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HOW NOT TO REACH YOUTH

(OR ANYONE ELSE FOR THAT MATTER)

INTRODUCTION


Suppose we ignore what has been said today.  Suppose we neglect our children while they are young, or we turn them over to the church or Christian school to raise, something which God never intended.  Will we be able, later in life, to send these youth off to some Rocky Mountain Hype weekend where their Christian character will be formed in seventy-two hours? Will that strategy work? 


I recall a sad memory from attending Promise Keepers rallies in large stadiums many years ago. There were hundreds of fathers and sons sitting together. It was explained that many fathers had brought their sons to the weekend seeking to “reconnect with them spiritually.” Why did they need to RE-connect with them? How had they LOST spiritual connection with their sons in the first place? Well, after years and years of turning their children over to the church youth programs to do it for them, what would we honestly expect? And after years of virtually no spiritual connection with their sons, did they think they could re-capture and repair that in a weekend? I’m sure most of those fathers (and sons) were deeply disappointed.

Another “hurry-up” way to form Christian character or to make disciples in a weekend that has become popular among some Reformed churches in the area is the Cursillo movement (or TEC or YA-TEC, or Walk to Emmaus, or Tres Dias, or Via De Cristo, etc.).  Several years ago, a woman I barely knew came up to me all excited because her high school aged son was attending a TEC weekend.  I knew of their family a bit—not much of a reputation for faithfulness to church or for Christian character, for that matter.  And here she was hoping that her spiritually neglected son would become a mature Christian in a weekend, and, of course, away from home.   


In my more than ten years of formal and informal research into Cursillo, TEC, and YATEC, in which I interviewed local Cursillo, TEC, and YATEC leaders, read almost everything that has been written on Cursillo, attended a Cursillo weekend myself, and extensively interviewed past participants of the Cursillo weekend, I found three significant problems with the method.  


1.  The most serious is with regard to doctrine:  from a confessional, Reformed perspective, the Cursillo weekend is not only unnecessary, but it seeks to do something which the Bible says cannot be done.  As a method, it claims to be able to open up people who are otherwise resistant to the Gospel, something which only the Holy Spirit can do, and regularly does without using these kinds of methods.  So that is my most serious objection, one which should cause all Reformed Christians to flee it.  


2.  A second problem has to do with its results or effects.  For most people it creates a pleasant sense of emotional relief (psychologists call this “catharsis”) and a sense of closeness or bonding with those who have experienced the same.  But the effects quickly go away.  Now if these feelings are interpreted as your Christian commitment or closeness to Christ or genuine faith, then what happens when those feelings fade as they always do?  Then the person is left in a difficult place.  But the Cursillo also leads to other problems:  cliquishness, spiritual superiority, and most seriously, withdrawal from the local church. The local church never provided the deep feelings of the TEC or Cursillo weekend, so loyalty often gets transferred from the church to the Cursillo or TEC community.  


3.  But what I want to focus on briefly today are the techniques that are used on the weekend.  These techniques are shameless.  Their purpose is to precipitate an emotional crisis that results in a good cry (a catharsis), followed by a feeling of euphoria and bonding with the group.  But non-Christian cults also use these techniques, as do secular groups, and non-Christian psychotherapists.  And that makes me wonder what is so “Christian” about these weekends, and why non-professionals are applying powerful, psychological methods on their unsuspecting neighbors.  
THE METHODOLOGY OF CURSILLO


How many of you have been invited to a Cursillo, TEC, or YA-TEC weekend?  I won’t ask how many of you have attended one.  My guess in a group like this is that most would have little familiarity or understanding of what takes place on one of these weekends.


A.  Let’s relate it to something you may be more familiar with.  How many of you have ever gone to a movie?  How many have ever seen a “Harry Potter” movie?  How many of you have seen “The Half-blood Prince”?  Let’s think about what happens when you go to a movie like this.


1.  Before you came to the movie, you may have heard something about it.  You may have seen the dramatic previews.  Your friends may have told you about it, and especially the big surprise at the end.  So before you even walk in the door, you are already feeling some anticipation.  


2.  Just after you purchase your ticket and walk in, what happens next?  You walk past the concessions.  Concessions are very important for the movie experience for a couple of reasons.  The first is that the movie theater makes most of its profit off the concessions, almost nothing from showing the movies.  But the second thing is that when you consume your sugary snacks and caffeine-laded soft drinks, you are already entering into an altered state of consciousness.  Your pulse rises, you become highly alert, your palms may sweat, you become a bit nervous and excitable, even irritable, creating an emotional tension before the film begins.


