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Editorial

A Serpent in Paradise

One of the greater needs in human
beings is to belong, especially in a time
when things all too often are valued
more than persons. We need to feel
part of something greater than
ourselves. Maybe at all costs.

Moreover, in a spiritual age, people
long for authentic spiritual
experience, real contact and
not just platitudes or
theology. And there are lots
of people who can satisfy
such a yearning—some
reliable experts and fully
connected to the Source of

reputation is not undeserved.

I will wager that either most of us
think we know about cults (we’ve
heard of Waco and maybe watched a
TV special) or believe they’re
irrelevant to our lives: ‘It could never
happen to me’. Well, all | can say is
that it happened to my wife
and me.

I’ve both resisted and
longed to share what | know
about cults. It’s’a difficult
subject, one most of us would
like to avoid, yet such
knowledge is vital in our day.

Experience, and some not.
The ones who are not are dangerous.

Yet, more and more people
unsupported by a materialistic society
loyal to the status quo will turn toward
persons and groups, fringe though they
may be, which claim insight into the
nature of life.

Once, cults held a far more positive
connotation, as societies of deep
seekers who wished to give more of
themselves to their spiritual pursuits.
Today’s sense of cults is, however, one
of the reddest of red flags. And such

Understandably, most of us
see those who get into cults as being
naive, unstable, strange. However true
this may be, a strong majority of such
folks are drawn because of their deep
longing, inner sensitivity, and
vulnerability. Indeed, it is precisely
these excellent qualities that cults most
prey on.

In 1975, | met by far the most
charismatic individual I had ever
known, a man trained in drama and
meditation who was brilliant and
articulate and “enlightened,” not just



A Serpent in Paradise... continued from cover

according to him but according to the
‘proofs’ | constantly witnessed. |
entered “The Context’ because it was
so challenging and promised just what |
wanted to be: a full human being. And
the people around the leader were, |
felt, exquisite souls, interesting and
muscular in their vitality.

‘The Context’ began in a meditation
framework, then moved into life
happening in the moment, and finally
into orthodox Catholicism. “The
Context” was confrontational to the
hilt, for its stage was the cosmic drama
of good and evil as played out in the
individual human psyche. Over the
five years | was involved, the stakes
grew higher and higher, and the whole
thing got more and more skewed. But |
didn’t know that. No one in a cult
knows he or she is in a cult.

Please know, while this was the most
fearful of arenas, that it also offered
tangible joys and rewards, not the least
of which was the feeling of having
been *chosen.” Day on day, | saw the
self-validating way that ‘the demonic’
worked in hundreds of specific cases,
and the utterly remarkable shifts when
a break-through would occur.

But because the person who was our
fearless leader was as controlled by the
forces of darkness as by the forces of

1)

light, “The Context’ was doomed to
ever-new fascinations and insights
devoid of real spiritual worth. 1 didn’t
leave “The Context’ voluntarily. No
longer needed, I was kicked out (the
best way the Holy Spirit had of leading
me to freedom). Afterword | went into
what can only be called psychosis,
feeling damned that | was a plaything
for ‘the demonic,’ that | had no will. |
slept an hour a night that first month.

But thanks to Barbara and several
other friends who had been with me in
‘The Context,” | grew in health and
strength, until six months after my exit
I had a *snapping experience,’ the
necessary psychic shift that allowed me
to see clearly the falseness of what |
had been involved in. | was overjoyed
that day to be free. Yet the next day,
when wondering how ‘The Context’
had proven itself over and over again
so consistently, I found myself
instantly right back in its assumptions,
and I felt worse than ever. But
gradually, through no merit of my own,
I was rescued by God.

