THE ETHICAL DILEMMA OF “UNETHICAL” RELIGIOUS
MOVEMENTS

The postmodern era, in which many people reject absolute truths
except those that one decides for oneself to be correct and true
(Engelbrecht, 2005:6), is averse to anything that could be regarded
as religious rigidity. This is incited by a fear of the fanaticism that
marks many religious movements throughout the ages — including the
present. It is a modern cliché that some of the worst injustices in
history were committed in the name of religion. We know that in the
name of various religions the most horrible deeds are committed even to
this day (Hammond, 2005:17,31-33).

The problem is that the concepts mentioned above, may also be
examined from other ethical angles. The postmodern maxim of
deciding for oneself what is correct and true, may from another angle
be regarded as human pride (Anon, 1983:22,27). Religious rigidity
may be interpreted as devoted obedience to God or gods, thus the
call of Muslim suicide bombers, specifically in the Middle East, “Allah
u-akhbar’ (“God is great”), shortly before they cause death and
destruction (Price, 2005:4). Fanaticism may in some groups be
regarded as self-sacrificing love for one’s god or religion. Some of the
worst injustices ever committed may be regarded by the followers of
certain movements as affirmative action and divine vengeance.

THE CATEGORICAL AND THE DYNAMIC

The well-informed (or knowledge-drenched) person is flooded by
various religio-philosophical views of the world in many different ways
— each with its own powers of persuasion. This confusion causes
many people to discard the postmodern spirit of the age and to fasten
upon interpretations of the world that see everything as black or
white, right or wrong (Stoker, 1994:36). Opinions that challenge or
oppose such categorical normative concepts are regarded with such
suspicion that many of those fixing on rigid interpretations are unable
to evaluate or respond to criticism in a rational, logical way. People
are then thoroughly convinced of their moral high ground, while they
do things that are regarded by most other ethical systems as highly
unethical.



One of the many examples of this is attacks by Muslims on Christians
and Christian townships in Nigeria. It is estimated that more than
25 000 people have died in these attacks since 2001. According to
Open Doors (Anon, 2004:3-4), the current violence started in
September 2001, “when a Christian lady passed a popular mosque
during Jummat prayers in a suburb of Jos, the capital. Muslims
seized and beat her to death ... Since then, Muslim militias have
carried the religious war out of Jos and into rural towns and villages.”
While the slaughtering of people takes place, the Muslim militias
chant Islamic slogans and call the Christians “infidels”.

Why do many Muslims regard this atrocious behaviour as good?
Fundamentalistic religious groups divide the entire world and all
moral issues into clear-cut categories, according to the interests and
views of their specific group (Stoker, 1994:36). The leaders of these
totalitarian groups pretend to act on “Divine Authority”. In the eyes of
their followers they have the power to make indisputable
proclamations regarding right and wrong. These proclamations
require absolute obedience from their followers.

This is also typical of so-called Christian cults and may for instance
include fundraising practices which would in any other situation be
regarded as improper and illegal, e.g. drug trafficking on instruction of
Rasjneesh or prostitution by followers of the “Children of God”
(Martin, 1980:143-201). Anything goes as long as it serves the higher
purpose of the organisation.

While some things are unchallengable in a cult, others are more
dynamic — especially when it is in the interest of the leader or leaders.
When it suits them, they have a more flexible approach to the law.
Eugen Hoy, leader of a typical cult group at Volksrust, South Africa
(SABC, 1994), claims that it is the Lord who repeatedly commanded
him to divorce his various wives to marry other men’s wives. The
current wife, as well as the future wives and their husbands, has to
obey the instruction of this self-appointed prophet of God. They have
to keep believing that while the Bible forbids adultery, what the leader
is doing is part of a continued revelation of God. This is reminiscent
of cult leaders such as David Koresh who had sexual intercourse with
several of his female followers, “on instruction from God”. (Klompeen,



1993:12-14), while at the same time he called his followers to
absolute obedience to God (or in reality to Koresh himself).

