What characteristics
define a cult?

Cults, or more specifically, destruc-
tive cults, are characterized by the fol-
lowing differences from mainstream groups:

1) In religious cults the leader is the cen-
tral focus of belief. In mainstream religions,
G-d is the central focus.

2) Cult recruitment includes deception
and concealment of identity and requirements
of affiliation. Mainstream groups use no de-
ception and new members are fully aware of
the teachings and expectations before they
make a commitment.

3) Cults use mind-control techniques and
forms of hypnosis to indoctrinate followers.
Emotional needs are exploited and people are
held psychological hostages through peer
pressure, guilt, and fear. Mainstream groups
do not resort to unethical means to persuade
members.

4) Leaders of cults make their own rules
and laws which are often contrary to the rules
and laws of society. They often reframe crimi-
nal acts (cheating, lying, stealing, even mur-
der) as the will of G-d. Mainstream groups
uphold and value the laws of society.

5) Cults separate and alienate people from
family, friends, and society. Mainstream
groups value healthy involvement with fam-
ily, friends and society.

6) Cults are self-serving, often amassing
financial fortunes for the leaders at the ex-
pense of the followers. In mainstream groups,
leaders serve the people and contribute to the
welfare of society in general.

Do cult leaders really believe
what they preach?

We can’t know what they really

believe, but their acts speak for
themselves. Many leaders of religious cults
claim to be G-d’s special messengers, proph-
ets, Jesus, the Messiah, or G-d Himself. For
example, Jews believe that “the messiah” will
bring about peace for mankind. This appears
to be a noble and serious task. One cult leader
who claims to be the messiah goes to Las Ve-
gas and gambles huge sums of the hard-earned
money that his followers collect, for 10 to 15
hours a day, on street corners. Other self-pro-
claimed “messiahs” sexually abuse men,
women, and children in their groups. Most cult
leaders have made slaves of their followers,
and caused considerable damage to minds and
bodies and lives. Families too have suffered
great harm.

Q What hapﬁens to cult members

10 years after they join?

A number have left in disillusion-

ment. Most are still in the cults. These
days we hear people say that their sons and
daughters (and sometimes mothers and fathers)
have been in cults 10, 12 and 15 years.

Q Is “Jews for Jesus” a cult?

Most Hebrew/Christian groups, like

Jews for Jesus, do not fit the specific
definitions of cults. However, many of them
use cult-like tactics in their recruitment.

Are Hebrew/Christian groups
as big a problem as the cults?

Both cults and missionary groups

continue to grow at a rapid pace.
Twenty years ago there were a few thousand
members of a handful of cults and not more
than a few thousand Jews in missionary
groups. It is estimated that more than 20 mil-
lion people have been involved in cults since
the 70’s and as many as half a million Jews
are now involved with missionary groups.

How do people join cults

and missionary groups?
A “Joining” is a gradual process that

starts with a personal contact by an ap-
pealing, friendly individual. Recruiters look
for lonely, depressed, confused, vulnerable
people. They offer help, friendship, love and
“quick answers” to complicated problems. The
vulnerable may feel that their needs are being
met and come to depend upon this new source
for support. The one-on-one relationship ex-
pands to an entire group. For a lonely person,
instant acceptance by a friendly group of
people is very enticing.

Arzll()eople who join cults
weak people?

Stressful circumstances such as

school problems, loss of a romantic re-
lationship, confusion over career goals, finan-
cial pressure, disillusionment, etc. can cause
sudden vulnerability. Needy people are not as
discerning as they might ordinarily be, and are
easy prey for a deceptive, alluring recruiter.



Are people who get involved in
cults less intelligent than others?

On the contrary, cultists are bright,

idealistic, caring individuals. They get
“hooked” because they believe they will be
doing important work for the betterment of
mankind. Nobody joins a cult; they join a
cause! Intelligent people also have needs, frus-
trations and disillusionment. It is more a mat-
ter of feelings than intelligence. If people al-
ways dealt at an intelligence level, we would
not have the divorce rate we have, nor would
anyone ever make mistakes. How often do we
ignore what we know and act on what we feel?

Is there any way a person can

avoid getting involved in a cule?

We hope so! The first and most

important safeguard is to realize that
anyone can end up in a cult. Momentary crisis
situations make people vulnerable. When you
acknowledge that it can happen to you, you
will be more aware and less gullible. This is
especially significant considering the decep-
tive, seductive and extremely persuasive tac-
tics of recruiters.

Second, if you are going through a
rough time and you are far from home, be es-
pecially careful who you place your trust in to
help you. Call home. Let your parents or sib-
lings know you are having difficulty. Contact
a friend.

If you are in school, contact the Hillel
or a local rabbi; go to counseling services on
or off campus. Cult recruiters are not always
friendly strangers; they can be classmates,
people in your dorm, even professors.

If you are asked to go to a lecture or
free dinner, don’t yield to the pressure or go
out of curiosity without knowing the nature
of the group. Don’t give your name, address,
or phone number. If you are considering ac-
cepting their offer, take their phone number
and tell them you’ll be in touch after you check
them out. Then check them out with your lo-
cal Jewish community, a local rabbi or call
the Jews for Judaism office.

If the recruiter pressures you, walk
away. Cult recruiters count on your good man-
ners to listen politely which gives them the
opportunity to persuade you.

Those are things we shouldn't do.
What can you tell us to do?

Care about yourself as a person

and as a Jew. Caring about yourself as a
person means that you will not allow anyone to
take advantage of you, that you will not be vic-
timized, that you will not be compromised. Car-
ing about yourself as a Jew means that you will
accept being part of the continuity of your people,
that you will know what Judaism stands for, and
what it means to you.

For further information, or a
private consultation, contact:

JEWSs FOR JUDAISM
PO Box 351235
Los Angeles, CA 90035
(310) 854-3381
National Hotline (800) 477-6631
www.jewsforjudaism.org
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