It takes 3-5 years to get out of a cult.
But what I learned by that closest of
calls was more than any library of
books could reveal. May none of you
have to journey into hell to learn of its
terrains, and how blessed we are to be



in this divinely inspired body, to have friends, and to understand what it means to
love. +

LETTERS

to the Editor

Hello and love n’ prayers to you! Hope and pray for God’s spirit to
continually surround and guide you in the awesome gift you are providing! | love
the newsletterit makes you feel not so very far away! Namaste,

Nancy Gensch Snowmass, CO March, 2001

[Thanks, Nancy, for your kind thoughts and prayers. If we really could see what happens in

prayer to both those who pray and those who are prayed for we would be moved to tears, | fancy,
and sacrifice sleep for prayer. Prayer is our most untapped and under-utilized resource. Ed.]

I am so grateful that you and I connected and that you sent me these issues of
the SHQ. Yet another quiet mystery has rekindled the flame in my heart meeting
you in a far-off airport, ever so briefly, but adequate to introduce me to the magic
of the mantra, the comforting reassurance of Bapu’s presence on the planet, the
manifestation that is Sanctuary House.

Thanks for the back issues of the Quarterly. | feel a vague sense of connection
with your world as a vortex of healing and inspired community energy. In one
way or another, participation in and support of spiritually based community has
been the central passion of my adult life. Your Spring 2000 was especially
regenerating for me. | relished every word.

And finally, my deepest gratitude for sharing the mantra with me. It has
become part of my life. I am in fact renewed and inspired in my practices and in
my precious connection to the One through the mantra and by knowing that you,

the community and the sacred intention exist. Janet Bachelor Los Angeles
February, 2001
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SANCTUARY HOUSE NEWS...

* Sanctuary House has been one of the featured sites in a beautiful book by
Laura Chester, entitled Holy Personal: Looking for Small Private Places of
Worship, with a forward by Thomas Moore and many exquisite photographs.
Please pick up this important work. It is an indication of the direction of
spirituality away from great venues and organizations and toward smaller
groups in more intimate and personal settings. Thank you, Laura, for this
contribution.

* William returned from Mexico City in early March, having offered the first
Centering Prayer course in Mexico, a great event for him and full of grace.

* Please visit the Sanctuary House website. www.sanctuaryhouse.org is
now greatly enhanced, thanks to Rodney Volkmar, our new community
member, who seems to have undying energy with all sorts of projects here.
We even have business cards, as well as a new brochure!

* The SHQ is now available on the internet at our website.

* Sanctuary House now hosts day-long retreats every second Sunday of the
month.

* Sheikha Fariha will make retreat here from August 9-13 with the dervishes
from Crestone, Boulder and Albuquerque, as well as other interested
participants.

* Sanctuary House is still looking for the right someone to buy its “Desert
House Retreat” where hundreds of chant-and-meditation evenings have filled
its halls with dynamic silence.

* And we have a wish list” for any of you wish-fulfillers:

Flagstone for labyrinth project (Late May) $1200
Color coat for Trinity House (Early June) $2800
Two yomes (yurt/dome combo) (June) $2000ea
Landscaping for labyrinth/fruit trees (June) $900
New cushions for 2 shrine rooms (ASAP) $500
Dhyan Hall (2002) $450,000
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— A CULTLESS SANCTUARY-

| This is the twentieth in a series concerning the nature, reach and practicalities of Sanctuary. |

The question is Can an organization (any organization but in this case we’ll
focus on spiritual organizations) avoid cultishness? Its positive converse:
Sanctuary is that organization/community which is free of cultishness. But is it
possible? This is a query I’ve long pondered, yet feel in the most initial of stages.

Let us explore the nature of a spiritual community/organization. The real
question is about authority: Who is in charge? How deeply can that authority be
trusted? and How is that authority exercised?

If a soul has merged with God/Reality and is the empty vessel for the Almighty
to use, then the authority of such a one can be trusted. Such is the nature of a true
Guru. However, the viability of the guru model is much in question these days,
and we have seen many gurus fall from the pedestals on which they have been
placed. Though, to me, this situation is still wrapped in mystery, it does seem
that, while one’s consciousness may be clear and the identification may be with
That Which Always Is, there are personality issues which still arise and need to
be addressed on a human basis as long as one is in a body. So much for the
simple notions of pure and perfect endings in this imperfect world.