3.  After you are seated, the lights go down, immediately affecting your mood.  You are transported into another world, one that is completely controlled by others, a dark and mysterious environment where you may lose track of time and briefly forget who you are.  And what you can see in the dark, on the massive screen, is also completely controlled, so that your primary sense, the sense of sight, is being manipulated by others.


4.  Your second most important sense of hearing is also completely controlled.  The surround-sound speakers are so realistic that you can hear sound coming from one corner of the room and moving to the opposite one.  The sounds are sometimes soft, and then abruptly very loud, almost unbearably loud.  The ever-present and constantly changing musical score signals the emotions you should be feeling at each step along the way:  playfulness, moody pensiveness, suspense, sadness, overwhelming power or horror, all of that created by what you hear.


5.  The story itself is filled with emotional elements.  There are the humorous foibles of clumsy, fearful Ron, the budding romance of Hermoinie, there is the constant, gloomy sense of loss in Harry as he is an orphan, his parents tragically slain by “him who shall not be named,” and heroically giving their lives for him.  There is the abrupt alarm of sudden, horrible death, the shocks and surprises, twists and turns all along the way, so that you go up and down, and are drawn through an emotional wringer.  


6.  And all the while there is this building tension, and the more that is revealed, the more mystery we encounter, as we race with Harry and his friends against the clock to discover the answer to the terrible secret.  


7.  And then suddenly, toward the end of the film, the unthinkable happens.  The traitor is revealed, and the good guy is slain, and you find yourself at that saddest of all places:  a funeral.


And when it is all over, as the credits roll, you just sit there, emotionally spent, feeling, wistful, perhaps a bit tingly and euphoric, stunned because you cannot believe what you just saw (and heard).  Perhaps you discretely wipe away a tear.  


B.  Now what if, at this point, one of the actors, perhaps Daniel Radcliffe who portrays Harry Potter, were suddenly to appear in the front of the theater? And what if he said something like this:  “Do you feel that sense of calm, that giddy euphoria, that tingly relief? That is the result of the kind of magic that Harry Potter practices.  This film is really magical, magic is woven through it, and that’s why you feel the way you do.  It’s absolutely real. You know it is because you felt it for yourself.  And now you need to start practicing this magic.  You need to dedicate the rest of your life to this magic.  You will never again feel the way you felt just now unless you do so.  This is the real thing!”


How would you respond?


C.  You would probably cry foul.  You would say, “Wait a minute!  That wasn’t magic.  I know exactly what happened.  All of that was pure fiction, completely made up.  I was emotionally manipulated through the sugar, the mood lighting and mood music, the emotional roller coaster of the story, and the dramatic events portrayed at the end.  It was all a bunch of hype, nothing more.”  And you would be absolutely correct.  And all of that would happen again to you the next time you went to a movie like this.  


D.  What is Cursillo or TEC or YA-TEC?  A Harry Potter movie lasts about 120 minutes.  They manipulate you for two hours:  it’s just entertainment, nothing more.  But Cursillo lasts seventy-two hours.  And they do all of these things to you, they use all of these techniques that they use in the movies on you, and a whole lot more.  And after you go through this emotional three days in which your whole life and environment is completely controlled by others, “nothing is left to chance,” and when you, as a result, have this kind of emotional experience, they then tell you that this is true religion, that you have had a genuine encounter with Christ like nothing you’ve ever experienced before, like nothing your local church could provide.  This is finally the real thing.  


But is it for real? Or is it just like what happens at the movies, only on steroids?  


Let me describe some of the techniques that they will use on you during Cursillo or TEC YA-TEC weekends.  

TECHNIQUES USED IN WEEKEND RENEWAL  EXPERIENCES

In order to host a successful weekend renewal experience like Cursillo, or weekend youth retreat of this variety like TEC, you must combine several techniques in a pattern and flow that builds toward the climax of an emotional catharsis.  An emotional momentum must be initiated and sustained if the weekend is to “work” and people are to experience the catharsis and bonding.  When these methods are skillfully employed, I have never known them to fail.  The number of these techniques used and their combination and order differs somewhat according to the type of weekend experience.  But the techniques are indispensable to achieve the desired effect.  


These techniques can be divided into two categories:  1)  psychological, pertaining to the mind and perception, especially the emotions, and 2) physiological, producing physical changes that lead to an alteration in one’s state of consciousness. 


