[image: image4.jpg]EPHESIANS 5:11

il

FROM DARKNESS TO LIGHT

METAMORPHOSE

A Catholic Ministry for Exposing the Truth about Alternative Medicine, the Occult in Reiki &
Pranic Healing and Oriental Spiritual Exercises of the New Age Movement

For queries and detailed information, please call on MICHAEL PRABHU

MICHAEL PRABHU, #12, Dawn Apartments, 22, Leith Castle South Street, Chennai 600 028, INDIA.
Phone : +91 (44) 24611606. e-mail : michaelprabhu@vsnl.net website : www.ephesians-511.net



                                                                                           
The Church, the New Age phenomenon and sects
http://www.clerus.net/clerus/dati/2004-02/28-13/01CNSIn.html 
By His Most Reverend Eminence Cardinal DARÍO CASTRILLÓN HOYOS,

Prefect for the Congregation of the Clergy

International Theological Video Conference 27 February 2004

                                              General Topic: The Church, New Age and Sects
INTRODUCTION

"We are called atheists. And we certainly acknowledge this: we are atheists, regards to these false gods, but not regards to the supremely true God, Father of justice, wisdom and other virtues, with no mixture with evil whatsoever". Seventeen centuries have gone by since Justin, the jurist and martyr, wrote these words in his first Apologia (see no. 6,1-2): today the supremely true, alethes tátou, transcendent and personal God, who made Himself fully manifest in Christ, is still thwarted, refused and at times mocked by those who, in the name of a humanism without transcendence, expect to be free from all dependence and elect themselves to freedom with no limitations, proclaiming themselves the only authors of their destinies. 

Among other elements, at the basis of humankind’s current bewilderment – appearing not to feel God’s closeness – we also discover the attempt promoted above all by this so-called post-Christian western culture to create a anthropocentrism supported by the idols of ancient pre-Christian and neo-pagan religions. The origins of such attempts are multiple ones. Many people, pervaded by scientism and pragmatic materialism feel seriously ill at ease due to the loss of life’s meaning, disillusioned by the promises of certainty that science has been unable to offer. Moreover, in environments in which uncontrolled individualism is widespread, the feeling develops that Christianity is no longer capable of quenching the human heart’s profound thirst for happiness, a heart filled with the anguish of daily existence and dissatisfied with the answers provided by a technicist society.

"What point is there in travelling to the moon, if it is to commit suicide?" This immensely profound question posed by André Malreaux, in his book entitled "La condition humaine" (Paris, Gallimard, 1999), questions human man’s Promethean will. Once one would say: "Man acts, and in acting becomes". The West’s heirs of this computerised era know that humankind risks disintegration, and that the acceleration of life’s rhythms, the accumulation of information and the spasmodic search for success easily lead humankind to disintegration. 

And so after the past century, once again the phenomenon of sects and in particular the New Age current are reappearing on the world scene: these are old and new cultural and religious forms claiming to provide answers for humankind’s most ancients hope, the hope of a new era, an era of peace, harmony, reconciliation with oneself and with others and with nature. 

It is precisely this phenomenon - that of humankind’s irrepressible nostalgia for happiness, this citizen of the third millennium, materially satisfied but spiritually arid, and for the proactive apostasy from Christ promoted by New Age and by sects – that we wish to discuss during today’s twenty sixth international theological Videoconference. The subject in fact is: "The Church, New Age and sects".

Following the fecund wake traced by the Teachings of the Church and in particular by the Second Vatican Council, which dedicated to this subject an important part of the pastoral Constitution Gaudium et Spes, the Congregation intends to offer today, a privileged opportunity for analysing in-depth the theological meditation on the specific reality of a new secular, esoteric and planetary religious culture, promoted by the New Age movement and by sects, sadly committed to creating a anthropology without Christ. 

The various speeches by the Theologians will remind us that the spirituality of the eastern religions, initial heterodox Gnosticism, religious syncretism, esoteric cults, the cabala, alchemy and astrology, have united in a vain effort to place the western human being at the absolute centre of reality, making him a fetish, an idol artificially occupying Christ’s position, that of He who is the real God and man, Lord of the Universe and history, of which He is the "Alfa and the Omega" (Rev. 1,8; 21,6), "the Beginning and the End" (Rev. 21,6).

In this session we will refer to the many pleas the Holy Father continues to address to all the Church’s members, called upon to answer in the faith the search for meaning and liberation: it is necessary to provide the third millennium’s man with a living testimony of the Gospel’s eternal novelty, explaining through catechesis and preaching the contents of the Apocalypse and the articles of the Credo on "the resurrection of the flesh and eternal life" (see John Paul II, Speech to the Bishops of the United States, of Kansas, Missouri and Nebraska on the occasion of their "Ad Limina" visit on May 28th 1993).

This was confirmed also recently by the Holy Father in the Post-synod Apostolic Exhortations "Ecclesia in America" dated 22.1.1999 (see no. 73) and "Ecclesia in Europa" dated 22.6.2003 (see nos. 7-11). "Be confident! In the Gospel, which is Jesus, you will find the sure and lasting hope to which you aspire. This hope is grounded in the victory of Christ over sin and death. He wishes this victory to be your own, for your salvation and your joy. Be certain! The Gospel of hope does not disappoint!" (Ecclesia in Europa, no. 121). 

As always I wish to thank those invited, reminding you all that they will speak live from ten countries in five continents. Meditations will be held from Rome, from the Seat of the Congregation for the Clergy, by Cardinal Professor George Cottier, by H. E. Professor Rino Fisichella, by Professor Jean Galot and by Professor Paolo Scarafoni. 

There will also be speeches from New York by Professor Michael Hull, from Manila by Professor José Vidamor Yu; from Taiwan by Professor Louis Aldrich; from Johannesburg by Professor Stuart Bate; from Bogotá by Professor Silvio Cajiao; from Regensburg by H. E. Professor Gerhard Ludwig Müller; from Sydney by H. E. Professor Gregory Dewery; from Madrid by Professor Alfonso Carrasco Rouco; and from Moscow by Professor Igor Kowalewsky. I hope you all enjoy the conference. [Cardinal DARÍO CASTRILLÓN HOYOS, Prefect of the Congregation for the Clergy]
A. New Religious Movements and Their Background in Asia Thinking

Prof. Louis Aldrich - Taipei

In this paper we seek to understand the elements taken from Asian religion and thought that have been used-- perhaps at times in a distorted or simplified way-- in the New Age Movement. To clarify our topic: the new religious movements referred to are the various religious or spiritual movements associated with New Age spirituality; as far as Asian thinking, because it is too vast for this short presentation, we will at least limit ourselves to the religious and spiritual thinking of Chinese culture. 