If our conclusion is likely that we can’t (and shouldn’t aim to) escape the realm
of our humanity, then hurray! However, as long as there are human programs in
place (ie. agendas, conscious or unconscious, to want something or someone to be
this way or that way) then there is manipulation. And manipulation carries in its
bloodstream the red corpuscle known as cultishness. Boo hoo (and back of the
hand to the brow). But, why so glum, oh my soul, for all art manipulates, and
certainly we manipulate our infant daughter or son to (hopefully) follow the path
of the wisdom we ourselves have accumulated.

The revised concern is therefore Can there be Sanctuary in human affairs?
Well, I’ll tell you beyond saying “I hope so” that the more people who are added
to the equation the more questionable the possibility. Between someone and God,
the chances are better than between two someones, and when we get to families
and organizations the ideal still exists but the reality is far different.

Especially in acknowledged spiritual venues. Why? Because, while every
spiritual circle revolves around “The Point/Temple/Totem of Perfection/
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— A Cultless Sanctuary... Continued

Enlightenment/Pure Service,’ the area of the spiritual circle is The Land of
Purification.” Which is to say that, if a spiritual organization is working well,
then most everyone’s real job is unstressing/normalizing/purifying (hopefully not
all at the same time) and gaining self-knowledge.

Therefore, the real work of spiritual community is not the product (say, making
bread or offering massage or selling T-shirts) but the process. And since | am a
work in process, as is humanity as a whole, Sanctuary House and any family or
community or organization (spiritual or non-spiritual), then the group has to be at
least somewhat cultish in order that each of the members can see what cultishness
is and thereby drop all manipulation, expectation and even hope in favor of total
acceptance and trust in Life itself, or in God/Reality.

The only cultless Sanctuary is the universe which is under Divine command
and grace. So is it impossible to achieve true sanctuary on this human planet
called Earth? Yes, and yet Jesus said, “For man it is impossible, but for God all
things are possible.” So to long for and wish to achieve Sanctuary is no different
than to long for and achieve liberation/salvation/enlightenment. It’s impossible,
but if we surrender all we think we are to All That Is, then the victory announces
itself and we see everything as Sanctuary. We approach that possibility in the
same way that all finiteness longs for infinity, and in the same wy that we long to
accomplish any ideal. +

QUOTE

Preach the Gospel at all times.
If necessary, use words.
St. Francis of Assisi
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The Lure of Spiritual Power
by William Howell

[While wishing to adhere to the recent direction of bringing other
contributors to the SHQ, especially for this main middle section, | will never the
less once again write this section of the SHQ reconizing that the William Howell
who wrote what follows (some dozen years ago) is really quite a different person
from the current version. And, also, | frankly am an expert, not by my desire, in
this perilous territory. What follows is taken from my manuscript, Cult: A
Serpent in Paradise, written after my cult experience from 1981-1986 as an
important and therapeutic part of my healing and exit from the unbelievably deep
hold of all that constitutes a cult.]

Much has been written about cults, and currently there are over 3,000
known cults in North America. Many in our current media-oriented era quest for
truth and join groups of like-minded individuals. Thankfully, there are among us
true teachers. Yet more often than not a charismatic individual becomes the hub
or focus of such a group, such that a community or organization forms around
such a person. When the acknowledged leader offers to fulfill human desires, yet
uses or comes to use power for selfish ends, what results is a cult in the negative

SENSe.

“The bait used is precisely what we all are looking for.”

There are many kinds of cults: Eastern and Western, fundamentalist and
esoteric, religious and secular. They can spring up around any avenue of
discernment for truth: artistic, philosophical, therapeutic, political, emotional.
The degrees of indoctrination are many, often depending on how close to ‘the
inner circle’ one gets. Some cults are led by complete charlatans, though most
are run by people of real talent whose urge for power is or becomes corrupt
because their eyes and hearts have been only partially opened.