Distortion of the Law of God in the Name of God is an abomination
unto the Lord. We cannot merely accept this on account of human
rights principles such as freedom of association and of speech. In
fact, it refutes one of the basic reasons why human rights acts were
established, namely to liberate man from tyranny and slavery.
Human rights legislation came (as we will see) from the ethical basis
to fight against the wrongs that are committed against people in this
world. When these human rights acts are separated from their ethical
foundation and merely used as public laws, they may, against their
original purpose, create opportunities for wrong-doing, under the
protection of the law. John Hare (2005:30) correctly states that if we
regard all human beings as morally equal, as proclaimed in human
rights acts, we are obliged to make sure that no-one is abused or
taken advantage of by another.

RESPONSIBILITY AND IRRESPONSIBILITY

The problem is usually that the people in totalitarian religious groups
are not allowed to be open for persuasion. Their own powers of
judgement and opinions have been replaced by manipulation and
control by other people. Extreme examples of this situation are cult
leaders who Kkill their own followers that had followed them blindly (as
happened in Uganda), who let their followers commit suicide in large
numbers (as happened in the USA and Switzerland, among others),
and religious leaders who encourage their followers to become
assassins in the form of aeroplane hijackers and suicide bombers (as
happened in the USA, Spain, Britain and the Middle East, among
others).

A totalitarian state is criticised widely and without hesitation by
champions of human rights. Even if the country poses no threat to
people outside its borders, such governments are severely rebuked
about the way they treat their citizens (Lifton, 1961 : 419-437). The
same, however, does not happen to totalitarian religious groups,
which do not pose an obvious external threat. The leaders of these
totalitarian groups are protected under the right of freedom of religion.
The result is that people who are trying to bring an end to the
dangerous practices and human rights violations that occur inside



these groups, do not have the support of the government or the law
(Anthony & Robbins, 1996 : 38).

Only when some of the gruesome practices and incidents that occur
inside cults do become public knowledge — e.g. the mass suicide of
Jim Jones’ People’s Temple — questions are asked. Unfortunately, it
often does not go further than these questions. Possible action by
people who care, is prohibited by law, ironically, on the principles of
human rights — namely that those involved joined the group willingly
and stay without force (Griel, 1996:57). The author is aware of quite a
few cases where parents are seriously concerned about the things
their children are exposed to inside such groups. They are, however,
legally prohibited to take action. The emotional stress to remain
inside the group against your own will and to pretend that you are
happy and content, as well as the many methods of manipulation
used by cult leaders, are not taken into account in the application of
the human rights acts.

It is not true to say that we are not dealing with human rights
violations when those involved “apparently” joined the group willingly
and accept the violations unprotestingly. If applied consistently, this
principle would then also have prohibited any action to abolish
slavery, since the slaves seemed to subject themselves to slavery
willingly. The apparent cooperation of people in the injustice
committed against them, does not negate the fact that it is unjust and
wrong.

Cult members and members of other totalitarian religious groups are
in any case under obligation to endure any unjust action from their
leaders, because it is believed that eternal salvation, or a specific
position before God, is only possible through the leader as mediator.
They endure injustice because they are brought under the impression
that everything that is done to them, is for their own good. This is
confirmed in a study on the Scientology movement, conducted on
instruction of the German government. (Nolte, 1996.)



FUNDAMENTAL HUMAN RIGHTS

Vorster (2001:1) regards the protection of human rights as a core
issue in modern-day ethics. According to him, the principal stimulus
for the drafting of human rights acts was the human rights violations
that occurred in the previous century, e.g. the concentration camps
during the wars in South Africa (1899-2002) and Europe (1939-1945),
and the ethnic cleansing processes that started with Auschwitz and
Dachau. These were ethical injustices that had to be stopped.

Another influence on the human rights acts of today that we cannot
ignore, is the gruesome genocide of Armenians in Turkey early in the
previous century, and its effects specifically on the American public
and their way of thinking. In his book The Burning Tigris, Peter
Balakian (2003:xiii) writes: “The U.S. response to the Armenian crisis,
which began in the 1890s and continued into the 1920s, was the first
international human rights movement in American history.” In 1896
already, the American Congress passed the Cullom resolution,
condemning the Turkish sultan for the massacres. According to
Balakian, this was the first international human rights resolution in
American history (2003:xv). It is also important to note that this
movement was initiated mainly by the Protestant missionary
movement of that time, which was involved in Armenia (2003:23).
The origin of the human rights act was therefore people who reacted
against an injustice on the basis of God's commandment that people
should love oneanother and act accordingly.