According to the Vatican document, Jesus Christ, The Bearer of the Water of Life: A Christian Reflection on the 'New Age', "New Age is often a response to people's religious questions and needs, and its appeal to people who are trying to discover or rediscover a spiritual dimension in their lives. ... Many have rejected organized religion, because in their judgment it has failed to answer their needs, and for precisely this reason they have looked elsewhere to find spirituality." Perhaps because of the secularization of Western society, including constant, subtle attacks on Christianity by the media and governments, Christian spirituality has become remote and inaccessible to many people. New Age attempt to supply a new spirituality which integrates elements from "Egyptian occult practices, Cabbalism, early Christian Gnosticism, Sufism, ... Zen Buddhism, Yoga and so on."(Definition of New Age, p. 2) 

The above shift in spiritual orientation is part of a general paradigm shift that characterizes the new perspective of the New Age movement. Hence, New Age is not simply seeking new ways to restate the traditional truths of Christianity, or even Asian religions, but wishes to bring about a fundamental re interpretation of the former world view or vision. Therefore, as we will see, though New Age spirituality and religious practice borrows many elements from Chinese religions, it integrates them in a way radically different from any one of these religions. Most obviously, the great religions and system of thoughts that characterize Chinese culture are not "new"; whether Taoism, Confucianism or Buddhism, these are ancient systems that predate Christianity by 500 years. This long experience has naturally lead to some understanding of and adaptation to the stubborn realities of the natural moral law. The value of this vast ethical work and experience seems sadly missing from New Age spirituality. Still, many elements of New Age clearly have their root in Chinese spirituality and thought. Among these are an attempt to accept and integrate the best elements of different religious traditions; the emphasis on being attuned or in harmony with nature as the basis of virtue (as opposed to a free, loving obedience to God's will as the foundation of Christian life); 
a positive pursuit of "wellness" and long life through the understanding of natural medicine and the natural workings of human body and mind; the emphasis on the Master-disciple relationship, religious experience and spiritual techniques (as opposed to the emphasis on Faith, dogma and sacraments in Christianity). 

New Age is characterized by a seeming tolerance for many diverse religious traditions. It would seem to seek the best from each religious or spiritual tradition. This attitude is also characteristic of Chinese culture. There is a famous Chinese painting which shows Confucius, Lao Tze and the Buddha meeting at the juncture where three separate roads meet. In this picture their is an _expression of delight and joy on the faces of the founders of China's three great systems of religious or ethical thought as they encounter each other on the way. This picture represents the genius of Chinese culture, the religious tolerance that allowed it to integrate the best, or at least for the Chinese people most apt, elements of Confucianism, Taoism and Buddhism (we admit there is debate about whether or not Confucianism should be called a religion). The Chinese took from Confucianism the familial and social virtues of filial piety and benevolence; from Taoism the virtues of humility and naturalness; and from a Buddhism the sense of "another or other lives" (a sense obscure in both Confucianism and Taoism) and the need to strive through asceticism, compassion, humility and benevolence to overcome sin and advance to higher states of perfection. 

There were, of course, battles and wars, both for followers and sometimes literally, between these three great systems, but gradually each found its role within Chinese culture as whole. Because for Chinese culture moral virtue is what is of highest of value, all religions are "good" because they exhort men to moral virtue and often provide the spiritual discipline that aids the moral life. Further, at the highest intellectual levels, all three systems have adopted elements of the other. For example, Confucianism, centred on the practical wisdom required to lead a virtuous life, was challenged to a deeper reflection by the metaphysical systems of Buddhism. The resulting Neo-Confucianism became the dominant system in Chinese though until the arrival of new systems from the West in the 19th and 20th centuries. On the level of popular religion, Chinese temples are a mixture of Taoist and Buddhist saints, symbols and practices. 

A second area in which New Age finds a source in Chinese thought is in the importance it places in being attuned to nature, in being in harmony with the cosmos. "New Age teachers and therapies claim to offer the key to finding the correspondences between all the elements of the universe, so that people may modulate the tone of their lives and be in absolute harmony with each other and everything around them." (p. 4, Definition of New Age) Hence, in the New Age perspective, achieving good health and developing our potential is brought about by attunement to our nature, including an inner divine nature. This emphasis on attunement or harmony with nature, rather than freely acting in accordance with the will of a transcendent Personal God, is also characteristic of Chinese religion and thought. In Confucianism, what separates man from the animals is his "moral nature": hence, the noble man's task is to attune himself to this existing moral nature. It should be pointed out quickly, however, that the Confucian attunement leads to the pursuit of familial virtues that seem peripheral to New Agers. Taoism stresses the Tao as source and end of life. This Tao includes but is greater than morality, and the mission of men is to attune themselves to and follow the abundantly rich source of life, goodness, beauty and truth flowing from the unnameable Tao. Finally, Buddhism teaches it followers to become attuned not to nature but to their inner Buddha-hood, seeking to lead men, as New Age also claims to do, to a higher plane of existence. But again it should be quickly pointed out that New Age seems to lack the moral and religious seriousness of Buddhism: for example, Buddhism's strict prohibitions against abortion and extramarital sex receive little attention from New Agers. 

Another area of great concern of the New Age movement is the promotion of holistic health through techniques "derived from ancient cultural traditions, whether religious or esoteric. ... Advertising connected with New Age covers a wide range of practices such as acupuncture, biofeedback, ... massage, ... meditation and visualization, psychic healing, ... various kinds of herbal medicines ... The source of healing is said to be something within ourselves, something we reach when we are in touch with our inner energy or cosmic energy." (Definition of New Age, pp. 4-5) This approach to healing bears great similarity to types of Chinese medicine found in the Taoist tradition. One aspect of original Taoism was a stress on the goodness of life itself; it was also pointed out that an attitude of humility, on a practical level, by leading one to seek the lower, more obscure place, was also the best way of protecting one's life. It is the tree whose wood is gnarled and apparently useless that avoids being chopped down to make houses and is able to become ancient. Life, that is the concrete life in this present world, is more important than position or wealth or fame. In some later forms of Taoism, the center shifted from attunement to the Tao, to research into ways of nurturing, preserving and extending life. As with New Age, some methods were simply natural, some were magical, a few verged, at times, towards the diabolic. Some of these later forms of Taoism departed very far from the Lao Tze's original naturalism and humility. 