I thought myself intelligent, that | was a kind, warm, loving person, sincere,
innocent and understanding’ unbizarre in every respect. Likely so. But such
qualities did not save me, for what | didn’t know was one important characteristic
that gets a person like me into a cult in the first place: addictive tendencies. | am
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The Lure of Spiritual Power... Continued

not referring to the obvious addictions, like drugs and alcohol, but the subtler and
more universal addictions to security; to sensation, pleasure, affection and
esteem; to power over and control of others. | say this because most people who
have never been in a cult are certain that they could never be lured into one.
Perhaps. But cults go after the intelligent, the successful, the sincere, anyone
anywhere seeking for meaning. And the bait used is precisely what we are all
looking for: love, belonging, success, rapid advancement, the loftiest possible
vision.

I thought I could never be involved in such a thing, yet ended up in the
inmost circle. Those inside don’t know they are indeed in a cult, which suggests
how exclusive, righteous and sacred cults can seem to those who belong to them,
as well as how subtle the lures of such groups are.

All cults are potentially, if not immediately, destructive. Some more so than
others, the amount of harm done relating directly to the degree of one’s
identification with the cult’s inner purposes, for cults tend to develop levels of
involvement, the higher’ levels reserved for those purer,‘more advanced’ souls.
The most devastating cults are those dealing with the subtlest of human realms
our desire for relationship with God. Yet seekers with minimal involvement have
been devastatingly injured, while others involved for years may appear not to be
damaged.

“Control is effected by dangling the highest rewards, while keeping members
chained to unworthiness.”

Any spiritually oriented cult endangers the very soul if it is led
authoritatively be a person claiming to be God’s ‘Chosen One’ or in direct
communion with divine authority. Such cults present themselves as the only true
spiritual highway. Once hooked, once yielding to the agency of such a spokes-
person for the Almighty, a person managing to get out of such a cult either
represses the previous cult experience or is thrown into total psychic devastation.
The bear trap of the most rudimentary spiritual cult clenches not the ankle but the
infinitely complex psyche and soul.

How do cults wear such effective masks? Despite wide diversity, all cults
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manipulate their members physically, psychologically, mythically and spiritually
in one or more of eight basic avenues of seduction (researched by Robert Jay
Lifton, M.D., in Thought Reform and the Psychology of Totalism: A Study of
“Brainwashing” in China). Cults profess a totalism, claiming their viewpoint as
truth itself. They operate by pulling one or all of the following eight levers
identified by Lifton:

1). Loading the Language: Using specialized words, whose lofty
connotations expand all meanings into absolutes, takes events out of

the ken of normal feeling and discrimination;

2). Milieu control: Putting newcomers in close contact with veterans (often
claiming to be novices), quickly sensitizes neophytes into the
internally consistent cult world, both mentally and environmentally.
Expressions of love and community, even sexual temptations, establish
an emotional involvement that can be incredible, certainly powerful
enough to override rational inconsistencies. Isolated living can seal the
community off from a society which most cults term ‘evil’;

3). The *sacred science’: Cults make perfect sense to their members; indeed,
though cults employ a closed system of thinking, that system appears
all-inclusive and open.

4). Mystical manipulation: ‘Planned spontaneity’ is a common tool which
elicits seemingly spontaneous responses from members and neophytes;
yet such responses come from a pressurized system of well-governed
behavior;

5). Dispensing of existence: Cult dynamics are subtly enforced largely by
group-versus-non-group thinking, so that members feel specially
chosen, usually by God, to fulfill the cult’s mission. The spiritual health
of any member is determined by the cult leader or authorized
organization;

6). Doctrine over person: Cults exist and thrive because of absolutist dogma
which is always more important than any member, members being
expendable once they doubt the dogma.

7). Cult of confession: Most cults keep members vulnerable and subservient
by having some sort of individual confession of sins, often public,
whether or not a member has actually committed such offenses. This is
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The Lure of Spiritual Power... Continued

easily accomplished with anyone whose self-worth is less than intact,
for cult control is effected by dangling the highest rewards, while
keeping members chained to unworthiness.

