are always present in order to model correct behavior and reward proper responses. And one feature of the Cursillo weekend is called “unconditional love” (a reward for being on the weekend). Any kind of “sharing” by candidates is encouraged and approved (rewarded), but especially the responses that contribute to the movement and ideals of the weekend.       


6. A sixth prerequisite is to put forth a closed system of logic and an authoritarian structure that permits no feedback and refuses to be modified except by leadership approval. Questions or contrary views expressed during the weekend are not exactly punished as much as ignored. When I made Cursillo, I found that the pace of the weekend was so rapid and crowded that critical evaluation was inhibited. There was simply no time allowed to explore views other than those being expressed by the leadership. And my questions and objections to local Cursillo leaders were regularly dismissed from a pragmatic perspective: “Cursillo works, so don’t try to fix it.” As one Cursillo leader told me: “Participate, don’t evaluate.” (!)

It should be disconcerting to discover that all of these six conditions for mind control are purposely built into the Cursillo weekend to some degree or another.


Roman Catholic priest, Sigmund Dragostin (or “Dragastin”), O.F.M., has extensive experience as spiritual director at Franciscan centers.  After completing his doctoral work in sociology at the University of Chicago he joined the faculty.  His evaluation of the Cursillo method came through personal involvement:  Dragostin made Cursillo in 1962.  


As a priest-sociologist with some acquaintance with current social psychology, I am disturbed by what seem to me to be undue pressures exerted on those making the exercises.  A study of Bishop Hervas’s Leaders’ Manual, an extensive description of the cursillo running to some 300 pages, has done little to change this reaction.  


Read from the viewpoint of pastoral theology, Bishop Hervas’s manual does take some pains to achieve balance and points the way to obviate the more apparent pitfalls, e.g., lack of perseverance, cliquishness, and misdirected fervor.  One should not blame on the cursillo the various mistakes that have been made in its name.  On the other hand, I did not get the impression that the Bishop—whether by design or by accident—gives a fair description of the social psychological techniques involved.  To be sure, there are enough general references to methods of good pedagogy and the lessons of modern psychology.  But the actual description of the techniques of influence are mostly smothered in a smoke screen of pious vocabulary.

After describing the Cursillo weekend, Dragostin notes: “From the foregoing brief description, the perceptive reader can see that the Cursillo is in large measure an exercise in ‘group dynamics.’”
  He then details “some of the social psychological mechanisms being employed.”
 Dragostin lists seven.  


The first is isolation, which serves two purposes: “men are removed from any social support they might receive from friends and relatives, persons who might confirm their resistance to a more fervent Christianity,” and so that they “will feel less constrained in expressing religious sentiments.”


The second is affirmation, as “lay leadership, masculine atmosphere, mixed social groupings, contrived conviviality, and great personal acceptance all seem functional in reducing ego-defensiveness toward ‘conversion’ on the part of candidates.”


The third factor could be called peer pressure.  “New attitudes and beliefs will develop out of the ordinary process of social interaction provided that the majority opinion is large, that the opinion is made public, that the group is especially friendly and close-knit, and that the object of opinion is ambiguous.”  Dragostin notes that these “well known facts of small-group dynamics are very much utilized in the Cursillo.”
   That would also mean that the expression of contrary or discordant viewpoints would be detrimental to the process, which would explain the discouragement of questions and open discussion and placing a “plant” at each table to keep the conversation on track.  


The fourth factor is the religious atmosphere or setting of the weekend.  The candidate “becomes acutely aware of his religious identity by the fact that he has placed himself in a religious setting.” The candidates, therefore, “put their best religious foot forward,” acting in a manner suitable to the surroundings and the expectations of the group.
 


The fifth element leading to “conversion” is the structure and design of the weekend itself. Dragostin notes that the group “goes through phases roughly equivalent to the empirically tested ones of collecting information, evaluating information, and pressing for a decision.” The emotional state of the group is carefully guided to match each step in the process, “the decision point being the critical bottleneck.”  “(C)andidates  are introduced to palanca (reports of sacrifices or prayers made by others on their behalf, ed.) just as they reach the decision point.”  This is usually quite moving:  “The idea that others are suffering on their behalf is instrumental in getting trainees to choose a more fervent Christian commitment.”
  

The sixth factor, according to Dragostin, is the discomfort of cognitive dissonance and the tendency toward cognitive consistency.  Those who are “converted” by these dynamic techniques may seek to persuade others in order to defend their decision and/or to keep on persuading themselves.   

Sudden changes in attitudes and beliefs may leave one in a state of cognitive dissonance because former attitudes and beliefs retain some of their attractiveness. Persons who change after a personal struggle and who harbor some unconscious reservations will be more enthusiastic about their new beliefs and more zealous in spreading them. This may account, in part, for the extraordinary zeal shown by some candidates.


The seventh and final element listed by Dragostin (though he by no means intends to be exhaustive) is pragmatic. This weekend has been costly to the candidate, therefore it must be valuable.  “(A) person values his group membership in proportion to the difficulty of his initiation into the group.”
 I made Cursillo in a prison setting as the only non-prisoner candidate among inmates. At the conclusion, one candidate in my table group said with tears how proud he was of himself because this was the first “program” he had ever completed. It had become valuable to him because of the hard work he had put into it.  