A further interest of many in New Age is reincarnation: a belief that has its source in Hinduism and reached China through Buddhism. In this belief either the soul or a perduring consciousness inhabits a succession of bodies. In Buddhism this cycle is a cycle of suffering in which one progresses or regresses according to the behavior in previous lives. By the law of karma, evil behavior is necessarily punished, often with eons of time in hell, before one may begin again the ascent toward Nirvana. But again New Age re interprets the Chinese concept of reincarnation: New Age understands reincarnation "far more optimistically as a process of learning and progressive individual fulfilment" and "dispenses with the notion of hell." (Definition of New Age, p. 5) 

The three great systems of Chinese thought all stress the role of religious and moral experience under the direction of a Master as the key to spiritual development. In contrast to Christianity, religion is a matter of experience, not dogma. New Age places a similar stress on spiritual experience over dogma. Especially in Buddhism and Taoism, many techniques and disciplines have been developed to achieve spiritual experience. But again there is a seriousness in the Eastern religions that seems lacking in the New Age movement. A very long period of preparation and moral uprightness is demanded before one becomes a Buddhist Master in Taiwan today. Some of the present Buddhist Masters in Taiwan have first spent 15 to 20 years in a kind of Desert Father experience of asceticism and meditation before emerging to guide disciples. 

In conclusion, in the above we have sought to point out certain elements taken from Chinese religion and thought that have been used in the New Age Movement. As we have seen, though many elements of New Age thought have their root in Asia religions, these elements are used in a new paradigm that is not only different from Christianity, but different from Confucianism, Taoism and Buddhism. The difference between these paradigms can summed up as follows: "Basically the appeal of the New Age has to do with culturally stimulated interest in the self, its value, capacities and problems. Whereas traditional religiosity ... is well suited to community, de-traditionalized spirituality is well suited for the individual. The New Age is 'of' the self in that it facilitates celebration of what it is to be and to become; and 'for' the self in that by differing from much of the mainstream it is positioned to handle identity problems generated by conventional forms of life." (Definition of New Age, p. 11) One has only to look at traditional Chinese art, which so often portrays natural settings or communal settings in which the individuals do not stand out, to sense the difference between these traditional spiritualities underlying Chinese culture and that of New Age. Finally, New Age attempts a new integration of Eastern and Western religions. If in fact all religions were founded upon the special religious experience and spiritual illumination of their human founders there would be at least the hope that New Age could do on a world wide scale what China was able to by integrating Buddhism, Confucianism and Taoism within its one culture. That is, synthesize the best elements of each religion into a new world wide culture. Since, however, Jesus is not simply a man, but also the Infinite God, the highest human truths of each religion will attain their perfect synthesis only when integrated with the divine truths revealed by the Incarnate Son of God.

B. The New Credulity on Religious Phenomena and Magic

Prof. Jose Vidamor B. Yu, Manila

Towards the end of the millennium, man heightened his yearnings for a new humanity breaking away from the various human problems and disorder in the world through a new philosophy, spirituality, and lifestyle. At the outset of a new millennium, a new religion and a new way of practicing faith had to develop putting emphasis on what is easy and pragmatic. Some begin to put faith occult, magic, and religious phenomena through the revival of religious rituals of pre-Christianity. The hunger for transcendence which becomes evident today among some people is shown in their desire for union with the forces of nature, rediscovering the mysteries that lie hidden in the world, and the powers of the believed-existent extraterrestrial beings. They have prompted the human person to seek genuine spirituality far different from traditional religions. The idea of a new spirituality is sometimes based on new interpretations and beliefs in religious occurrences and magic. The growing confusions brought about by religious doctrines and morals have provided people to defect from the Christian faith to the practices of magic. Magic and religious phenomena are usually linked with nature.

Neo-Gnostic Ideas: Reviving the Beliefs in the Power of the Mind              

Neo-gnosticism is a new religious phenomenon today. Gnosticism was one of the earliest threats to the propagation of Christianity in the early Church. As the Church desired for the purity of its doctrines and faith, Gnosticism became a major hindrance to Christian spirituality. Gnosticism believes that there are hidden mysteries and powers in the Sacred Scriptures that may be decoded only to a few possessing enlightened mental powers and gifts. The thrust for superior knowledge and a revival of esotericism find their privilege place in the New Age beliefs.

The rebirth of these Gnostic teachings became a new religious phenomenon through various practices that would "empower the human will, making use of supposed secret, cosmic forces." (Norberto Rivera Cardinal Carrera, A Call to Vigilance, 1996, no.17) John Paul II affirms that there is a "return of ancient gnostic ideas under the guise of the so-called New Age: We cannot delude ourselves that this will lead toward a renewal of religion. It is only a new way of practising Gnosticism – that attitude of the spirit that, in the name of a profound knowledge of God, results in distorting His Word and replacing it with purely human words. Gnosticism never completely abandoned the realm of Christianity. Instead, it has always existed side by side with Christianity, sometimes taking the shape of a philosophical movement, but more often assuming the characteristics of a religion or a para-religion in distinct, if not declared, conflict with all that is essentially Christian". (Crossing the Threshold of Hope, p. 90)

New Age is oriented toward intuition which attempts to appropriate the mysteries, the unknown and undeveloped powers of the brain. Transformational journeys are common which are manifested in a revival of clairvoyance, telepathy, psychic healing, psychometry, out-of-the-body experiences or OOBEs, extra sensory perceptions (ESP), hypnotism, and brain/mind technology, psychokinesis, meditation, subliminal programming, search for consciousness, astral projection, and other occult practices. Edgar Cayce mentioned that a person’s involvement and attuned with the unconscious and the deeper levels of the mind may make people possess the ability to communicate with spirits, the angels, the spirit guides, ascended masters, and the archangels. It is believed that man has to know the existence of divine energies the cosmos possesses. A cosmic knowledge and an esoteric experience of these laws will offer man the potential through the process of awakening a gradual transformation of his consciousness ending up with the realizing his true divine nature.

