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			Cults – Introduction

			I have to declare an interest here. I was educated as a scientist and am, consequently, a rationalist and an atheist. But I was brought up in a moderately religious family, so I understand what comfort a belief in God can bring – especially in the face of the tribulations that enter even the most well-ordered life and the inevitability of suffering and death that we all must face. It lends even the most timid and fearful a little stoicism.

			What I do not understand, however, is why anyone would give up the everyday joys and comforts of this life in the hope that something better awaits on the other side of the grave. This book is crammed with examples of people giving up their family and friends, everything they own and their own autonomy for the salvation proffered by a new messiah. Not only do they give up all creature comforts, they also hand over money to fund others’ sometimes ostentatious lifestyles. These takers, these cult leaders, demand self-denial, sometimes even total celibacy of their followers, while some at the same time insist on their own freedom to enjoy sex with their followers’ spouses and children. Believers are also sometimes expected to kill or die for the cult.

			Of course, this is not true for all cults, but there have been a number of examples among the most notorious. Indeed, the Oxford English Dictionary offers two definitions. The first is benign: ‘A particular form or system of religious worship or ­veneration, esp. as expressed in ceremony or ritual directed towards a specified figure or object.’ The second is more chilling: ‘A relatively small group of people having (esp. religious) beliefs or practices regarded by others as strange or sinister, or as exercising excessive control over members.’

			Cult members endure these privations because they believe these are the ‘end times’. The apocalypse is just around the corner, followed by the Day of Judgement. However, the Christian apocalypse has been expected since shortly after the death of Christ. Predictions of the Islamic apocalypse are slightly younger, while expectations of the Jewish apocalypse go back at least to the Book of Daniel. Other religions have prophesied apocalypses even longer ago than that.

			Some cult members in this book work out when they think the apocalypse is going to be and dispose of their earthly possessions in advance, only to be disappointed when their saviour or messiah does not turn up.. Cultists doggedly return to their calculations, spot an error, then come up with a new prediction – only to be disappointed a second time, if not a third, fourth or fifth. Clearly, they can’t wait for the fire and brimstone. Aren’t things bad enough as it is?

			Indeed, if that was not bad enough, cult members continue believing in their self-appointed messiah, even when that person is shown to be a charlatan, a self-serving snake-oil salesman, a sexual predator or even a paedophile. Money, of course, is involved. People value what they pay for. The adage ‘if you want to get rich, start a religion’ is attributed to L. Ron Hubbard, who founded Scientology. And he knew what he was talking about.

			I am not saying that the people – almost always men – who start these cults are cynically exploiting their followers. It may start out that way, but it is pretty clear that when other people start to believe in them, they get convinced of what they are saying themselves. I once knew a woman who started writing an astrology column just for the petty cash it gave her. She made it up. But pretty soon, she began to believe that through reading the movements of the heavens she really could predict the future. It would be cynical of me to add that this did not lead to her make a killing on the stock exchange or the 3.30 at Chepstow.

			Some cult leaders genuinely believe in what they are doing from the off. Indeed, they invest a lifetime of study into it. This is not to be dismissed lightly. Nor are their followers simply gullible sheep. One cult member mentioned in this book was a Nobel prize winner. We all love magicians. We want to be a little tricked and bamboozled. When we go to a clothes shop, we want the sales assistant to tell us that whatever we are trying on suits us. The experience of shopping would not be the same without it. 

			On the bigger questions – life or death, heaven or hell, how to live your life – we also want reassurance. We want someone we respect and look up to tell us that we are right, or even tell us that we are wrong if they offer a way we can get back onto the right track.

			Not only do we need the imprimatur of some authority figure; human beings are social animals as well. We need to surround ourselves with people who agree with us. We want our mates to support the same football team, like the same music, watch the same TV shows, follow the same fashions. So it is not surprising that we herd together with the like-minded.

			In cults, the members get the added consolation of believing that they are right and everyone else is wrong, that only their cult knows the only truth. It has been guaranteed to them, because their leader has a unique insight, has spent years in tireless study or has a direct line to God. It is even more satisfying to realize that the secrets of a cult are only revealed one stage at a time. Within cults, there are always inner circles of people who are privy to ever-more esoteric knowledge. Once a person is inside a cult, it feels as if all they have to do is stick at it, keep believing, keep paying, and suffering all the privations asked of them: then they will reap the rewards.