8). Demand for purity: In accord with their lofty ideals, cults demand
various degrees of purity, often in the form of abstinence and
austerities, from their members, who must become worthy of promised
spiritual graces.

Cults, though most are not militant, are by no means passive. Their nature
is to polarize. To get out of a cult and separate from what one believes is the true
highway to spiritual excellence can mean the loss of assets, reputation,
community and family, and even the complete loss of one’s sense of self. The
higher the journey, the higher the stakes, and the farther a traveler can fall.

Yet, in dealing with groups that could potentially be cultish, I caution us to look
at each individually and without assumption, avoiding the temptation to
participate in the same black-and-white thinking which cults use to control the
mental processes of their members.

And let us see with compassion behind the menace of cults and into their
cause: individuals wanting more from life, seeking the source of love and truth,
looking desperately for a greater meaning in daily experience. And let us
acknowledge the addictions such a search, if it is sincere, naturally uncovers.
The lesson of cults is dedication to looking honestly at those addictions, getting
help and breaking through the internal prisons of habit that lead us into external
prisons. Realizing such an endeavor to be the greatest of all adventures, let us
work together for our own freedom and the freedom of others.

Finally, let me share with you two insights of my experience with cults. On
the one hand, | would caution anyone against groups which dress alike (unless it
is the custom of a lineage or spiritual order), act alike or talk alike. And on the
other hand, | would suggest that society itself is a cult. For here we are each
caught in the lie that ““I am a separate being,” that ““I am this body, these
thoughts, these emotions.”” Ergo we have, the lure of the outer, of things, of
security and power and esteem.

How great is the opportunity now to long for the ‘snapping experience’ that
will free us from the lies of limitation and the hiss of the serpent in paradise.
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Christianity Beyond Cultishness
by William Howell
| This is the 20th in a series of articles, the views solely the author’s concerning the contemporary Christian contemplative path. |

In the days when Christ Jesus set his sandals on this Earth, | imagine that
many of the Jewish religion looked at the Master and felt that a cult was gathering
about him and that someone calling himself more than Moses, more than
Abraham, someone whose authority was said to come straight from God was a
cult leader. His disciples ate on the Sabbath and Jesus himself healed on that day,
which is to say that they must have appeared to be threatening lawbreakers.

Yet such a view must have been limited. For here was someone who, as the
Koran was to say more than six centuries later, “came with clear signs.” There
were miracles: the turning of water into wine at the marriage feast of Cana, as
well as feeding thousands with a few fishes and loaves on two occasions, and
there were extraordinary powers, such as walking on water, as well as many
healings, even raising more than one person from the dead. And there was the
hidden wisdom of the parables and the cut-to-the-chase openness of the
Beatitudes.

Having been in a cult, I can tell you that when, for example, Jesus says to
Peter, “Get thee behind me, Satan,” | am very close to feeling the voice of a cult
leader. Why, then, did Peter take it? It had to come down, in a most basic sense,
to trust. And, while I trusted the leader of the cult | was once devoted to, | came
to know how untrustworthy this person actually was.

The point of trust is the crucial point of the spiritual journey. There is no
way around this fact: One must trust in one’s spiritual practice, the process of
purification via prayer, meditation, etc.; one must trust the preceptor; and one
must trust God. Totally trust. Otherwise, there will be a reservation, a doubt, and
one will not thereby persevere when the going gets tough, as it did on several
occasions with Peter.

