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From “Cults” to Cultures: Bridges as a Case Study
in a New Evangelical Paradigm on New Religions

Abstract

The increased awareness of the new religions with the counterculture of
the 1960s saw various responses, including a “counter-cult” approach by
evangelicals. The counter-cult approach has tended to view new religions as
“cults” and to respond to them as heretical systems of belief in need of
refutation by doctrinal and apologetic arguments. Over the last decade or so
a new evangelical paradigm has emerged based in missiology which, while
recognizing theological disagreements that the new religions have with
Christianity, approaches new religions as religious cultures rather than as
cults. Vatious resources have been produced as a result of the new evangelical
paradigm. A case study is found in the resource titled Bridges: Helping Mormons
Discover God’s Grace, which presents a culturally-sensitive understanding of
Mormons and Mormonism for evangelicals.
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The late 1960s saw the rise of turbulent times in America as various facets
of “mainstream’ culture were called into question by the country’s youth.
America’s religious life was not exempt from process. Although novel religious
ideas have been a part of American history and culture for many years, the
increased presence of eastern gurus and the counterculture’s fascination with
mysticism and alternative forms of spirituality gave the impression to certain
segments of society that a “cult explosion” posed one of many threats to the
country.! In response to the presence of these new religions, or “cults” as
referred to more popularly, two segments of American culture rose in
response. The first was the secular anti-cult movement, represented by groups
such as the now defunct Cult Awareness Network, and the American Family
Foundation (now called the International Cultic Studies Association). From
the perspective of the secular anti-cult the new religions represented exploitation
and a threat to freedom of choice in religious matters as gurus and leaders of
new religions were alleged to engage in various forms of brainwashing,

Another very different response to the new religions arose out of the
Christian subculture which adopted a self-designation as the counter-cult
movement.” While sometimes ovetlapping with the secular anti-cult in their
concerns over the new religions, in general the counter-cult follows a different
trajectory which will be explored briefly later in this paper. Whether consciously
ot not, both the secular anti-cult and evangelical counter-cult have contributed
to the marginalization of new religions in American religious life. Quite
naturally, the evangelical counter-cult has done this largely within the evangelical
subculture as they have shaped its attitudes, understandings, and responses
toward new religions both in neighborhood churches as well as in the public
square. Although academic studies have tended to focus on the secular anti-
cult, the evangelical counter-cult movement represents an interesting response
to the new religions in its own right.” In this essay I will sketch the primary
counter-cult approach to new religions, and then describe the emergence of a
new multidisciplinary, academically-informed paradigm among evangelicals.
This shift in understanding of new religions has resulted in the production
of new resources which seek to re-educate an evangelical audience about the
new religions. One such resource will be examined as a case study in the form
of Bridges, which presents Mormonism as a culture rather than as a “cult.”

Counter-Cult Movement and New Religious Movements

The counter-cult movement is an influential source in the shaping of
evangelical attitudes toward new religions. It is difficult to know exactly how
many people are involved in this movement in the United States, but it is
likely that several hundred individuals, and several organizations, ranging in
size from single individuals to those having a small staff, comprise this
movement.*
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Given their evangelical perspective, the counter-cult movement approaches
the new religions from a particular theological framework which differentiates
it from the secular anti-cult with its emphasis on actions rather than belief
systems, or “deed not creed.” Australian researcher of new religions, Philip
Johnson, has analyzed the vast body of materials that the prolific counter-
cult movement has produced for evangelical consumption concerning the
new religions, and as a result developed a typology and nomenclature related
to the categorization of the various approaches the counter-cult takes in
regards to the new religions.® Although six basic models are identified in
Johnson’s typology, by far, the approach most prominent in counter-cult
circles is that labeled the “heresy-rationalist apologetic.” In this approach,
counter-cult individuals begin with theological orthodoxy as defined by
Protestant evangelicalism in terms of doctrines such as the nature of God,
Christology, and soteriology as the overarching concerns, and then the views
of vatious new religions are examined and contrasted. In light of this
comparison the doctrines of the new religions are construed as heresies, and
arefutation is offered by way of various biblical passages.® In addition to the
theological analysis and refutation, many counter-cult apologetic approaches
also incorporate critique of the coherency of various worldviews associated
with the new religions.” This emphasis on identifying and ctitiquing heresy,
coupled with the incorporation of a rational critique of the new religions,
results in the heresy-rationalist apologetic.

As awareness of the johnson typology and critique of the heresy-rationalist
apologetic has become known among the counter-cult it has not been well
received.’ Even so, in John Saliba’s assessment of various theological
approaches to new religions he characterizes Johnson’s analysis of the evangelical
approach as “[p]robably the most insightful, carefully articulated, and detailed
analysis™ available.