			There is no point me being smug here, saying that I was educated as a scientist and a rationalist and am therefore immune to any quasi-religious flummery. We all need something to believe in. After losing what faith I had at an early age and discovering no evidence for the existence of God during a long life, I used to tell people smugly that I was a born-again atheist. Then I realized that I wasn’t. I was merely a Pagan. Throughout my life I have comforted myself in the worship of Dionysus – the god of wine and creativity – and Aphrodite – the goddess of female beauty and sexual love. What else could a man need? Some well-heeled followers, perhaps.

			Nigel Cawthorne

			London, March 2019
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			Aum Shinrikyo – Supreme Truth

			Tokyo’s Sarin Gas Attack

			Tokyo’s subway carries nearly nine million passengers a day. On the morning of 20 March 1995, five members of the Aum Shinrikyo ‘Supreme Truth’ cult got on different trains at the ends of three lines that converged on the Kasumigaseki, the home of Japan’s government. At 8.15 a.m., the height of Tokyo’s rush hour, they dropped off bags (having pierced them with the sharpened tip of their umbrellas) on their respective trains, leaving the deadly nerve gas Sarin leaking out into the carriages. The cult’s leader, Shoko Asahara, aimed to paralyse the Japanese government as a first step in his plan for world domination. He failed, but twelve innocent people died and five thousand others were hospitalized.

			Members of Aum Shinrikyo numbered in the tens of thousands worldwide. Their leader was a forty-one-year-old, half-blind, overweight, hippie conman and murderer, who admired Adolf Hitler and believed that he was the reincarnation of Imhotep, the Egyptian architect of the pyramid at Heliopolis. Born Chizuo Matsumoto, he was educated at a school for the blind. Partial sight in his right eye gave him a tremendous advantage over the other pupils there, and he began to bully and extort money from them.

			After marrying his wife, Tomoko, in 1978, he used money from his parents-in-law to set up an acupuncture clinic, before he branched out into making quack medicines. He was prosecuted for fraud when a remedy for rheumatism he was pedalling to pensioners proved to be bogus.

			Following the New Age fad for mysticism, he joined a cult called Agonshu, which claimed to beam ‘healing power’ to its followers from its satellite TV station. In 1984 he registered his own cult as Aum Inc. – ‘Aum’ after the Hindu mantra ‘Om’. After a trip to the Himalayas, he told the cult magazine Twilight Zone that he could levitate. This was a simple yoga trick, but a photographer managed to take a shot of him in mid-air.

			He changed his name to the exotic-sounding Shoko Asahara. Armageddon was coming at the end of the twentieth century, he said, and he had been chosen to lead God’s army. In his first book, Secrets of Developing Your Supernatural Powers, the ‘Venerable Master’, as he called himself, claimed he could read minds, take trips into the fourth dimension, develop X-ray vision and levitate.

			In his next book, The Day of Annihilation, he predicted Japan would re-arm itself in 1992, leading to a third world war and a nuclear holocaust. This, according to Asahara, could be prevented if ‘Buddhas’ under his instruction took over every country. Even if nuclear annihilation came, the enlightened one would survive and his followers would emerge as a race of superhumans.

			Aum Shinrikyo began recruiting across Japan. In an expensive initiation ceremony, the guru said he was injecting ‘divine energy’ directly into each new recruit’s head. Followers were told that cash donations would speed up their spiritual development. Asahara raised yet more money by selling his beard clippings and bathwater to fanatical followers.

			In 1988 Aum set up its headquarters in a compound on the slopes of Mount Fuji. Paying through the nose for week-long seminars there, followers slept on the floor. While Asahara dined on the finest foods, his followers ate one bowl of boiled vegetables a day and drank filthy water. Other hypocrisies included the fact that devotees were forbidden to have sex, while Asahara sated his lust by initiating young female followers into the cult by having sex with them.

			Recruits were told that the price of ‘truth’ was to surrender everything they owned. Once inside the cult, they were cut off from the outside world. Given new names and deprived of sleep, they became highly suggestible to orders; and the smallest act of disobedience would be punished with a beating.

			Asahara managed to attract scientists into the group who were seeking some spiritual dimension beyond the rigid materialism they had been taught. Indeed, the five perpetrators of the Sarin attack on the subway comprised a surgeon, an electronics engineer and three physics graduates. An astrophysicist and computer programmer in the group developed an electrical cap that gave the wearer an unpleasant electrical shock every few seconds, which was purported to synchronize the wearer’s brainwaves with the master’s. 