The psychological techniques include anticipation, emotional washing, “love bombing,” peer pressure and the desire to fit in and belong, the fear of missing “it,” the appearance of the miraculous or the mysterious, and the unburdening and regression to childhood.  The physiological techniques include sleep deprivation, withdrawal from the familiar, loss of time consciousness, sensory stimulation including touch, lighting and music, hyperventilation, repetitive motion, and dietary changes.  Not all of these must be used every time, but enough of them must be skillfully combined to create the momentum and achieve the desired effect.  What follows is a brief description of each.

The Psychological Techniques

These methods are used create emotional changes in the participant with a view to preparing him or her for the emotional climax and catharsis experience.  

1.  Anticipation.


Along with a sense of mystery about these weekends, there is often a great build-up as those who sponsor candidates give little “testimonials” about how great it was for them, though I can’t tell you anything about it.  

2.  Emotional “washing.”  


A wide range of emotions are expressed, encouraged, and modeled by the leadership and speakers during the weekend, just like it happens in the movie theater.  The goal is to spark the same emotions in the participants:  everything from boisterous, giddy laughter to deep, wistful sadness to attraction and affection to regret and shame.  

3.  “Love bombing.” 


During the church weekend experience, “unconditional love” is offered freely and in great abundance.  This is crucial to develop the unity and family feeling essential to a successful weekend.  For many reasons, our culture produces lonely people.  Marital breakups, impersonal workplaces, busy lives, passive forms of entertainment, as well as the general self-centeredness of contemporary life combine to produce people starving for affection and care.  In such weekends, these are offered in great measure.  


The cumulative effect of the “unconditional love” felt from the group and these “love notes from home” is powerful.  Now the participant feels added “pressure from home” to respond positively during the weekend:  “We love you, we’re praying for you, we wish the best for you (and we want something wonderful to happen to you this weekend).”  This anticipates the next technique.  

4.  Peer pressure and a desire for acceptance and belonging.  


Participants will find that there is a “condition” to the “unconditional love” offered.  The participant will feel a tremendous need to “respond” when everyone else responds.  A “group” feeling often arises early in the process.  It will seem to participants that everybody else is going along with the group:  laughing at the silly jokes and songs, crying when others cry.  This attitude is led by the team of leaders, all of whom know the routine and participate with energy and enthusiasm.  

5.  Fear of missing the high.


The centerpiece of the weekend experience is the emotional high that follows the catharsis, often taking place on the second night of the weekend.  If the momentum has been building properly using the techniques described here, the result is a growing emotional tension that seeks opportunity for release.  This emotional release is often very satisfying.  Speakers at weekend renewal experiences will often describe how this happened to them on a similar weekend.  They will say something like, “It was the greatest experience of my life.  I hope it happens to you.  I don’t know if it will or not.  I hope it will, but if it doesn’t that’s all right.”  And as they speak they will often re-live the joy of when it happened to them.  The participant will feel that the speaker has experienced something wonderful, and this experience is dangled before the participant.  This becomes a powerful stimulus to participate with diligence so that “what happened to them might happen to me.”  

6.  The appearance of the miraculous/mysterious.


The psychological techniques often include the appearance that something miraculous, or at least mysterious, is taking place, proof that God is real, that this experience is genuine, and that something truly remarkable is taking place this weekend.  In some Cursillo or TEC weekends a speaker may relate how they almost were not able to make it to the weekend experience due to some misfortune or conflict, but at the last minute the problem was cleared up.  The implication is that a miracle took place, and this whole weekend experience is more special because miracles have made it possible.  

7.  The unburdening and regression to childhood.  


The seventy-two hours of the weekend renewal experience include a nearly complete releasing of adult responsibilities, of worries and cares.  This creates an escapist, regressive mindset, back to a simpler time, back to a time before adult worries and cares, back to childhood.
  It is designed to break down defenses and lead to a closer bonding and affinity for both the group and the weekend experience, as well as to allow the cathartic release of emotional tension, since children are more readily allowed to show their emotions (such as crying) than are adults.  And children are more pliable; they quickly recognize their need for others to lead them and more compliantly take direction.  

The Physiological Techniques

While some techniques are used to affect the emotions, others are aimed at the body, creating an altered state of consciousness.  (I’ll go over these more quickly)

1.  Sleep deprivation.


The chief of these physiological techniques is the interruption of sleep patterns.  When a person does not get proper rest, the result is often changes in their mental state, sometimes serious changes.  Severe sleep deprivation can cause hallucinations, altered moods, and heightened suggestibility.  Perhaps you have attended a “slumber party,” staying up too late and getting “punch drunk”:  feeling silly and giddy, laughing at anything, or feeling wistful, mournful, or melancholy, and this simply as the result of missing sleep.
  