Neo-Pagan Beliefs: Revisiting Pagan Practices

Neo-paganism is a concept that entered into Christian writings on the New Age to provide emphasis on the particular path of orientation which the New Age spirituality as a reaction to traditional religions especially Judeo-Christian faith. This is achieved through the practice of ancient pre-Christian rituals. At the heart of a neo-pagan philosophy is the critique of Christianity. It is believed that whatever religious or spiritual practices that preceded Christianity are more genuine and true. The document on New Age by the Pontifical Council on Culture and the Pontifical Council on Interreligious Dialogue reflected that "whatever preceded Christianity is reckoned to be more genuine to the spirit of the land or the nation, an uncontaminated form of natural religion, in touch with the powers of nature, often matriarchal, magical or Shamanic." Humanity would be able to return to its original and experience a much healthier form if it goes back to practice the natural cycles like the agricultural festivals. 

The New Agers believe that a new world teacher or messiah will appear to usher the coming of a New Age. "The search which often leads people to the New Age is a genuine yearning: for a deeper spirituality, for something which will touch their hearts, and for a way of making sense of a confusing and often alienating world." (Pontifical Council on Culture and Pontifical Council Interreligious Dialogue) Neo-pagan practices include earth-bound spiritual traditions, festivities or seasonal cycles, feminist spirituality, magic, and witchcraft. The word pagan comes from the word "pagani" which means "tillers of the soil" in contrast with the institutional church in the city.

The practice of magic is widespread in the New Age as a means of obtaining power. Magic is employed as a technique to explain and control the world in the absence of available methods or doctrines to do so. Occultism, esotericism, and magic have been part of the new age religious phenomena possessing special powers to be gods and goddesses or to be divine.

Channeling: New Source of Spiritual Authority

The New Age as a vagabond spirituality has channeling as a new source of revelation. It became a means to provide information and communication, through a human being from paranormal sources. Usually paranormal sources are of two kinds: first, it consists of the spirits and souls which include the ascended masters, spirits of the dead, and angels. This requires a spiritual being and a human entity to speak. New revelations, informations, and communications are believed to have come from the spirit world which the normal or phenomenal world does not possess. Second, the deepest or inner self. It is the innermost and supernatural dimension of man which cannot be reached through ordinary human consciousness. This involves the method of intuition which provides a divine access within ourselves. This kind of channeling can be done and reached by the individual who has the ability to venture knowledge deeply within himself. Usually it is called the Higher Self, the God-Self or the Inner Teacher. One has to develop his own psychic skills and exercise his inherent powers to get through his inner self.

The journey into the inner self is characterized by self-discovery and transformation. One has to create his own reality. Self-help becomes an operative term since this personal metamorphosis is done through one’s own efforts. Mediums believe that certain manifestations like angels and ascended masters are indeed spiritual beings who are not from God but are sources of spiritual authority. "It is clear that, in theory at least, the New Age often recognizes no spiritual authority higher than personal inner experience." (PCC & PCID)                    It is a common belief in the New Age that salvation comes from knowledge rather than from faith.
C. THE EFFECT OF NEW AGE AND SECTS IN LATIN AMERICA

Prof. Silvio Cajiao, Bogotà

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND: The Churches arising form the protestant reform have found deep-roots in Latin America through groups emigrating from Europe due to the two World Wars, or in search of better economic opportunities. The so-called "free churches" derive precisely from churches that, starting in the United States, set-up massive missions in South America after the Fifties and tried to consolidate their positions among the poorer people. More recently, between 1975 and 1985, they have become independent and started an unprecedented multiplication in the form of fundamentalist trends, some with a right-wing political inspiration. During the Nineties the new pseudo-scientific religious movements appeared; one should classify the New Age phenomenon, which has had an impact mainly on the young and the higher classes, within this context.

DOCTRINAL PROPOSALS: The currents coming from the Reform churches and their later adaptation to Latin America have based their religious practice on a fundamentalist interpretation of the Word, with a marked accentuation of the fear of God and the need to be bound to one’s "own" religious group to escape eternal perdition, hence the emphasis placed on escatologism. Redemption comes more from faith in Jesus Christ than from the human answer. The currents incorporated in the New Age phenomenon, due to a strong oriental influence, are characterised by pantheistic and neognostic visions, in which God’s reality as a human being is denied; Jesus Christ’s personal identity is confused with a Messiah characterised by multiple manifestations in various world religious leaders, while the Holy Spirit is reduced to an interior force to be discovered. Interior responsibility and the person vanish, because this is a deterministic vision accepting reincarnation. It professes to be a form of scientific knowledge.

EFFECTS: The main damage might consist in the introduction of cultural elements extraneous to the Catholic Christian tradition which – although in some environments mingled with syncretic elements – has however resulted in a force of unity and cohesion for the subcontinent; on the other hand, commitment to transform social structures is at times neglected.

ANSWERS: Faced with this powerful progress there is a need for a renewal of the communities, both diocesan and parish, and following the outline provided by ecclesial models previously experienced, relying on a greater participation of lay people accompanied by good Biblical, spiritual and catechetic training, taking advantage of the powerful means of mass communication. All this while supporting social commitment in the battle for justice according to the choices made in Medellin, Puebla and Santo Domingo, alongside an invitation to a new evangelisation. With Ecclesia in America we are faced with a challenge of renewal in terms of a call to authentically following Jesus Christ, representing a prophetic sign when confronted with fundamentalisms ad extremisms within the framework of a wise renewal.

D. Doctrinal Prevention and Catechesis against Sects

Prof. Michael Hull, New York

The menace of sects to the Church is a modern-day sorrow. The Holy See has responded to this distressful situation by attempting to understand new religious movements in a number of documents, especially Sects or New Religious Movements: A Pastoral Challenge (May 3, 1986). And the Holy Father has paid particular attention to the Church in Latin America, where millions of Catholics have been converted to Protestant sects. The problem of sects is exacerbated by other worldwide socio-religious trends such as the "New Age" movement, syncretism, and religious indifferentism. In order to meet this danger, concrete apologetic initiatives at the diocesan level are necessary to strengthen Catholics’ understanding of their own doctrine and the inherent danger of false teachings. To quote Benjamin Franklin: "An ounce of prevention is worth a pound of cure." Sound doctrine and early warning are the superlative solutions to the threat of sects. This is principally true at the grass-roots level of individual dioceses.