			Cracks began to show once Taro Maki, the editor of Sunday Mainichi, started to run a series of exposés on Asahara and Aum. This investigative journalism led to the Mainichi’s offices and the neighbourhood around Maki’s home being plastered with fliers defaming him and his family.

			When one follower tried to leave the cult, he was dunked in freezing water as a punishment and later died of hypothermia. Another, who expressed misgivings, had their neck broken. A lawyer who took up the case of families that had lost children to the cult was murdered, along with his wife and baby son. Accused of killing them, Asahara said: ‘If I was going to kill someone, I would kill Mr Maki.’

			In 1990 Asahara and twenty-five of his followers – each adopting his name – ran for parliament. They were trounced at the polls, so Asahara decided to adopt more extreme tactics.

			His scientists began cultivating botulism bacteria, a life-threatening toxin. They sprayed it on the parliament building, but its sloppy cultivation had killed the bacteria and the Japanese government fortunately survived unharmed. Aum scientists then turned to the cultivation of anthrax and members were sent to Zaire in Central Africa to collect Ebola bacteria. Meanwhile, Asahara used Aum’s thriving Russian offshoot to acquire weapons and military training. Having failed to purchase a nuclear bomb in Russia, members were sent to Australia to mine uranium.

			Factories manufacturing small arms and Sarin nerve gas were set up in the sect’s Mount Fuji compound. To fund this, Aum opened a chain of computer shops, fast-food restaurants, beauty salons, coffee shops, dating agencies, construction companies and online services, which were run by Aum members who received no wages. These side businesses afforded Asahara a rock-star lifestyle at the same time that maltreated members of the sect died, and their bodies were incinerated or dissolved in acid and flushed down the drain.

			Although the Sarin factory was closed down by the end of 1993, the aim to make 70 tons of Sarin – enough to kill millions of people – persisted. Further compounds were set up in other towns in Japan, where dogmatic mantras were played at full blast throughout the factories, and devotees were paraded through the streets in their white robes. When a land dispute sprang up in Matsumoto in 1994, Sarin attacks were made on the judges involved in the case. They survived, but eight bystanders died.

			Sarin production had to stop when newspapers reported the chemical had been found in the topsoil around the Mount Fuji compound. In retaliation, Asahara published lists of prominent enemies in its newspaper – including Emperor Akihito, President Clinton and Madonna. 

			When a deadly earthquake hit Kobe in January 1995, Asahara blamed the US military, alleging the disaster had been ‘triggered electromagnetically’. In his book Disaster Nears for the Land of the Rising Sun, he said this was the beginning of the end of contemporary Japan. In an unnerving clue as to what was to come, a map of the Tokyo subway was featured on the back of a flier advertising the book.

			Fearing the Tokyo Metropolitan Police Force was closing in on them, a truck carrying a laser was sent to attack their headquarters, but the laser was not powerful enough to damage it. A biological attack on the nearby Kasumigaseki Station also failed. But next came the Sarin gas attack.

			The Sarin Attack

			The first anyone knew of the gas attack was when a passenger pressed the emergency button at Tsukiji, four stops before Kasumigaseki. Three people collapsed on the train, five on the platform. More collapsed on the streets outside. 

			On the Hibiya Line, there was full-scale panic at the stop before Kasumigaseki. However, despite passengers being evacuated, the train was only halted when it reached Kasumigaseki. 

			Two members of staff removed a leaking package from the train on the Chiyoda Line. They died. That train was evacuated at the following station. The train on the Marunouchi Line was also allowed to continue after the first victim had been helped off the train. At the next station, the station master removed the package, but the train was allowed to continue. By the time it was stopped, one person in the same carriage that the Sarin had been in was dead and hundreds had been injured by the gas.

			Another station master removed the package from the train travelling in the other direction on the Marunouchi Line – but only after it had passed back and forth through Kasumigaseki three times. The subway was eventually closed down at 9.30 a.m., one hour and twenty minutes after the first victims collapsed.

			Doctors were baffled by the symptoms of the victims coming into the emergency rooms. It was only over two hours later, when a military doctor recognized the symptoms of nerve gas, that the antidote was finally prescribed. 

			 As the death toll mounted, it became clear that the victims were not the policemen or government officials the cultists had been targeting. They were ordinary commuters. Asahara told the killers that this was not important – that Aum had simply given the dead the opportunity of moving on to a higher spiritual level.