After examining these seven social psychological mechanisms, Dragostin carefully offers this disclaimer, “I have no intention of limiting the power of divine grace to empirical models;” nevertheless, he concludes, “It does, however, seem clear to me that much of the Cursillo’s dramatic effect can be accounted for through natural causes.”
  Elsewhere, Dragostin declares: “I would welcome an atmosphere that provides a free and open opportunity for an individual to broaden his religious experience. But the extraordinary dramatic effect of the cursillo as well as its excesses seem directly related to the element of social manipulation.”


Let me close this portion with an analogy:

How many of you have seen the Harry Potter movie, “The Half-blood Prince”? Let’s think about what happens when you go to a dramatic movie like this.


1.  Before you came to the movie, you may have heard something about it. You may have seen the dramatic previews. Your friends may have told you about it, and especially the big surprise at the end. So before you even walk in the door, you are already feeling some anticipation.  


2. Just after you purchase your ticket and walk in, what happens next? You walk past the concessions. Concessions are very important for the movie experience for a couple of reasons. The first is that the movie theater makes most of its profit off the concessions, almost nothing from showing the film. But the second thing is that when you consume your sugary snacks and caffeine-laden soft drinks, you are already entering into an altered state of consciousness. Your pulse rises, you become highly alert, your palms may sweat, you grow a bit nervous and excitable, even irritable, creating an emotional tension before the film begins.


3. After you are seated, the lights go down, immediately affecting your mood. You are transported into another world, one that is completely controlled by others, a dark and mysterious environment where you may lose track of time and briefly forget who you are. And what you can see in the dark, on the massive screen, is also completely controlled, so that your primary sense, the sense of sight, is being manipulated by others.


4. Your second most important sense of hearing is also completely controlled. The surround-sound speakers are so realistic that you can hear sound coming from one corner of the room and moving to the opposite one. The sounds are sometimes soft, and then abruptly very loud, almost unbearably loud. The ever-present and constantly changing musical score signals the emotions you should be feeling at each step along the way:  playfulness, moody pensiveness, suspense, sadness, overwhelming power or horror, all of that created by what you hear.


5. The story itself is filled with emotional elements. There are the humorous foibles of clumsy, fearful Ron, the budding romance of Herminie, there is the constant, gloomy sense of loss in Harry as he is an orphan, his parents tragically slain by “him who shall not be named,” and heroically giving their lives for him. There is the abrupt alarm of sudden, horrible death, the shocks and surprises, twists and turns all along the way, so that you go up and down, and are drawn through an emotional wringer.  


6. And all the while there is this building tension, and the more that is revealed, the more mystery we encounter, as we race with Harry and his friends against the clock to discover the answer to the terrible secret.  


7. And all of a sudden, toward the end of the film, the unthinkable happens. The traitor is suddenly revealed, and the good guy is slain, and you find yourself at that saddest of all places: a funeral.


And when it is all over, as the credits roll, you just sit there, emotionally spent, feeling wistful, perhaps a bit tingly and euphoric, stunned because you cannot believe what you just saw (and heard). Perhaps you discretely wipe away a tear.  


B. Now what if, at this point, one of the actors, perhaps Daniel Radcliffe who portrays Harry Potter, were suddenly to appear in the front of the theater? And what if he said something like this: “Do you feel that sense of calm, that giddy euphoria, that tingly relief? That is the result of the kind of magic that Harry Potter practices. This film is really magical, magic is woven through it, and that’s why you feel the way you do. It’s absolutely real. You know it is because you felt it for yourself. And now you need to start practicing this magic. You need to dedicate the rest of your life to this magic. You will never again feel the way you felt just now unless you do so. This is the real thing!”


How would you respond?


C. You would probably cry foul. You would say, “Wait a minute! That wasn’t magic. I know exactly what happened. All of that was pure fiction, completely made up. I was emotionally manipulated through the sugar, the mood lighting and mood music, the emotional roller coaster of the story, and the dramatic events portrayed at the end. It was all a bunch of hype, nothing more.” And you would be absolutely correct. And all of that would happen again to you the next time you went to a dramatic movie like this.  


D. What is Cursillo, or YATEC, or TEC? A Harry Potter movie lasts about 120 minutes. They manipulate you for two hours: it’s just entertainment, nothing more. But Cursillo lasts seventy-two hours. And they do all of these things to you, they use all of these techniques that they use in the movies on you, and a whole lot more. And after you go through this emotional three days in which your whole life and environment is completely controlled by others, “nothing is left to chance,” and when you, as a result, have this kind of emotional experience, they then tell you that this is true religion, that you have had a genuine encounter with Christ like nothing you’ve ever experienced before, like nothing your local church could provide. This is finally the real thing.  


But is it for real? Or is it just like what happens at the movies, only on steroids? 


This is the question you should be asking, the question that I hope more and more people will be asking: “Is this for real?”  
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