In view of its origins, it is understandable that important Biblical
principles regarding the behaviour of people towards one another
form the foundation of current human rights legislation. The question,
however, is whether these man-made laws have sustainable and truly
enforcable foundations when they are removed from the underlying
ethical motivation, as well as from the God-given Biblical law upon
which they are based.

It is often stated that the Law is responsible for sustaining and
enforcing human rights legislation. With reference to this, Vorster
(2001:6) states that the character of human rights is determined by
Justice and not necessarily by Ethics. However, he points out
(Vorster, 2001:7) that the ethicist must lay the foundation (basic
principles), and the jurist must continue to express the ethic principles



of fundamental rights as judicially enforceable moral principles. The
involvement of the Christian ethicist, who derives ethical principles
from the Word of God, is of the utmost importance in this process.

When we are concerning ourselves with the normative, it does not
primarily imply a legal process, but a process to determine what is
proper. If the legal system in countries where human rights are
endorsed, rely on the normativity of society or even on that of the
ruler, and in the process becomes removed from its Christian ethical
basis, we find that the Law decides on grounds of legislation and
court rulings how to deal with human rights. The result then is the
untenable situation that we have today, that human rights legislation
can be used as an excuse for atrocities against human beings.

As examples of unsuccessful attempts to bring an end to unethical
behaviour by religious groups through the Law, various cases in the
USA can be pointed out. Some of the cases at the end of the
previous century, was about whether these totalitarian movements
had the right to present themselves as religious groups (Griel,
1996:48). The courts, where cases are judged on legal-technical
grounds, were faced with the problem that the prosecutors and the
accused each presented their own definition or definitions of what
constitutes authentic religion (Griel, 1996:49). These efforts failed,
because the Supreme Court of America refused to distinguish
between authentic and inauthentic religion (Griel, 1996:53).

Ways should be explored to bring courts in such cases to the point of
considering what is ethically fitting, and not only what is correct on
legal-technical grounds. | believe it is not impossible to find such
ways because if it benefits the state, the courts do manage to
distinguish between true and false religious practices, as seen in the
prosecution of Reverend Moon for tax evasion, and the ruling that
Scientology auditing costs are not tax-deductible (Griel, 1996:54).
The Internal Revenue Service “makes use of a narrower definition of
religion than the Supreme Court when deciding which institutions
qualify as religions for tax purposes.”

From the above it is clear that it will serve no purpose to fight against
the unethical practices of so-called religious groups by proving in
court that they do not really qualify to be classified as religions. Their



practices must rather be judged according to the damage it causes
and has caused if you wish to seek a solution to unethical behavior
through the Law.

While religious prosecution is one of the original reasons for the
drafting of human rights legislation, the injustice and damage that
religious groups cause their own followers, are evidently not properly
accounted for in such legislation. Freedom of religion, one of the
pillars of human rights legislation, does not necessarily protect people
against the exploitation inside religious groups. Lawyers find it difficult
to know how to deal with actions that form part of religious practices,
but that would not be allowed under common law. The Bill of Rights
Handbook (De Waal, Currie, Erasmus; 2001:295) admits for instance
that it is not easy to distinguish between those aspects of an activity
that are religious and protected by the South African Bill of Rights and
those that are secular and open to regulation in the ordinary way.
The dilemma is further emphasized when it is stated that: “While the
state should avoid forcing believers to choose between their faith and
respect for the law, society can only cohere if certain basic norms and
standards apply to all. There is no automatic right to be exempted
from the laws of the land on the ground of belief.” How this is
achieved, is not a simple matter and South African courts try to avoid
it, according to the writers. The Bill of Rights Handbook, however,
stresses that religious practices must definitely be limited if they
cause harm.