			Aum’s Mount Fuji compound was raided two days after the gas attack. Soon after dawn 1,000 police officers in riot gear burst into the compound, where they found people incarcerated and starved. Others were too drugged to speak. They discovered malnourished children, many wearing the electrode caps which would supposedly synchronize their brainwaves with Asahara’s, and in a basement there were the ashes of numerous murder victims. Moreover, the police estimated that Aum Shinrikyo had made enough Sarin to kill four million people.

			Asahara, however, was holed up in a secret hideaway in the compound. He issued fresh threats and cult members were suspected of other attacks, but, once the authorities had built up a cast-iron case against him, he was eventually arrested on 16 May 1995 and charged with twenty-seven counts of murder. Trials dragged on for ten years. Eventually, on 6 July 2018, twenty-three years after the Sarin attack, Asahara and six other cult members were found guilty and hanged. 

			However, Aum Shinrikyo continued, changing its name to Aleph. The Russian Aum group became known as the Circle of Light, and was banned by the Russian government in 2016 as a terrorist organization. There were raids on Aleph in Japan the following year. In 2019, an alleged sympathizer drove into a crowd celebrating the New Year in Tokyo, injuring eight pedestrians. 
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			Freemasons

			Secrets of the Craft

			Although Freemasons claim their ancestry dates back to the building of Solomon’s Temple in Jerusalem – some even claim that Adam was the first Mason – the cult’s origins seem to have been among the guilds of medieval stonemasons. The name ‘Freemason’ makes its first appearance in the records of the City of London in 1375. Back then, the population was mostly made up of serfs and peasants tied to the land. Masons, on the other hand, were considered a cut above general society as they were free to move from one site to the next. These stone workers would stay at a lodge.

			It wasn’t just their peripatetic lifestyle that set them apart from the normal populace; their stonemasonry craft stretched back to Ancient Egypt and beyond. As these special skills were their livelihood, the masons had good reason to keep their techniques to themselves. An untrained man who pretended to know the craft could wreak havoc, so the Masons developed secret passwords, signs and handshakes as a means of identification.

			In the seventeenth century the Freemasons began to admit honorary members to their fraternity who had nothing to do with stone working. In 1619 the City of London’s Masons Company founded a sister organization called Acception, which admitted ‘accepted members’ at twice the normal fee. By the turn of the eighteenth century, there were four lodges in London and the movement was growing apace. The Grand Lodge was set up in 1717 as a governing body to supervise the organization’s change from a historic craft guild to a broad social movement.

			By this time the rites and rituals of the Masons had become regularized. Ceremonies such as initiation took place in a special room in the Masons’ Lodge, which was decorated for the purpose. In the anteroom the initiate was instructed to remove his jacket and bare his left breast – presumably to demonstrate that he was not a woman, since women were not usually allowed to join. The candidate then emptied his pockets of money, so that he entered the order poor and penniless. The left leg of his trousers was then rolled up above his knee and his right foot was ‘slipshod’ – that is, the initiate wore a slipper instead of a shoe.

			The initiate was then ‘hoodwinked’ or blindfolded to remind him that he entered the order in a state of ignorance. A noose was then put around his neck to remind him of the punishment meted out to those who revealed the order’s secrets, and he was led into the inner chamber.

			At the door, an officer barred his passage by holding a dagger to his chest. The new member’s blindfold would be removed to symbolize the transition from darkness into the light, and the initiate lay down inside the symbolic coffin of the Masonic martyr, Hiram Abiff (the architect of King Solomon’s Temple who died rather than reveal the order’s secrets). Kneeling before the Lodge’s master, the initiate swore not to reveal any of the secrets of Masonry. Then he was taught the secret sign, password and handshake known only to members. This initiation ceremony has remained the same until the present day.

			Once initiated, the new recruit becomes a first-degree Mason or apprentice. He is given a set of tools, including a chisel representing the gift of learning, a hammer to symbolize the power of conscience and a two-foot-long ruler to demarcate the twenty-four hours in the day. The apprentice also wears a Mason’s apron.

			After a period of study, the apprentice becomes a second-degree or ‘fellow craft’ Mason. At this point he is given a plumb-line to symbolize rectitude, a steel square to represent morality and a spirit level to denote equality. When he later becomes a third-degree or master Mason, he receives a trowel, which represents brotherhood, since a trowel is used to apply the cement that holds the blocks of stone together.

