Editorial: Pastors beware

Martin Weber 

 

What do you do when you sense that a parishioner is inappropriately attracted to you? Worse yet, what about when something inside you responds to that person's attention? 

Every vocation has its risks. Politicians are in danger of getting voted out of office. Construction workers are in danger of falling off buildings. And pas tors are in danger of falling from their moral integrity. Specifically, I'm refer ring to unwise friendships with members of the opposite sex.

Whether we like it or not, whether we are aware of it or not, pastors carry with them an aura of attraction. I hate to call it sexual attraction, but that is exactly what it amounts to for many members of your church. Let's take a frank look at the problem and how to deal with it. I'm approaching it from a man's perspective—the way women relate to male clergy.

Regardless of your physical appearance, there is something about your leadership that many women find intriguing. You can deny that to your own danger, yet it's true. Many a theology graduate who had never considered himself attractive to the coeds on campus suddenly discovers in the pulpit an enthusiastic female following.

These admirers aren't necessarily immoral people. They may indeed be sincere Christians, and yet temptation allures them just the same. It's a law of human nature that people are drawn to those who meet their needs. Women have a deep emotional need for a man's encouragement, guidance, tenderness, and affirmation. If their own husband fails to provide this emotional support, they may be drawn to another man. Since pastors represent the loving qualities of the Good Shepherd, they appear to provide all that may be lacking at home. In reality, we all know that the pastor's own wife can sometimes be the most emotionally deprived woman in the church. Her husband is away night after night, comforting and caring for others of the flock. After he finally droops into his own doorway, he often drops into bed too emotionally exhausted to feel like communicating with his own wife. Of course, the women of the church may not know about their pastor's short comings, so they may find themselves fantasizing about some kind of emotion ally fulfilling relationship with him.

Perhaps unaware of what they really want from the pastor, these women may approach him with a re quest for spiritual help. As they file out the door after a sermon, they fervently murmur, "Pas tor, I was so blessed by your insights this morning. Could you stop by sometime soon and explain them to me further?" 

The unsuspecting man, no doubt flattered a bit by such affirmation from attractive women, is all too eager to accommodate them. He may respond "Praise the Lord" upon receiving their gushing appreciation, but he can barely escape a boost to his own ego. Before he realizes it, he may find himself entangled in an emotional web that could lead to sexual involvement. The tragic death of his ministry follows, often with the col lapse of his marriage and then his finances. Total devastation, all because of an unwise attachment that may have begun so innocently.

During my two decades of ministry, I've known a number of pastors who succumbed to sexual temptation. Sensing their shame and alienation, I make a practice of trying to reach out to them with the assurance that even though they betrayed their ministry, God still loves them and so do many of their former colleagues. Sometimes they feel comfortable confiding in me about how they fell. They usually insist that the basic attraction wasn't physical, certainly not sexual. "Nothing pornographic," one of them told me, "like a sight-seeing stroll at Miami Beach on a hot summer after noon." No, the relationship began on a spiritual basis, followed by an emotional attachment. When sex finally came along, it was an unexpected intruder.

I used to think, Come on, man. Of course there was sexual attraction right from the start. It wasn't Grandma Moses you were having such a wonderful "spiritual" fellowship with. I questioned the truthfulness of what they were saying.

I don't anymore. Some years ago in my ministry I had a bout with temptation that opened my eyes and humbled me in the dust. It was in connection with the Lord's work, of course. Assigned to a major project, one woman in particular became quite helpful to me. After a while I sensed she had an attraction for me, and I confess that I wasn't exactly turned off by her, either. I can affirm that at no time was there anything sexual going on in my mind—I know what it's like when I'm tempted along those lines. No, my interest was rooted in spiritual concern. This woman had deep needs—not marriage or emotional problems, but purely spiritual needs—that I felt obliged to address. In trying to help her know Christ in a deeper way, however, a special camaraderie, an emotional bond, formed between us. I considered it merely a brother/sister affection, until I sensed that her interest was becoming roman tic.

Then she said flattering things about my commitment to God, my talents, and eventually my physical appearance. On the surface these comments seemed quite innocent and spontaneous. I felt highly uncomfortable and avoided offering similar compliments in return. In fact, I resolutely brushed hers aside. Nevertheless, I must admit that they had an effect on me, providing a boost to my self-image.

I frankly confess that, frightened as I was of this woman's interest in me, I was also intrigued by it. Something inside me said, "I can handle this in Christ's strength. Nothing will happen to me." And thank God, nothing did happen—only because the Holy Spirit gave my conscience a wake-up call.