Although size of the counter-cult movement is very small compared to
the size of evangelicalism as a whole their influence in shaping evangelical
understanding of new religions through the heresy-rationalist apologetic
must not be underestimated. A trip to a Christian bookstore and a perusing
of the “Cults and World Religions” section will reveal a number of volumes
that approach the new religions, and many times the world religions, from
the heresy-rationalist petspective. In addition, the counter-cult has an extensive
presence on the Internet,'” and these print and digital sources are extremely
influential in shaping evangelical attitudes to, understandings of, and forms
of engagement with adherents of new religious movements.

The Emergence of a New Evangelical Paradigm
As aresult of the counter-cult approach to the new religions several forms
of marginalization have resulted: 1) the counter-cult has been marginalized
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in the academic community, either being ignored or largely viewed in negative
fashion; 2) the perception of the counter-cult among the adherents of new
religions is one of matginalization as the way in which the new religions are
represented by the counter-cult is viewed in strongly negative fashion; and 3)
perhaps most curiously, counter-cult approaches to the new religions may
have resulted in the counter-cult being marginalized and treated with fringe
status themselves within evangelicalism. As I have written elsewhere, “The
countet-cult response to what was perceived as the religious fringe relegated
the counter-cult to the fringes of the evangelical subculture.””' It is in this
context that a new approach to new religions has arisen within evangelicalism.

Evangelicals in several countries, including Australia, the United Kingdom,
and the United States, ' independently came to the conclusion that the counter-
cult heresy rationalist approach was problematic on a number of fronts. In
response a new paradigm was developed that addressed perceived
shortcomings. This new paradigm exhibits at least four significant facets.

First, the new paradigm is positive and holistic. The emphasis on in the counter-
cult movement is on apologetic refutation, on “countering” something as in
the name “counter-cult” P Although this posture and methodology is often
construed by counter-cultists as a positive means of evangelism for adherents
of new religions, it is probably better understood in the negative, as a means
of refutation that functions as a form of boundary maintenance for evangelicals
that speaks more to their need for doctrinal and worldview definition and
protection.” Gordon Melton has observed that

The counter-cult approach originated as an evangelism effort,
but with that proving unfruitful, counter-cult spokespersons
have now redefined their work as apologists and limited their
public activity to boundary maintenance for the evangelical
community."

In addition, advocates of the new paradigm recognize the limited value of
boundary maintenance approaches beyond serving the sometimes important
but narrow function of “preaching to the choir.” As Saliba has noted in this
regard,
[A]ll that the heated denunciations of the new religions do is
to reinforce the attitudes and beliefs of both their members
and detractors. Apologetic debates rarely lead unbelievers ot
apostates to convert; they do not succeed in persuading renegade
Christians to abandon their new beliefs to return to the faith
of their birth. Harangues against the new religions do not lead
their members to listen attentively to the arguments of zealous
evangelizers. On the contrary, they drive them further away and

elicit similar belligerent responses.'¢
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Those evangelicals who have developed the new paradigm recognize that
there is a place for doctrinal and worldview contrast between religions traditions,
and even a contextualized form of apologetic engagement when appropriate,
but that these must take place within a more positive, expansive, and holistic
tramework in regards to the new religions.

Second, the new paradigm utilizes a broader understanding of the new religions. In
the counter-cult approach, theology and a branch of theology in the form of
apologetics are the primary tools used to understand the new religions. Those
developing a new paradigm recognize that theology remains an important
discipline for those evangelicals seeking to understand the new religions in
relation to the Christian faith, but a broader theological framework must be
utilized, one that seeks to bring theology into dialogue with other disciplines.

Third, related to the second aspect just discussed, the new evangelical paradigm seeks
broader theological understandings of the new religions through a munltidisciplinary
Jframework. Disciplines such as religious studies, the sociology of religion, and
anthropology are studied so that the insights provided from these academic
disciplines might inform the evangelical understanding of the new religions.
Theology itself is also probed more deeply so that the history of Christian
engagement with other religions across cultures, and interreligious dialogue
become important tools for theological enrichment. Through this process
theology is then brought into dialogue with these avenues of thought so
that broader, more informed, and enriching forms of theology are developed.”

Fourth, the new paradigm involves a dramatically different framework, reframing the
understanding of new religions as distinet religions or spiritual cultures rather than as
beretical belief systems or cults. Those developing the new paradigm recognize
that the new religions incorporate elements of doctrine and worldview that
are at variance with Christianity (as well as recognizing those elements that are
not in conflict), but viewing the new religions as little to nothing more than
cults or heresies results in a limited understanding of the complex and
multifaceted nature of the new religions, and tends to engender largely negative
forms of interaction. Instead, the new paradigm moves beyond conceptions
of heretical cults in recognition that the new religions involve not only their
own unique doctrines and worldview, but also unique vocabulary, rituals,
sacred narratives, and other elements that provide a sense of religious and
social identity which come together to provide the adherent with a sense of
cultural identity. This idea dovetails with the thesis of Irving Hexham and
Karla Poewe wherein new religions are construed as global cultures.'®

Resource Case Study: Bridges

Over the last several years, the development and utilization of this new
paradigm among evangelicals has moved beyond the efforts of a few isolated
individuals to the formation of a small but growing international network."
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Participants in this network have been involved in the production of new
resources as a means of contributing to the body of scholatship on the new
religions, as well as to facilitating a new evangelical understanding of them,
and informing engagement with their adherents in more promising ways.?
One of these resources fits well with the location of this CESNUR conference
given its focus on The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. In the
remainder of this paper I will examine the educational program called Bridges
as a case study for the types of resources currently being developed as a result
of the new paradigm.