			In the eighteenth century there was a vogue for the esoteric and at this time the Masons began to ‘discover’ ties dating back to ancient cults such as the Rosicrucians, the Knights Templar, the Cathars and the Gnostics. Masons discovered links between the way their organization was structured to Pythagoras, the Ancient Greek mathematician, who, after five years of study, allowed his students to join an inner circle whose members were shown the connection between numbers and the mystical meaning of the universe.

			A number of fashionable aristocrats were attracted to the Freemasons, including members of the royal family. Since 1737 at least sixteen royal princes have been Masons, four of whom went on to be crowned king. Clergymen, intellectuals and freethinkers joined them too, perhaps because the society’s secrecy allowed them to discuss subversive notions behind closed doors.

			The thinking and planning behind the French Revolution was thought to have been hatched in France’s many lodges. Indeed, revolutionary spirit seemed to run rife through the lodges: George Washington, John Hancock, Benjamin Franklin, Paul Revere and many other key figures in the American Revolution were Masons. General Lafayette, the young French marquis who rallied to the American cause, was also a Mason.

			Colonel John McKinstry was an American officer who was captured during the Civil War by Mohawk Indians. They tied him to a tree and were about to burn him alive when he made a secret Masonic sign. One of the Mohawk Indians, Joseph Brant, who had been initiated into the Masons, abruptly put a stop to the execution. Educated in Europe, Brant had been initiated into the Masons, in London and delivered McKinstry to British officers whom he knew to be Masons also. They returned the colonel to an American outpost.

			Elsewhere Masonic lodges have been banned as a political threat. In 1738 Pope Clement XII denounced Freemasonry and excommunicated all those initiated into the craft. The papal ban was lifted in 1965.

			In the late nineteenth century, a series of books published in France claimed that Freemasonry was a hive of Satanism and debauchery. The Nazis turned against it too, condemning it as part of the world-wide Jewish conspiracy which they perceived. In 1943 French historian Bernard Faÿ helped to produce a propaganda film called Forces Occultes which purported to show how the Masons had started the Second World War. 

			Freemasonry has long been entwined with Italian politics. In the 1980s a mysterious lodge of Freemasons called P-2 – Propaganda Due – were accused of acting as a state within a state. Not only were its leaders prominent members of the establishment, but some also had links to organized crime.

			While women are not allowed to join the Freemasons, a women’s adjunct organization called Adoptive Masonry was set up in France. Marie Antoinette attended Lodge meetings, and later on Napoleon’s wife Josephine was enrolled as France’s Grand Mistress. In America the Order of the Eastern Star was set up for the female relatives of Freemasons in 1867.

			While British Masons still only have three levels of Masonry, American Masons, such as those in the Ancient and Accepted Rite of Masonry, have thirty-three. Some of the highest members within the order have wonderful titles such as Sublime Prince of the Royal Scent, Grand Elected Knight Kabosh and Perfect Master.

			Those American members who are at least thirty-second-degree Masons are eligible to join the Ancient Arabic Order of the Nobles of the Mystic Shrine, or the Shriners, an elite Lodge that raises millions of dollars for charity.

			As well as America’s Founding Fathers and a number of British kings, other famous Masons include the architect Sir Christopher Wren; the composers Mozart, Liszt and Haydn; the writers Voltaire, Goethe, Alexander Pope, Sir Walter Scott, Rudyard Kipling, Robert Burns, Mark Twain and Oscar Wilde; the aviator Charles Lindbergh; the second man to set foot on the moon, Buzz Aldrin; the founder of the Mormons, Joseph Smith; the politicians Winston Churchill and Theodore Roosevelt and also, purportedly, Lenin and the Shah of Iran.

			Spin-offs

			The Freemasons have spawned a number of spin-off organizations. One of them is Phi Beta Kappa, which was a fraternity founded by Thomas Jefferson and friends at the William and Mary College, in Williamsburg, Virginia, in 1776. Originally organized along Masonic lines, the rites and the secrecy of the organization were dropped in the 1850s and it became an honorary society whose entry depended on scholarship. 

			Soon after that, the Order of the Illuminati was established in Bavaria by the idealistic law professor Adam Weishaupt in order to oppose the Jesuits, who dominated Bavaria at that time. The order was established in such a way that its higher levels seemed like a natural progression from the already established first three degrees of Freemasonry, and Weishaupt recruited many members from the Masons for the new order.