Unfortunately, even the causing of harm is not that simple.
Governments of countries where human rights legislation is strongly
“‘endorsed / enforced”, are reluctant to act, regardless of evidence of
numerous atrocities and harm done to members of cults and other
religious groups. The suicide and killing of 912 members of the
Peoples’ Temple-group of Jim Jones could most probably have been
prevented, if stronger action was taken at an earlier stage. Kerns
(1979:188) writes: “In spite of signed affidavits of eyewitnesses
charging sexual abuse and beatings, in spite of the pleas of
concerned relatives, San Francisco District Attorney Joe Freitas said
he found ‘absolutely nothing’ that would make him prosecute Jones.”

This corresponds with the findings of Griel (1996:56-57), that courts
in the US which at first did place a number of young adults, who got



involved in cults , under conservatorship of their parents, stopped to
do so. The main purpose of the conservatorship was to liberate these
cult members from the totalitarian means of control in the cult, to
enable them to start making their own decisions again. “What could
be more sensible than to appoint victims’ parents as conservators
and empower them to take whatever action they deemed necessary
to restore their children’s free will to them?”

Efforts to free people against their own (leader-controlled) will from
the manipulation in which they were captured could, however, not
continue for too long in a country where the rights of the individual are
strongly emphasized. Even though many ex-cult members expressed
their gratitude that they had been helped in this manner (Anon,
2005:10), a court had to, at some point, decide in favour of the right
of the individual to stay in religiously manipulated and often poor and
painful circumstances. The cults, in turn, went to the courts for the
right to keep members under their control. The scale tipped in their
favour when a Californian appellate court decided in 1977 to overturn
a conservatorship granted to parents (Griel, 1996:57). The result of
this is that even if a court finds that the circumstances in which cult
members find themselves are harmful to them, it is extremely difficult
to interfere, because the group appeals to the right to freedom of
religion. In this way the right to freedom of association and religion
may sanction harmful and injust acts.

Human rights charters are regarded by many as the answer to the
variety of norms and normlessness that rule today. Ironically such
human rights acts specifically provide for self-made norms and
normlessness. By the creation and statement of fundamental rights

A religious cult is regarded as a very closed group, whose members
seemingly voluntarily subject themselves to the authority and rules of
the group, which, they are convinced, must control their life on earth,
so that they can have eternal life. A cult specifically tries to control
through manipulation of members’ behaviour, thoughts, emotions or
feelings, information, language, norms, history, idea of God,
salvation, interpretation of Scripture, doctrines and membership.
(Stoker, 1998:1).




that are purported to be an unassailable part of humanity, an attempt
is made to create a basis from which issues may be ruled and judged
normatively. Since tolerance and freedom of speech usually form an
integral part of such acts, these documents create (against their own
intention) opportunities for extremism and “unethical” religious
movements to flourish (at the expense of the very people that the
document intended to serve). It is important to return to the original
intention of such charters. The (judirical) tail should not start swinging
the (ethical) dog around in ethical cases that have to be enforced by
a court.

Much research has been done on the strong control that cult leaders
have over the entire lives of their followers. These control measures
have certain ethical implications that must be dealt with (Stoker,
1994:56). We cannot simply view people who, by virtue of false facts
or threats and fear, meekly agree to what they are forced to do by
others, as individuals who made a free choice and regard it as
freedom of association in accordance with basic human rights.
Moreover, if a totalitarian religion is in control of a totalitarian state (as
in certain Islamic countries with their Sharia laws), violations against
citizens and brainwashing towards improper behaviour are so much
easier. The people have nothing against which to measure that which
they hear and experience.

GOD'S LAW AND MAN’S USE OF IT

Law, rights and justice were, according to Stoker (1970:10), not
invented by humans. God made it part of our humanness and it has
to be and can only be understood correctly in the light of His Word.
God entrenched certain rights in humanness ("ontological rights") and
it is the task of man to enunciate and expound these rights in written
legislation or unwritten customs ("actualized laws") and then to obey
these rules.