The revitalization of doctrine among Catholics is essential. Diocesan bishops, as successors to the apostles, must lead the way, followed closely by their clergy and laity. Fortunately, they have a number of effective tools at their disposal. On the international level, they have the assistance of the Holy See, which has published an enormous number of invaluable theological and instructional materials in the recent past, most notably the Catechism of the Catholic Church. On the national level, they have the assistance of their local Episcopal conferences. Episcopal conferences allow for the inculcation of the true faith within specific cultural, linguistic, economic, and social milieus. Moreover, the marvelous advances in social communications—so often utilized by the proponents of sects—are also available to the Church, for example, cable and satellite television as well as the Internet.

This revitalization of doctrine must include a clear articulation and overview, not only of Catholic truth, but also of contemporary false teachings. This is particularly true in the religious education of the young. In our present-day state of affairs, where license is confused with liberty, where value is mistaken for virtue, and where newest is deemed best, there is grave need for an exposition of the good, the bad, and the ugly. There is great peril in Catholics conceiving of the Domus Dei as merely one amidst a village of equally compelling abodes (see 1 Tim 3:15). Rather, Catholics must come to see that the Church is in no sense built on sand, as so often are the shifting foundations of sects (see Matt 7:24–28 and Luke 6:47–49), but on the reality of the revelation of Jesus Christ and His promise: "You are Peter, and upon this rock I will build my church, and the gates of hell shall not prevail against it" (Matt 16:18).

The threat of various sects is real and global. For example, the number of radical Protestant evangelicals in Latin America is estimated to have grown from 50,000 in 1900 to 70 million today. While it may not be within the Church’s power to cure every heart and mind from pernicious belief, it is certainly her duty to do all within her power to prevent her sons and daughters from mistaking fallacy for the truth that will make us free (see John 8:32).

E. State legislation and the issue of sects

Prof. Gerhard Ludwig Müller, Regensburg

Since 1919, hence since the Weimar Constitution, the State in Germany is neutral as far as religion and schools of thought are concerned. On this subject, Basic Law has adopted Weimar’s articles as is clear in 4 and 140 which neutrally mention associations and religious communities rather than Churches and sects. According to Article 140 of the Basic Law many sects are today considered publicly recognised bodies and consequently their juridical status is the same as that of the Churches!

If also considering so-called young religions, it becomes difficult in Europe and Germany to establish the number of those who are members of sects. In Germany there are about one million members probably subdivided into 300 groups. The appearance of "young religions" has recently weighed heavily on the concept of sects. 

During the last few years, sects such as "Jehovah’s Witnesses" and "Scientology" have lost influence and visibility in society; their criminal activities in the field of finance and also the explicit psychological terrorism exercised on their members - and reported by increasingly rising numbers of those abandoning the sects - cannot be ignored even by a secular and neutral State. 

In Scientology and in Jehovah’s Witnesses one can often, for example, observe an anti-liberal and anti-state attitude. For these sects the State and society represent an evil to be fought and cannot in any form or way be accepted. The State and its legislation are only tolerated out of self-interest and advantage, such as for example for obtaining the classification of a number of sects as publicly recognised Bodies. 

The concept of church, as for example used by "Scientology", is not protected by the Law. Scientology resorts to this for hiding the many financial activities of an ideology that classifies people as supporters and antagonists. Although in 1965 Australia had already declared that: "Scientology is evil: its techniques are evil and their implementation represents a serious threat to society, from a medical, moral and social point of view", there is no law in Germany forbidding the activities of the Scientology "church". Although the legislator is committed to avoiding all dangers for the German people, the "right" to free religious profession, as established by Basic Law, is inviolable. A clear revision of the law and a clear acknowledgement of Christianity are therefore desirable.

F. THE PRESENCE OF SECTS IN THE MASS MEDIA

Alfonso Carrasco Rouco

"San Dámaso" Faculty of Theology, Madrid

Although means of communication, in countries such as for example Spain, appear to be slowly beginning to understand the problem of sects, this issue is often treated in a superficial and light-hearted manner since the tone used is often hypercritical or alarmist. The result is that articles published by magazines, newspapers or weekly papers – or the few spaces occasionally dedicated to sects on the radio or television, are unable to provide adequate information regards to this problem. In this sense one could say that the mass-media are formative and educational instruments with great potential, but certainly not used in the best possible way.

On the contrary, a number of important sectarian groups - or so-called "new religious movements" - have been capable of fully integrating themselves in the world of means of communication. It is worth mentioning on this subject that the "New Age" current of thought, is often present in the audiovisual world, and also in the so-called developed world. One could also make a list of their use in literature, and also in numerous weekly magazines. Their penetration is particularly significant in the world of music, in its various trends (ethnic, electronic, ecological, etc.) through which they attempt to encourage certain religious experiences; this has allowed specific New Age music programs to be broadcasted. A similar phenomenon can be found in the world of films. Generally their presence in the field of audiovisual production leads to a spreading through radio and television programs placed at the service of proposals and subjects linked to these currents (parapsychology, occultism, magic, dietetics, contacts with extraterrestrials, etc.). In the developed world, other sectarian groups are for the moment without – or at least not exclusively with – widespread presence in the media (especially television). On this occasion there is not time for analysing in-depth the issue of the possible influence some groups might attempt to exercise – especially satanically orientated ones – through certain songs and types of music.

In America there are on the contrary a number of fundamentalist sects, or those of Protestant Pentecostal inspiration, which show great technical capabilities in the field of means of communication. One could easily describe these as real religious "businesses" (the Moonies, for example) that organise proselytising campaigns through both the radio and the television. At times they are real multinationals for religious propaganda using communication, real financial empires, usually based in North America but already also settled in Latin America – also sometimes with excellent political support.

We could on this subject mention the so-called "electronic churches", specialised in manipulating religious language and symbols. In their programs miracles and healings, financial success and overcoming problems and suffering seem to be available for all viewers at a cheap price. In this manner for example Pentecostalism has increased significantly in Latin America, partly also thanks to the billionaire campaigns of North American and also autochthon preachers (Billy Graham, Jimmy Swaggart, Yiye Avila, Rex Humbard, etc.).

The issue does not only consist in criticising the spiritualist message destined to also produce a political effect, especially for those most in need or from less educated environments. The fascinating appeal of immediate conversions and recoveries presents the great danger of distancing people from their own traditions – since there is an ever-present criticism that attempts to remove prestige from all that is Catholic – reducing their thinking capabilities and their commitment to reality. This results in – and encourages – a mentality now dominating the entire western world: a refusal of reality as an objective datum, the desire to experience a self-created reality, forgoing life’s real challenges; almost as if real life was instead what is seen on television, and who knows, perhaps one day a virtual reality.