			By 1794 the order had several thousand members in Austria, Switzerland, Bohemia and Hungary. But when Duke Carl Theodor came to power in Bavaria in 1785 he banned both the Freemasons and the Illuminati. His men raided the home of an Illuminati member and seized incriminating documents, many of which were in code. 

			In 1797 a book called Proof of a Conspiracy against All the Religions and Governments of Europe, Carried On in Secret Meetings of Free Masons, Illuminati, and Reading Societies, Collected from Good Authorities was published. To this day the Illuminati continues to be one of the world’s most shadowy secret organizations.
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			The Cooperites

			Gloriavale Christian Community

			The Cooperites took their name from Neville Cooper, an evangelical preacher who founded the Springbank Christian Community in New Zealand in 1969. This became the Gloriavale Christian Community when it expanded and moved to a larger property. Discipline was strict. Women were to obey men and children were savagely beaten if they misbehaved. In 1995 Cooper was jailed for sexual abuse, on the testimony of his son. And in 2017 Cooper’s granddaughter spoke out about the living hell she had endured as a member of the cult, leading to further investigation by the authorities.

			Neville Cooper began life in Australia. He married his wife, Gloria, when she was just sixteen. It was seemingly a happy marriage. He was a forceful man and she was passive and compliant.

			Cooper preached around Australia, calling his mission the ‘Voice of Deliverance’. Those who were saved would enjoy everlasting life in heaven, while sinners would suffer eternal damnation in hell. These stern beliefs somehow attracted generous followers. One donated an aeroplane and Cooper became known as the ‘Flying Evangelist’.

			Gloria was pregnant with the tenth of their sixteen children when, accompanied by her husband and two other missionaries on a trip to Coolangatta, the plane’s engine cut out at 1,000 feet. They crashed into a forested area and the plane was ripped apart, but those on board miraculously survived. However, since no one knew their whereabouts, they had to cope for three days in the wild. With no prospect of rescue, Cooper set out to swim across a saltwater creek. Exhausted, he reached the far shore and fetched help, and later told the Brisbane Telegraph News Pictorial that it ‘was only God that delivered them from certain death’.

			After a successful gospel revival campaign in New Zealand, Cooper and his growing family emigrated there. He set up the Springbank Christian Church near Christchurch. Following the example of the early church outlined in Acts 2:41–7 of the King James Bible (see boxed text at the end of this chapter), the congregation held their money and possessions in common and formed the Springbank Christian Community. They opened a school which concentrated on Bible studies and supported the enterprise by farming and running businesses such as plumbing, drain-laying, gas-fitting, baking, engineering, fixing cars and carpentry.

			In 1991 they bought anisolated farm at the foot of the Southern Alps, bordered by the Haupiri River and Lake Haupiri, which they named after the founder’s now-late wife. The community there swelled to 500 members and Gloriavale became an economic powerhouse on the West Coast. It had two large dairy farms and a business exporting sphagnum moss. Their deer farm produced venison and velvet, and any wastage was recycled as pet food or fertilizer. The church also ran an airline. This failed, but they maintained the only helicopter-servicing business on the coast.

			Cooper changed his name to Hopeful Christian. He preached that people should wear modest clothes and designed a blue uniform for his followers to wear. The women’s dresses were ankle-length so that no bare flesh showed and their hair was covered with a white cap. Make-up and jewellery were considered ungodly. Even wedding rings were banned, as Cooper maintained that they derived from a pagan practice. 

			Women were to aspire only to be home-makers. Abortion and all forms of contraception were banned. While the women had to submit to the men, the men had to submit to the authority of the church. Absolute obedience was demanded from the children. Every day school began with Bible reading and prayers. Pupils were taught that the outside world was evil, and they were being saved from its lusts. Competitive sport was banned, and discipline was maintained by violent and public beatings.

			Hopeful Christian’s son Phil, however, rebelled against the regime, and he eventually escaped. In his tell-all account, Sins of the Father, he said that the use of sexual images and movies was prevalent among the older men of the group, and that he had had to endure watching his wife being fondled by his father, while young girls were told to join community elders in hot tubs.

			After Phil fled the compound, he was told by a community elder that he was banned from having any communication with his five children. But he rescued them in a night-time raid. He went back to rescue his wife, but afterwards she returned to the community, saying that only by having one of the children’s parents stay at Gloriavale would they later be accepted into heaven. 

			Another former member, Karen Winder, one of Christian’s granddaughters, said that Gloriavale’s men are ‘groomed’ to have sex with underage girls.