The dilemma is that people often do not form the actualized law
properly, or even create pseudo-justice (injustice in the name of
justice) (Stoker, 1970:9). Christian ethics has the duty to point out
injustice done in the name of justice, as sin and evil. Man-made
justice ("actualized law") must always be measured against justice as
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intended by God ("ontological rights"), with the realization that,
because of the imperfection of our dispensation, the man-made
justice will never entirely encompass the God-willed justice (Stoker,
2000:386).

The instruction of the Lord, that authorities must be obeyed with
regard to the Law, does not mean that believers are required to
meekly agree to man's application of the law of God. This is clearly
evident throughout the Bible. The man-made law ("actualized law")
should continually be measured against the God-made law
("ontological law"), otherwise the true law would be defeated by the
pseudo-law. If this should happen, injustice may even be committed
in the name of law and justice - and particularly in the name of human
rights.

Cases where religious groups create false laws and commit injustices
in the name of religion, should also be judged in accordance with the
law as God intended it. A cult leader like Jim Jones should not be
allowed to instruct his followers to commit suicide in the name of the
Lord. An Islamic leader does not have the right to, in the name of
Allah, incite Muslims to murder. We have to realise that people from
various religions, even people who pretend to be Christians, can use
their freedom of religion to proclaim injustice in the name of God or
their idols.

In the same way that false prophesies are distortions of the Word of
God, this injustice is a distortion of the law of God. The original
purpose of human rights legislation was to institute or actualize the
initial justice of God. When religions exploit this legislation to commit
injustice in the name of justice, this legislation (or interpretations
thereof) is a distortion of the law of God, and therefore evil and sinful.
Christian ethics has the duty to point out and expose the injustice and
poor representation of the law of God as improper.

The fact that “unethical” religious movements do not differentiate
between their own “thoughts” and those allegedly given by God, on
which they base their decisions, complicates the issue. There are
numerous examples of how cult and other religious leaders proclaim
their man-made norms as norms given by God himself. This is done
in order to prevent all possible resistance against the appalling
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demands they make on their followers (Stoker, 2000:386-388). In
their book Qualified to be Ministers (Anon, 1967:156), Jehovah's
Witnesses are, for example, taught that those who love God and his
organisation, may never be doubtful about anything that the
organisation says, because when the Bible says “believe all things”, it
means that you have to believe “everything” that The Watchtower as
mouthpiece of God presents.

By taking away their ability of critical evaluation of man-made law, the
followers are exposed to the whims of the cult leaders. A young girl
(Botha, 1997) from South Africa, who followed Lester Bloomberg from
South Africa to Switzerland, described how she and other members
of the group had to, in appalling circumstances, make music on street
corners to earn money for the cult leader. She also had to hike and
survive on her own, without any money or support, from Switzerland
to Lebanon and later to Israel. All this, to preach Bloomberg and his
teachings to people in these countries.

Many examples exist of how religious groups present their self-made
law as God-ordained law, with horrible consequences like death or
the forfeiting of freedom and quality of life of members and others
who are regarded as enemies of the group (Stoker, 1994:13-14).
Martin (1993:124-125) points out that practices like murder, sexual
immorality, theft and lies are not regarded as sins or crimes, but as
essential methods to enable the group to reach its goal. Over against
that, in Christian ethics we know that the end does not justify the
means.

According to Vorster (1999:21), history teaches that nothing is as
dangerous as religious fanaticism. The problem with some religious
groups is, according to Stoker (1970:9), injustice which is presented
to people as justice. Many things that have happened inside these
groups (and are still happening) will, in other parts of society, be
regarded as gruesome violations of human rights. The falseness of
these double standards must be exposed by ethicists.



CREATOR OR CREATURE

Essentially, the problem is that all the non-Christian schools of
thought try to discover what is appropriate and what is improper,
without consulting the Creator of man, who determined those norms
in the first place. The only profound answer to ethically confused and
dualistic people of today, is to bring them to their Creator and thereby
to the deepest reason for their specific existence. Since emotions
play a vital role in ethical convictions — also and especially in
“‘unethical” religious groups — the heart of the people must be
reached. Reaching the hearts of people in “unethical” religious
movements who have their own sets of norms and views of reality,
creates unique problems and opportunities.