2.  Withdrawal from the familiar.


The weekend renewal experience often takes place in an unfamiliar setting.  The participant is removed from familiar sights and sounds of home and workplace.  The usual patterns and familiar routines from which we draw strength are completely disrupted.  It is as though one has entered another world (like in the movie theater).  Again, this change of physical circumstances creates a breaking down of defenses.  
3.  Loss of time consciousness.


Routine is not only interrupted by the physical location, but by the artificial schedule.  Often participants are urged to take off their watches and forget about the time so they can simply take in all that God has for them.  But the effect is to keep up a “what’s coming next?” frame of mind.  This physically disorienting technique keeps the participant off-balance and wears down the defenses, thus enabling the growing momentum of the mounting emotional tension which then culminates in the cathartic release.

4.  Sensory over-stimulation and manipulation.  


A consistent feature of all weekend renewal experiences is tactile over-stimulation, usually in the form of hugging.  Touching has an undeniably powerful influence.  Psychologists often describe the physiological changes that take place as a result of physical touch.  We should add to this “mood lighting” and “mood music.” 

5.  Hyperventilation.  


Spirited singing, enthusiastic chanting, deep breathing, and vigorous activity can all quicken the respiratory rate and produce hyperventilation, and most or all of these are present in the program of weekend experiences.  If this trick is used with regularity by the unscrupulous, how is its use justified by the leadership of weekend religious experiences?

6.  Repetitive motion.  


It should be noted that rhythmic motions such as swaying and clapping are regular features in the weekend experience.  By themselves, they may seem innocuous, but combined with the other psychological and physiological factors, they contribute to the altered state of awareness.  

7.  Dietary modifications/sugar high.  


In our discussion of the movie theater, we have already considered the “sugar high,” an obvious physiological technique used to create an altered state of awareness is the sugar high.  


A participant at TEC reported that candy, caffeinated soda, and other junk foods were readily available at all times, creating the sugar high.  I was told at a YATEC event that abundant snacks were provided at all times because they “didn’t want candidates feeling any physical needs.”  Physiological changes as a result of a high sugar diet lead to a greater excitability, an altered state of consciousness, a “high” experience.  Emotional results are nearly guaranteed.  
THE GOAL:  CATHARSIS


Remember the goal:  create the momentum of an emotional tension that builds with time until the tension is peaked.  At this point a mood is created in which the tension can be released, usually through a group rush of emotional discharge—crying and then laughing.  This is followed by warm feelings of relief, euphoria, and a peaceful sense of personal well-being along with a bonding with all those who underwent the same experience.  I should warn you that these emotional techniques are so powerful that in the Roman Catholic Cursillo, emotionally unstable people are prohibited from attending.  

Members consider initiation a powerful mechanism that jolts candidates into a re-evaluation of their past lives; because of this, initiation is considered too traumatic for certain individuals, causing added problems for the highly neurotic, not to mention the psychotic.  In fact, there are individuals... who were institutionalized following their initiation.  The stress of the cursillo weekend is realized, so that those who have problems in dealing with stress and change are prohibited.
 


It should be noted that not all of these elements must be employed, but that if enough are omitted through poor planning, the momentum will not be created, the tension will not be peaked, and the cathartic release will fizzle out.  But let me state once again that when these techniques were used with a fair degree of skill, I have never known them to fail.  


And this is not to say that every aspect of every technique is manipulative or evil.  Many times I have received a genuine handshake or hug from a friend, and it was offered and received with sincere gratitude.  Like many, I appreciate a wide variety of music styles, from the great and majestic hymns of the faith to simple praise songs.   Even emotion itself is not corrupt, nor is it to be feared.  The content of our faith ought to lead us to a wide range of very genuine emotions.  Contemplation of heaven ought to delight us, while thoughts of hell should shock and horrify us.  The cross of Christ should fill us with grief and dismay; his resurrection should captivate us with unfailing hope.


The problem comes when these techniques are combined and the person is skillfully and perhaps unwittingly manipulated into a psycho-physiological, emotional response which is reinterpreted as a spiritual, perhaps the spiritual experience.  The simple fact is that unscrupulous, cultic groups are doing these kinds of things all the time.  Why should Christian groups be using the same techniques?
(
� Cursillo table groups are instructed to make posters depicting a previous talk.  What should not be overlooked, though, is that adults then find themselves sitting in groups at tables and using crayons to color pictures, as they once did long ago in elementary school when they were children.       


� Cult experts Steven Hassan (Combatting Mind Control, 102) and Margaret Singer (Cults in Our Midst, 132-135) both cite the use of sleep deprivation as a common tool of mind control among destructive cults. 


� Ibid., 38-39.
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