			‘These children are growing up in an environment where sex is celebrated. The leader thinks that thirteen- or fourteen-year-old girls are ready to have babies – there’s no child rape going on,’ she said. ‘A twenty-three-year-old is not necessarily totally culpable for his actions, because he’s been groomed for it.’

			There were other forms of abuse. When she was fourteen, one girl was locked in a shack in the bush for four weeks for having a relationship with a boy. She was forced to fast when she became overweight.

			‘My dad used to beat us all the time, for no reason,’ she said. ‘I never knew why. You’d go home and Dad would be angry and the first thing he’d do was get a stick and start hitting you.’

			In 1994 Hopeful Christian was sentenced to six years in prison on eleven charges of indecent assault, but the Court of Appeal quashed the sentences and his convictions and ordered a new trial. At his second trial in December 1995, he was found guilty of three charges of sexual abuse of young community members and spent almost a year in jail.

			In 2017 another of Christian’s granddaughters, Lilia Tarawa, gave a TED talk about the cult, in which she said that children were married off at ten or twelve. Kids were married to older men and everyone was made to share everything – from meals to prayers to breastfeeding – while brutal corporal punishment was meted out to people who broke rules. She went on to write Daughter of Gloriavale: My Life in a Religious Cult. Her insider’s view of the cult was also examined in the award-winning TV documentary Gloriavale.

			Hopeful Christian, who refused to comment on the fresh allegations, died of cancer in 2018 at the age of ninety-two. He was not missed by former member Yvette Olsen, who said that Christian had sexually assaulted her three times when she was nineteen. She called him a ‘dirty old man’ of ‘unbridled lust’ and ‘lies’, with an insistence upon his ‘absolute power’.

			Acts of the Apostles 2:41–7

			41 Then they that gladly received his word were baptized: and the same day there were added unto them about three thousand souls.

			42 And they continued steadfastly in the apostles’ doctrine and fellowship, and in breaking of bread, and in prayers.

			43 And fear came upon every soul: and many wonders and signs were done by the apostles.

			44 And all that believed were together, and had all things common.

			45 And sold their possessions and goods, and parted them to all men, as every man had need.

			46 And they, continuing daily with one accord in the temple, and breaking bread from house to house, did eat their meat with gladness and singleness of heart.

			47 Praising God, and having favour with all the people. And the Lord added to the church daily such as should be saved.

			From the King James Bible
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			The Knights Templar

			Warrior Monks

			The Knights Templar was a military order founded in the Holy Land during the Crusades. In 1118 the French nobleman Hugues de Payns and seven other veteran crusaders established the Poor Knights of Christ of the Temple of Solomon to protect Christians travelling from Jaffa to Jerusalem, which the crusaders had captured from the Muslims nineteen years before. Payns named the outfit after Jerusalem’s Temple of Solomon, where they were first quartered. Two centuries later, the order was closed down and members tortured or burned to death.

			The Poor Knights of Christ was one of three military orders, but, unlike like the Knights Hospitaller and the Teutonic Knights, it was a military order from its foundation. Baldwin I, the first King of Jerusalem, gave them the part of his royal palace lying next to the Al-Aqsa Mosque which, after capture by the crusaders, had become known as the ‘Temple of Solomon’.

			In 1128 Pope Honorius I officially recognized the order, which had now become known as the Knights Templar. The Catholic Church was in favour of the Templars, as the order seemed to provide a way to curb the excesses of the crusaders, who were described by St Bernard of Clairvaux, the head of the Cistercians, as ‘rogues and impious men, robbers and committers of sacrilege, murderers, perjurers and adulterers’. 

			Many of those recruited into the Templars had previously been excommunicated and were absolved of their sins when they entered the order. This led to a later rule that gave Templars immunity from sentences of excommunication handed down by bishops or parish priests.

			The Knights Templar had to swear an oath of fraternity, poverty and chastity. At first, they had no distinctive habit and wore old clothes given to them. Later, the knights adopted a white mantel as a symbol of purity, and a red cross was added during the Second Crusade as a symbol of martyrdom. Other ranks wore a black or brown mantel with a red cross.

			Unmarried knights were bound by lifelong vows. They were not even allowed to kiss their mothers and, to ensure that there was no sexual contact between members of the order, they had to sleep fully clothed in lighted dormitories. 