People involved in so-called Christian cults may still be called back to
the Bible as foundation of the Christian religion. Religious groups like
Islam can, however, not be called upon to reform to their original
sources (as is, and should be the case with Christians). It was, these
very sources that led them to transgressions against man in the first
place (Hammond, 2005:21-22), man who was created in the image of
God and of whom the original purpose is different from what happens
to him and what he is taught inside such an extremist group.

Ann Leslie expresses this crisis after the bombings in London’s
underground system in the London Daily Mail of 9 July 2005: “As we
all know, Osama Bin Laden is a Saudi, so were 15 of the 19
September 11 hijackers. The Taliban learned its fundamentalism in
religious schools, which your (Saudi) government financed in
Pakistan. Saudi oil money has paid for, and controlled, innumerable
religious schools throughout the world, including in Britain. Your —
still largely unreformed — state education system (where 50 per cent
of the curriculum is religion) has for decades taught children that
‘Jews and Christians were cursed by Allah, and turned into apes and
pigs’ and that the purpose of education is to spread jihad (holy war)
across the world.”

The Free World has its hopes on so-called moderate Muslims to
ensure peace on earth by convincing their fellow-Muslims to
relinquish their fanaticism. It is hoped that calling for what is ethically
good and just, will bring the fanaticists to the correct insights. Yet, it
happens (as currently Britain) that bombs are planted by Muslims



who grew up in the so-called “Free World” and whose parents were
regarded as moderates. The dilemma is the fact that an ethical
system cannot be established on the assumption that man is
inherently good.

Through God's grace it happens that people accept norms that were
originally set by God on the way people should behave towards one
another. If this acceptance is based solely on humanistic
considerations, it has no chance of changing the behaviour of people
in a totalitarian religious system — particularly not one that teaches
that in view of the so-called “higher purpose” of the group, something
such as “jihad” (which includes unethical practices like suicide
bombings) is justified. Ultimately, one human being can never
convince another human being on humanistic grounds to change his
religious convictions. Repentance to your Creator and pursuance of
His purpose for your life eventually bring the only lasting solution in a
world full of hatred.

THE WAY FORWARD

Although freedom of religion and freedom of association are mostly
presented as principal human rights, this must not prevent us from
taking the violation of rights that God entrenched in humanness
("ontological rights") by totalitarian religious organisations seriously
and exposing it. Followers of these groups should understand that
they are accountable for their own actions before God. They must
realise that the religious leader who incites them to unethical
practices on the basis of their doctrine (or even without it), does not
have the highest and ultimate authority he claims. Views and
commandments of leaders and religious groups are human
interpretations of the order of creation and the divine law of God. All
instructions given to members by leaders must therefore be tested
against that which God reveals to us in His Word, and stand
subordinate to it — even if the group does not acknowledge the Bible
as the Word of God.

With regard to cults and the control they have over their followers,
ways should be found to remove cult members from the influence of
the organisation and its leaders. In this way, they can be given the
opportunity to dare to think rationally and independently about the
control the cult leaders have over them. Given such freedom, they will



also be able to judge the organisation's disregard for the rights and
responsibilities given to them by God. The many examples (Stoker,
1994:11-57) where it actually happened, and the gratitude of ex-cult
members that they have been rescued from the group, underline the
importance hereof. (E.g. Anon, 2005:10-12, 24)

While it has to be granted that the law may appear to be different in
different situations, justice remains justice and it should not be
replaced by something that is in contradiction to it. Totalitarian
religious groups should not be allowed — merely because they are
religious groups — to replace justice with pseudo-law and injustice in
the name of God. The role that Christian ethics should play in this
process is extensive.

The time has come for basic Christian ethical principles to be
marketed in effective ways — especially in a Biblically unethical
religious world. These principles will have to include such concepts
as freedom, virtue, duty, responsibility, response, vocation, motive,
motivation, purpose, method, consequence, treatment and
management of people; as well as man’s relationship with God,
neighbour, nature and culture.
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