There are current preceptors who are wonder workers’ whom | do not fully
trust, though they quite possibly may be authentic. Had | been a person of
Christ’s era and known what I now know about cults, I might have had some
doubt despite all the healings and miraculous events
strength nailed to the dead tree of the limited understanding of the limited family,
society and religion.
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Christianity Beyond Cultishness... Continued

While the adept leader of a cult and the true person of God can look very
much alike, it is the element of compassion, of love personified (which was how
Jesus said his disciples would be recongnized) that is the mark of one who is out
for him/herself and the one who is here for our sake by virtue of being the
unhindered instrument of the Divine. +

First Pour
e

On May 10", 2001, the center
piece of the long anticipated
labyrinth project was formed
and poured. No one ha ever
tried to make forms and pour
the labyrinth of Chartres.

Come, come whoever you are,
Wander, worshipper, lover of leaving.
Ours is not a caravan of despair.

Even if you have broken your vows
A thousand times,

Come, come et again,

Come.
Rumi
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“Small Miracles” —
HOW GOD SPEAKS TO US

| This regular feature of the SHQ depends on you sharing the “small miracles” that are in our very midst. |

Let me share a story about a couple who were with my wife and me in “The
Context.” We were and have remained close and, indeed, consider the friends we
made in that strange arena to be among our dearest comrades. We were foxhole
buddies,” as it were.

My wife and | had been kicked out of the cult (separately and a month apart), and
in the drama of that reality, our relationship (we had been afianced for almost six
months) fell deeply by the wayside. Barbara had been called ‘an evil being,” and,
even though | had left Victoria and gone to the only place I had (my mother’s
apartment in St. Louis), | was still inside the cult (or it was inside of me) and could
only concur with that unbelievable verdict. Our friend likewise was thrown out as
‘being in league with the Devil.” How disjunct were those times—she had only
three months before married! Her husband, however, stayed in ‘The Context,’
believing the judgment she had received.

She went to be with Barbara in Seattle, though both were unfree enough to trust
one another at first. Barbara went with her to the local priest to get the marriage
annulled, and both women tried to explain the situation. The priest, acting in a
practical fashion, asked that her husband come to Seattle, despite our friend’s and
assurances that it would do no good, he wrote him a letter. Barbara was amazed
that our friend’s husband phoned and agreed to such a meeting.

The husband came armed with all the discrimination about divine and demonic
impulses ‘The Context’ could fortify him with, which is also to say that the cult
leader had schooled him in all that he should beware of. The meeting happened in
the priest’s offices. The husband grilled his wife, and the poor woman-spiritually
battered by all that she had personally endured, let alone the possibility of the loss
of her husband-tried through her sobbing to convey some simple sense of her life
since she had been called “evil’ and come with nothing to Seattle.

At some point in the nearly mythic tension and cosmic drama unfolding in that
office room, our friend’s uncluttered innocence, as she struggled with the verdict
that had been implanted within her (and clearly wanted to spare her mate pain and
the unthinkable ramifications if such an indictment were true) impressed her
husband in a moment of clarity. He suddenly kneeled before her, wept and asked
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Small Miracles... Continued

her forgiveness.

While | would wager that rarely has creation spun so quickly, certainly the
annals of cult involvement do not record such an immediate and complete
extradition from cult patriot to cult opposer in the matter of moments.

Yet that was just the first part of the miracle. The next part was even more
widely felt, for what a now-strengthened Barbara and our friends did was to spend
$1000 on phone calls to all those whom they had helped get into the cult.

And the first person they called was me. +

HOW CAN | SUPPORT SANCTUARY HOUSE?

This year, Sanctuary House will finally be operative as a multi-religious
retreat in the round.

If you wish to support our unique yet universal effort, here are three ways
to participate:

First, come retreat with us and enjoy the intention, power and beauty here.
Your depth and silence and vitality empower this work;

Second, come offer us your labor or books or a cordless drill or any of the
dozens of needs we didn’t include on our “Wish List™;

Third, make a donation, earmarked if you wish, to Sanctuary House
[which is a 501(c)3 religious/educational non-profit].

Name: Date: )
Address:
Phone: ( ) Email:
Amount enclosed: $
For (please name specific purpose, if you wish):
Credit cards now accepted through Paypal on our website at:
www.sanctuaryhouse.org (on the Donations page)

D
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