An authentic conversion on the contrary always leads to an authentic use of one’s reason and freedom, to the capability of adhering to reality with faith and hope, living the mission entrusted by the Lord in the midst of the real world and with one’s brothers, in the first person and with awareness.

G. Diffused Religiosity - how do sects react to this phenomenon in the first world?

S.E. Prof. Julian Porteous, Sydney 

The drama of atheism was lived out in the twentieth century, although its root extends back into the centuries before. Bishop Walter Kasper notes that "atheism in the proper sense, which denies everything divine, became possible only in the modern age. It presupposes Christianity and to that extent is a post-Christian phenomenon. The biblical faith in creation had broken with the numinous conception of the world that was current in antiquity and had effected a dehumanisation of reality by distinguishing clearly and unambiguously between God the creator and the world as his creation." 

Once Nietzsche’s mantra that God is dead was embraced and lived existentially in the first world, a paradigm shift in culture occurred. Gaudium et Spes noted the essential shift: "When God is forgotten, however, the creature itself grows unintelligible" (n. 36). The first world experienced a haemorrhage of meaning to life itself. The communion of civilisation built on Christian structures is fragmented. 
The Tower of Babel is experienced once again. This is experienced particularly strongly by the young. The Christian culture of life is being replaced with a morbid culture of self(fulfilment). This culture gives rise to the incapacity to donate oneself to the other and so the person experiences to be alone, and through this, alienation. Yet the truth remains that we are creature and so have a natural orientation towards the Creator. "Nature abhors a vacuum" and so the first world, especially the young, are searching for the meaning to life and are searching for communion with others and with the Divine.

It is into this restlessness, the same restlessness that sent St Augustine on his search for the meaning to his life, that the sects tap into. The post-Christian culture of the first world has left a suspicion, if not hostility towards the Church. The sects offer an experience of the numinous and of ‘belonging’ but without perceived atrophied established structures or organisation, without 'Church'. 

If Creator and world are not distinct then all means are permissible to arrive at the experience of the numinous for one’s own self-fulfilment. Hence as the document Jesus Christ the Bearer of the Water of Life notes the sects, in as much as they fall under the umbrella of New Age draw from many traditions, from ancient Egyptian occult practices to contemporary practice of Zen Buddhism and Yoga (cf. 2.1).

The sects offer to answer the most basic, primordial desires of the post-Christian man and woman. They offer a return to paganism. The clear, life giving water of Jesus Christ is held suspect and people willingly drink from the muddied waters of the sects.

The Church can engage with people in their searching for true life: to present to them the person of Jesus Christ. Jesus Christ is the bearer of the Water of Life and an invitation to meet Jesus Christ "will carry more weight if it is made by someone who has clearly been profoundly affected by his or her own encounter with Jesus, because it is made not by someone who has simply heard about him, but by someone who can be sure that he really is the saviour of the world" (Jesus Christ the Bearer of the Water of Life no. 5).

H. Modernity as a multiplying element for institutions and religious thoughts: 

Secularisation and the problem of plausibility and legitimation 

Prof. Stuart C. Bate OMI, Johannesburg

Sociologists describe secularisation as the process by which sectors of society and culture are removed from the domination of religious institutions and symbols (Berger 1969:107). It is a feature of modern societies. 

Scientific and technological innovation has promoted rapid economic development in modern societies. One consequence of this has been the emergence of new theoretical systems of belief, based on human rather than spiritual power. Secular foundational systems such as liberalism, Marxism and pragmatism have become acceptable as people increasingly experienced the benefits (or lack thereof) of human development in areas of life like health and economic well-being. 

The growth of secularisation has been accompanied by the eclipse of religion as the main legitimating authority of human society. This has led to increasingly pluralistic societies like France, for example, where Catholicism was the foundation of society until the revolution. Today, however, it is only one amongst many religious and non religious belief options in that country. 

Secularisation and the problem of plausibility

For social scientists, the main task religions have in secular societies is to construct and maintain an effective 'plausibility structure' within which the religion continues to be true and valid, presenting itself 'to consciousness as reality' (Berger 1969:150). To do this religions have to 'market' themselves since secularisation and the plurality of religious choice implies that 'religion can no longer be assumed or imposed but that it must be marketed' (:145). 

Thoughts like these are not as new as they might sound. Indeed, the history of Christianity contains an essential ‘marketing’ component, though we are more familiar with the Christian terms ‘evangelisation’ and ‘mission’. This reveals a major problem with the sociological analysis of religious issues, which, though helpful, are always deeply flawed. This is because the human sciences limit themselves to human activity and refuse to even consider the proper object of religion which is the supernatural and the spiritual world. For example, the principal agent of mission and evangelisation (Berger’s 'marketing') is not the human subjects, the evangelisers and missionaries, but the Holy Spirit (RM 21). It is also simplistic to consider pre-modern societies as homogeneous since even the most cursory investigation reveals plurality of belief and conviction there too. Indeed the problem of plausibility is not new with modernity but was dealt with in one way or another in every age of the Church’s history as a simple reading of the Church Fathers, for example, rapidly reveals.

Secularisation and the Problem of Legitimation

The problem of legitimation asks how a religion can continue to survive in a society which no longer accepts religious definitions of reality (Berger 1969:156). But legitimation is also an issue which goes beyond secularisation and affects all societies in one way or another. Authors such as Lyotard (1983) have widened the debate to question the validity of all foundational belief systems both sacred and secular. He suggests that all societies are maintained in truth and order by the existence of 'Grand Narratives', which outline and express the principal values and beliefs. The 'American dream', 'European civilisation' and 'scientific objective truth' are examples of Western grand narratives. Postmodernism questions the ability of such grand narratives to access objective and real truth about things because they are always conditioned by identifiable historical and cultural factors. 