In 2002 the Winter Olympic Games were held in Salt Lake City. As the
announcement of this location was made prior to the event, many members
of the evangelical Christian community in Utah were both excited about the
prospects of becoming the focus of the world stage, and concerned about
the possibility of negative evangelistic efforts directed at members of the
LDS Chutch. As a result of this concern Salt Lake Theological Seminary® was
asked to produce a new resoutce that would serve as a model for a positive
understanding of Mormonism and interactions between traditional
Christians and Mormons. The final product was a video-based training tool
called Bridges.

The basic premise of Bridges is that Mormonism should be understood as
a culture rather than as a cult. The producers of Bridges noted that the Harvard
Encyclopedia of American Ethnic Groups,” in an entry by Dean L. May, included
Mormons. The rationale for this classification involved the existence of various
characteristics which function as cultural markers and which differentiate the
“us” of Mormonism vs. the “them” of non-Mormons. In addition to the
obvious characteristic of religious worldview, other cultural markers include a
history of conflict (particularly with Protestant Christians) and a resulting
sense of persecution, a westward migration across the United States that is
often equated in Mormon minds with the Jewish exodus, distinct matrriage
practices including the past practice of polygamy and temple marriage, special
dietary regulations in the form of the “Word of Wisdom,” and a sense of
group distinction and at times isolation in terms of its stance in relation to
non-Motrmons.” All of these cultural markets come together to form a sense
among Mormons of being a distinct and different people in terms of existing
as a separate culture or subculture.

Bridges begins with this foundational premise that Mormonism is best
understood as a culture. The resource includes five modules that impart core
ideas as patt of a basic philosophy of understanding and engagement. These
include an emphasis on interactions between evangelicals and Latter-day Saints
through the development of relationships rather than confrontation. This
does not mean that Bridges does not discuss the differences between
evangelicalism and Mormonism, but that such differences, when they arise,
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are part of a broader landscape of discussion. It also involves recognition
that complex and difficult subject matter is best discussed within the context
of relationships. Another foundational principle of Bridgesis “a commitment
to understanding the unique culture of Latter-day Saints and finding of
points of contact within that culture” so that the evangelical understanding
of the Christian message can be shared. The cultural perspective on
Mormonism, and a commitment to relationships and common ground,
come together to form a basic philosophy imparted by the Bridges training
program.

Ken Mulholland, one of the principals involved in the creation of Bridges,
estimates that over 25,000 Christians have been through this training series.
The response by evangelicals to this approach tends to follow a general pattern.
Many evangelicals have their understanding and opinions of Mormonism
shaped by the counter-cult heresy-rationalist perspective as found in many
books and websites that discuss Mormonism. As a result, there is often great
resistance to the idea that Mormonism is best understood as a culture rather
than as a cult. This was my experience in teaching Bridgesin a church in northern
California. After the five modules were completed, an attendee approached
me and shared that during the first module with the discussion of the cultural
aspects of Mormonism she almost left and did not complete the training
because she knew Mormonism was a cult. But after sitting through the
complete seties and giving the cultural framework and new paradigm a try she
came to the conclusion that it was a better way to understand Mormonism,
and in her view it holds greater potential for dialoguing more positively with
Latter-day Saints. In my experience with Bridges such reactions are common,
and for this reason Bridges and other resources with a similar philosophy, hold
great potential for creating fresh perspectives among evangelicals in their
understanding of not only Mormonism, but new religious movements and
world religions as well.

Conclusion

It remains to be seen what impact the new paradigm and resources like
Bridges will have on evangelicals in large numbers, or whether a critical mass
can be reached resulting in a paradigm shift that overthrows the dominant
heresy-rationalist paradigm. New religions like Mormonism do not seem to
be of major concern to many evangelical churches as they once were during
the so-called “cult wars” of the previous few decades. It may be that the 1980s
represented the height of influence for the counter-cult when films like The
Godmatkers (Jeremiah Films, 1982) were shown around the United States and
viewed by thousands of Christians. But despite the dramatic lowering of the
new religions on the agenda of issues of concern to evangelicals and their
churches, the continued influence of the counter-cult movement should not
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be underestimated. Those developing the new paradigm will continue to
meet resistance to their approach both from the counter-cult and from popular
evangelicalism which has become accustomed to thinking of new religions in
terms of heresy and threat rather than culture and opportunity. Despite the
uphill battle, the new paradigm on new religions among evangelicals, and the
resources based upon them, hold great potential for re-educating the evangelical
subculture, but it will take a great deal of time, market infusion, and financial
resources to facilitate a large scale shift in thinking,
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