			St Bernard absolved them from the sin of killing, provided they only killed the enemies of the Church. He called them ‘Christ’s legal executioners’. The Templars took a vow never to retreat, whatever the odds, and gained a reputation for being ferocious in battle. Other orders were not to surrender or leave the battlefield until the Templar flag had fallen.

			Like many modern-day cults, members of the Templar were told to cut themselves off from their families and hand over all their worldly goods to the order when they joined. This made the leaders of the Knights Templar immensely rich.

			Since the order was founded to aid travellers, a banking system was set up so that funds could be transferred from place to place safely. They also invested in real estate and soon the Templars’ distinctive circular churches and their strongly defended fortresses spread across the Mediterranean and further across Europe. Examples include the Temple Church in London’s Inns of Court and the Rosslyn Chapel in Scotland, which found fame thanks to its use in the film adaptation of Dan Brown’s bestseller The Da Vinci Code.

			By the end of the thirteenth century, the Crusades were ­effectively over. The Muslims had reconquered the Holy Land and the Knights Templar was robbed of its original purpose. This freed the order from the massive cost of maintaining an army in the Middle East and led impoverished European kings to eye the huge wealth of the Templars and turn against them.

			The secrecy surrounding the order brought about rumours of idolatry, homosexuality and devil worship. In 1307 Philip IV of France, who was in debt to the Templars’ bank, ordered the arrest of the Templars on the grounds of heresy. He then forced Pope Clement V, the first of the popes to be exiled to Avignon, to give him permission to seize the Templars’ property. The following year King Edward II of England seized Templar property in the British Isles, and the London Temple, the order’s English headquarters, was closed.

			The Inquisition then moved on to torture confessions about their practices out of the Templars. The inquisitors began compiling a lurid dossier on the activities of the order, which included homosexuality, urinating on the cross and worshipping Satan in the form of a black cat which they kissed under its tail. According to the Templars’ own confessions, they also worshipped a pagan idol called Baphomet, who was a goat endowed with women’s breasts and an erect penis. It wore a five-pointed star, or pentagram, around its neck, and oil, said to be rendered from the flesh of dead infants, was said to be massaged into its skin.

			In France, thirty-six Templars were tortured and killed and, in 1310, fifty-four were burned at the stake for impiety, blasphemy and sodomy. In 1312 Pope Clement admitted that there was no evidence of heresy in the order, but, nevertheless, Philip of France insisted that the Pope close the order down. The remaining Templars were allowed to join other orders or go free, but the Grand Master of the order, Jacques de Molay, was imprisoned for life on the strength of his confession, despite it having been extracted under torture and later retracted. He cursed King Philip and Pope Clement as he was burned at the stake. 

			Nearly 700 years later the Vatican released the minutes of the Templars’ trials. Among them was a document in which Pope Clement absolved them of heresy. 

			Templars Today

			The Knights Templar still exists in several forms today. In Mexico, there is a ‘Knights Templar’ drugs cartel. It was headed by Moreno Gonzáles – a.k.a El Chayo (the Rosary) or El Más Loco (the Craziest One) – until he was killed in a gun battle with the Mexican Army in 2014. 

			Anders Breivik, the far-right terrorist who killed seventy-seven people in Norway in 2011, claimed to have been a member of the Knights Templar, having attended a meeting with other modern-day members in London in 2002. However, the Norwegian authorities concluded that he had acted alone.

			A more benign form of the Knights Templar was the Sovereign Order of the Temple of Jerusalem. Founded as L’Ordre du Temple in France in 1705, it claimed to be a continuation of the original twelfth-century Templars’ sect, though the modern-day organization says it is only continuing the traditions of hospitality to Christians of the medieval Knights Templar and raising money for charity. It was reconstituted in 1804 and recognized by Napoleon Bonaparte the following year. In 2001 the order was accredited by the United Nations Economic and Social Council as a non-governmental organization and it is an associate member of the International Peace Bureau and an affiliate of the International Centre for Religion and Diplomacy. It has some 5,000 Knights and Dames worldwide.

			The Sovereign Order of the Temple in Jerusalem in Florida ‘seeks to emulate the chivalric and charity traditions of the original Templars; its members apply themselves ­energetically and selflessly to Christian charitable endeavours’, while the Grand Priory of Knights Templar in England and Wales involves itself in charitable activities.

			The United Religious, Military and Masonic Orders of the Temple and of St John of Jerusalem, Palestine, Rhodes and Malta are a branch of the Freemasons. Some lodges claim direct descent from the original Templars.

			Other Templar organizations abound on the internet.
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