In the end such a position is untenable and Realism has been the major response to this in philosophy (Bhaskar 1997 and Lonergan), in the social sciences (Sayer 2000) and in theology (Sweetman, Kirk, John Paul II). Sweetman (2001:31) argues that post-modern positions 'are based on the abstract rather than the concrete'. This is because their proponents theoretically proclaim the underlying relativism whilst actually living life in terms of a set of beliefs and values which they seek to dogmatically impose on others; for example that all should be relativists. The Catholic position, especially as outlined by John Paul II in Fides et Ratio offers a serious and reasoned position that objectively true knowledge about reality is not only accessible through reason but is also accessible through faith (FR 8 cfr. DF, III). 
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I. The priest confronting sects
Professor Jean Galot, Rome
In today’s world there exists a multiplication of sects. Sects are religious groups that wish to exercise in common cult activities, spiritual education, prayer and social activities. It is difficult to define a sect, but they generally involve a small number of members and are thereby distinguished from the "great religions".

In the history of religions groups are often initially considered as sects; then when they grow they are acknowledged as religions. This is what happened for Christianity. 

The priest is called upon to recognise in sects the manifestation of a hunger for God - animating many human lives. Within his faith a priest has a more correct idea of God. But even though he is capable of more easily discerning deviations and mistakes than the religious person, he must first of all accept the positive value of all humankind’s attempts to make contact with God. There are good elements in these attempts and they deserve to be encouraged and developed.

The danger would consist in seeing only a mistaken religiosity in sects. The priest has a special duty that may help him understand the hidden or manifest good even within the framework of a very imperfect faith. With the light of the Holy Spirit he can obtain the grace to discover mistakes that at times are presented under a very attractive form. He must never think he is protected from all deviations: he needs the Spirit to preserve a perfect rectitude of thought. To the extent that this is possible he must try and correct mistakes without offending people.

The priest has the duty of bearing witness of a profound and sincere respect for all associations which are addressed at developing humankind’s sincere religious vocations. According to the declarations of international society, one must respect each human being’s right to authentic religious freedom, avoiding all forms of intolerance or discrimination founded on the persuasions of faith or the belonging to religious groups or movements.

In virtue of the precept of universal love announced by Christ, the priest is invited to make a special effort involving kindness and understanding for all those committed to groups that are hostile to the Church and that fight against the doctrine proclaimed by the Gospel.

Trying to better understand the reasons for this hostility he must keep hope he will be able to overcome the prejudice and obtain a more effective light that will eliminate misunderstandings and provide full access to the truth. When there is abuse present, especially in behaviours damaging the human personality, the priest has the duty to resort to the authorities, in the most discreet way possible, to protect the rights of those who are threatened. 

Congregation for the Clergy:  
J. Christian reflections on "New Age"

Father Paolo Scarafoni, L.C., Rector of the Pontifical University Regina Apostolorum

The Pontifical Council for Culture and the Pontifical Council for Inter-religious Dialogue have presented a splendid paper entitled "Jesus Christ, the bringer of Living Water, A Christian meditation on the New Age movement". This is a very important report on this phenomenon and a valid pastoral instrument for all priests.
"New Age", means a new era; its followers believe that humanity is entering a "new era" of peace and well-being, with many changes in the social, political and religious sectors. The New Age is meant to replace the Christian era, passing from the astrological age of Pisces to that of Aquarius. Hence the New Age followers are known also as "Aquarians". The "New Age" calls itself "new", but in truth many of its ideas derive from ancient religions and cultures. What really is new is the conscious search for an alternative to the western culture and its Judaic-Christian roots. The Catholic Church is also blamed for not encouraging the advent of an era of peace and happiness.

The success obtained by the New Age movement also among Christians and Catholics, depends on three elements: one of human nature’s fundamental elements: an anxiety for spirituality and prayer; an existential element: the desire to abandon the anxiety many feel in current western societies, which do not guarantee stability and a future; and a psychological element, represented by the proposal of a spirituality arising from the encounter between the esoteric culture and psychology so as to achieve transformation and peace obtained through techniques.

There are many attempts to produce peace and distance oneself from the divisions and the anguish of the western culture. The fashion of travelling to India; the search for mystical experiences; the use of drugs producing states said to allow a perception of the unity of reality; the sexual mystique supposed to allow profoundly loving relationships only after a full liberation from sexual taboos; resorting to esoteric traditions (Gnosticism, alchemy, astrology, magic, spiritism, witchcraft, mystery religions); and also Satanism and the occult sciences. Crystal therapy is also widespread. A number of "New Age" books state that crystals have a hidden intelligence, capable of influencing our lives, and that they teach us to get into contact with their supposed power. 
There is also an authentic obsession with angels, that Aquarians see everywhere. But their angels have nothing in common with Christian ones. They have strange names and powers similar to good luck charms. To these one must add many other popular New Age figures, such as "guiding spirits" and various "entities".

The conclusions shared by these and other forms of searching for peace and happiness are the following ones: the need for abolishing truths and dogmas that fragment and divide a vision of reality, and finding refuge in intuition and a mysterious irrationality; the need to abolish churches and stable organised forms of religions, especially those of the Catholic Church’s hierarchies; a search for a new mystique accessible to everyone.

The new mystique, practiced also by many Catholics, is nourished by various forms of prayer, especially the eastern kind; it refuses the vision of a transcendent God, separate and distant from us. This envisages an interior purification, signs and prodigies, a phase of interior emptiness, and finally the arrival at an encounter with "oneself", the real self, which is one with God, with the universe and with all that is. "This self knows no subject nor object, neither life nor death, neither light nor darkness, neither yin nor yang. The real self transcends the changes and anguishes of the samara to live in the world of Illumination" (William Johnston, sj, Mística para una nueva era, Desclée de Brower, 2003).

The pastoral principles for confronting the New Age phenomenon are: the trusting presentation of the relation between faith and reason; the school of Christian prayer and lively participation in the sacraments, also drawing from the great traditions of the Christian legacy; the presentation of a living, Risen Jesus Christ, currently in communication with us, whose person has a greater attraction than any other and whose presence fills the life of each human being with meaning; a vision of the world as a creation loved by God the Creator and through Him brought to fulfilment.

K. THE DECLARATION ON THE "NEW AGE'

His Eminence Cardinal Georges Cottier OP

One should not be excessively hasty in considering secularisation as the key for interpreting all modern society’s significant phenomena. There exists in fact another side of secularisation, uncontrolled religiosity, of which there are many signs.

