NEW RELIGIOUS MOVEMENTS TOPIC 3 CHARACTERISTICS

“The term New Religious Movement is applied to a number of unrelated organisations, most of which have emerged in their present form since the 1950s.  Most offer some form of answer to the basic questions of existence – religious, spiritual, philosophical”.
  

1. Charismatic Leadership
· CLs must be able to communicate with the divine and also with members about the mundane everyday things.  

· Creative/destructive(= death/violence in NRMs)

· James Lewis
 says, “…a new vision has to have more going for it that merely the personality of the revealer”.  

· Roy Wallis notes the ‘precariousness of charisma’.  Extraordinary authority.  
· Wallis
 notes 4 responses the charismatic leaders make to the institutionalisation process: 

Acquiescence.  The Leader accepts the situation with varying degrees of good grace.  E.g. Guru Maharaj-ji of the Divine Light Mission accepted the new presentation of himself as a great humanitarian leader rather than a manifestation of God.  This was due to the westernisation of the movement after 1973.  

Encouragement.  The leader realises the potentials for the movement after institutionalisation and directs the process.  The leader controls the institutionalisation and uses it to cement his or her control.  E.g. Christian Science and, more recently, the Church of Scientology.  

Displacement.  When the institutionalisation process happens without clear recognition by the charismatic leader.  The leader may be hostile to institutionalisation or not notice it’s happening until too late.  Requires unity among members and an ability to function without the charisma of the founder. 

Resistance:  E.g. David berg of The Family (Children of God).  He employed a strategy of what Wallis terms ‘perpetual environmental change and the shifting of goals’.  This meant that each time the institutionalisation process got underway, it was halted.

2. First Generation Membership

When a movement is new, its membership will be composed of converts rather than members who have been born into the movement.  

Because of the high turnover rate of membership, the average age does not increase by as much as a year every 12 months (static).  
3. The Socio-economic Status and Age of Membership 

In earlier NRMs, membership tended to be drawn from poor or oppressed people.  In the modern, western NRMs, membership came from the more privileged sections of society.  Exceptions - Rastafarian Movement, TOPY (Thee Temple ov Psychic Youth), Jesus Army.  

4. Enthusiastic and zealous proselytising

Through the spoken word or the written word.  Selling wares on the streets.  
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