The New Age falls into this category. This movement is expanding rapidly, and a number of Christians are fascinated by it. It has therefore proved necessary for the Pontifical Council of Culture and the Pontifical Council for Inter-religious Dialogue to jointly publish a document on this subject (February 3rd 2003). The objective of this document is pastoral; it emphasises the need for Christians to have extensive knowledge of their faith and also of their interlocutor. This is not as easy as it may initially appear since the "New Age" presents itself as "a magnetic ensemble of beliefs, therapies and practices often chosen and combined as best suits, without worrying about any incompatibilities or incoherencies that may arise". In this sense, not all New Age believers have the same requirements. For these reasons this movement cannot be simply and merely considered a sect.

According to astrologers we are currently in the age of Pisces – dominated by Christianity; this era is about to leave space to a new era, the age of Aquarius which will be marked by a universal religion in which all religious differences will vanish. This change however does not involve rejecting all that came previously. Inspiration provided by esotericism and Gnosticism, as well as theosophy, anthropology and spiritism are clear.

Eclecticism is another of the New Age’s characteristics. This however does not prevent the identification of a number of strong points determining a vision of the world.

New Age intends to overcome all dualisms; but in this context dualism is understood as all differences. This is what the word holism means; therefore denying the fundamental difference between the Creator and the creature as well as that between humankind and nature or spirit and substance. The document correctly uses the words "implicit pantheism". God is not a personal God.

New Age’s affinity with Eastern religions is therefore understandable. Reincarnation is also mentioned, perceived however as participation in cosmic evolution, since the idea of sin is absent.

Two psychologists have exercised their fundamental influence; the first is William James who reduces religion to religious experience, the second is Carl Gustav Jung, who introduced the idea of the collective unconscious – but above all sacralized psychology adding contents involving esoteric thoughts.

The issue therefore consists in overcoming one’s own ego to become the god that exists within us. There is not therefore any other spiritual authority for each person than a personal internal experience and it is within this context that different techniques are addressed.

There are two further points that we must address. The first is the criticism of Christianity as a "patriarchal" religion – hence a number of people oppose the image of Mother Earth to that of God the Father.  "Divine energy is often called "eristic energy". But the Christ mentioned in this context is not Jesus of Nazareth. The title of Christ is given to each human being who reaches a level of awareness at which he perceives his own divinity and can therefore be considered a "Universal Teacher".

The aforementioned clearly indicates that New Age interpretation and main theses are incompatible with Christianity, and in addition to this also oppose Christianity.

The very first answer we must therefore provide is our awareness of our own Christian identity. An answer concerning our acknowledgment of God’s transcendence; this transcendent God is not enclosed within Himself, but invites humankind, created in His likeness, to participate in His life – that Trinitarian life of the divine Persons. It is through the Father’s only Son’s incarnation that we enter communion with the divine Persons. Therefore our spiritual lives rely on the gift of grace and consist in a dialogue, a dialogue of love between the created persons and the uncreated Persons.

The second answer arises from the first. It is true that many New Age believers are moved by a sincere thirst for spirituality; but through dialogue it must be possible to help people understand the ambiguous and undefined nature, and one must also add, the disappointing nature of the ideal that is proposed: what does this promised harmony consist in?

This doctrine is mainly a syncretic ensemble of elements from ancient doctrines revisited in a new light.

The greatest challenge however remains the negation of grace; and on this subject the document quotes the episode concerning the Samaritan in John’s Gospel: "If you knew the gift of God." (John 4, 10)

L. CONCLUSION

His Eminence Cardinal DARÍO CASTRILLÓN HOYOS, Prefect of the Congregation for the Clergy

"It is not true that man, as one sometimes hears, is incapable of organising the world without God. It is true that without God, he cannot after all but organise it against humankind. Exclusive humanism is an inhuman humanism" (see Father Henri de Lubac, Le drame de l’humanisme athée, Spes, 1944, p. 12). Six decades later, each can complete this premonitory meditation by Father de Lubac referring to the tragic events of our recent history. 

In the words we have heard today, we have learnt to what extent the New Age movement and the sects represent a decisive moment of the cultural and religious transition from atheist humanism, professed by Marxist materialism, to the new spiritualist humanism, celebrated by a pantheistic esoteric religiosity. 

The Theologians gave also described the sad course of current Western schools of thought passing from false Gnosticism to false humanism that among other elements deny all the contents of the doctrine of the creation and of Redemption, the responsibility of personal acts in front of God and humankind, the existence of original and personal sin, and the need for the sacraments. "Thinking, feeling God as "Another" immense and overpowering – wrote Romano Guardini – is first of all an error of intelligence and a deformation of feelings" ("Le monde e la personne", Seuil, Paris 1959, p. 43). 

But we know that "it is not easy to understand easy matters – to use a beautiful expression by the great Christian philosopher, Father Cornelio Fabro - Existential truth is not the result of understanding, but of risk and freedom" ("Libro dell’esistenza e della libertà vagabonda", Ed. Piemme, Casale Monferrato, 2000, nos. 29, 62). 

In a world that has become spiritually old it is up to Christians to bear witness to the strength of the Gospel’s novelty: we can repeat together with St. Thomas Aquinas "Christus initiavit nobis viam novam" (Prima secundae, q. 106, art 4, ad primum). It is in particular up to well educated lay people to be the force for society to safeguard those human and Christian values, around which the future of society is at stake: respect for life attacked by a culture of death, the family’s integrity disintegrated by hedonistic individualism, social commitment to solidarity hindered by the search for mere financial profit even when to the detriment of the human person’s dignity. 

Within this framework the subject of our next international theological videoconference assumes all its importance: "The secular faithful". In addition to the important and irreplaceable characteristics of the ordained ministry, essential for the Church’s life and growth, it is necessary to be profoundly aware that the challenge of an effective evangelisation cannot be confronted without also relying on the prophetic, priestly and regal duty of all those who are baptised. It is time for the secular faithful to profoundly experience their vocation for sanctity "by engaging in temporal affairs and ordering them according to the plan of God" (Lumen gentium, no. 31). No, man is not a pointless passion as Jean Paul Sartre tragically believed. We know instead that "only in the mystery of the incarnate Word does the mystery of man take on light" (Gaudium et spes, no. 22, 1).

Once again my heartfelt thanks go to the eminent prelates, theologians and professors who have spoken today.

From the Holy See, February 27th 2004

NOTE: THIS VIDEO CONFERENCE ON THE NEW AGE AND SECTS WAS HELD A YEAR AFTER THE RELEASE OF THE VATICAN DOCUMENT ON THE NEW AGE- MICHAEL
JULY 2011[image: image1][image: image2][image: image3]