It's impossible to maintain a genuine prayer life without coming to terms with renegade emotions. The sword of the Spirit pierced through my delusions of safety. I realized that I had to take a decided effort to squelch the attraction, and I did.

My first step was to introduce the problem to my wife. Wives have a wonderful way of enforcing accountability in such situations—have you noticed? Needing further counsel, I contacted a pastor and a church administrator who were friends of mine. They helped me assess the situation objectively and take a stand. Just as important, they multiplied my accountability. After all, I had to face these people and look them in the eye.

Wanting an additional woman's perspective, I sought help from a conference president's wife, a true mother in Israel. Her insights were especially helpful, and I followed them implicitly. One thing she recommended was to go to the store and pick out a thank-you card. She suggested word for word, what to write on it in order to firmly yet tactfully set the friendship in order. Then she told me to photocopy what I wrote and keep it on file. She also asked me to show her the card so she could vouch for me if that became necessary.

Well, following that note and a fol low-up explanation, things were better. Now there were clearly defined standards to live up to, and several people holding me accountable. The battle was not over yet, but the corner had been turned.

What have I learned from that experience? For one thing, I used to think that as long as I maintained a sincere prayer life and resolutely avoided sexual thoughts, I would be safe in meeting a woman's spiritual needs. Now I realize that even a purely spiritual discussion can build an invisible but powerful emotional bond. Forget that brother/sister business—I don't trust my emotions from here to the corner without Christ. "The heart is deceitful above all things, and desperately wicked: who can know it?" (Jer. 17:9).

I also came to realize that I have deep-seated insecurities that render me vulnerable to flattery—or even sincere compliments—from a woman. While I still appreciate being appreciated, everything necessary for my self-esteem I can get from the Lord and from my family. My wife and children also give me all the hugs I need. Sisters in Christ get a handshake from me.

I don't question anymore why Jesus had to say those harsh words "Get be hind me, Satan!" to one of His friends. He hated to hurt Peter, but the disciple had stepped out of line in tempting Christ to abandon His commitment to the cross.

The only way Jesus could protect the integrity of His mission was to stomp upon that sudden satanic assault. Undue flattery, even from a friend, might need a similar response from us to protect our own commitment and integrity. 

Finally, I thank God for His holy law. If I loved Him as much as I should, His mercy alone could keep me close to the Good Shepherd during the storms of temptation. Indeed, tender mercy from Calvary is our only hope of salvation and must provide our primary motivation for obedience. Yet there are times when we all may need some thunder and lightning from Mount Sinai to wake us up with the fear of God.

Our heavenly Father offers plenty of mercy and overcoming power to anyone willing to receive them, but He is also a consuming fire to sin and those who refuse to resist it. Brother pastor (and you too, my sister), let's pray that we all remember that.
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The world watched in horror as a fatal inferno ended the standoff between an armed cult and U.S. law enforcement officers. The 51-day drama outside Waco, Texas, began Sun day morning, February 28, 1993, when some 100 agents stormed the Branch Davidian compound to confiscate illegal weapons. Cult members responded with gunfire that killed four lawmen. The ensuing siege climaxed in the fiery destruction of the cult's compound and scores of its members.

Shockingly, those who fired on the federal agents belonged to a religious organization. Whatever happened to "turn the other cheek" and "blessed are the peacemakers"? News reporters referred to the group as "the Branch Davidians of Seventh-day Adventists." That preposition of has raised great concern among Seventh-day Adventists. What can the church do to protect itself from the bad press that arises from misdeeds of former members?1 And what can any church do to prevent the spawning of cults and sects? 

First, we must clarify the difference between a cult 2 and a sect. Some media reports of the Waco tragedy labeled the Branch Davidians as a cult; others called them a sect.3 This confusion can be resolved if we understand the process of secularization and its relationship to religion.

Religion and secularization

When the First Amendment became part of the Constitution of the United States, it prohibited Congress from passing a law establishing religion or preventing its free exercise. Learning from the experience of Europe, Congress shunned state religion or a state church.

The unique result became what Rodney Stark calls a "religious economy" the vast market of diverse religious groups competing to attract converts or clientele.4 This religious economy gives rise to religious pluralism, defined here as a large number of competing religious groups seeking to meet the spiritual needs of a diverse population. In religious pluralism no particular group dominates.5 This policy contrasts sharply with other countries where religious monopolies exist, and the state favors one group. 

Sociologists most often use the term church in a technical sense to refer to the dominant religious institution in a country, such as the Roman Catholic Church in Italy, Spain, or Poland. In a religiously pluralistic market such as the United States, we do not find a dominant church, but competing denominations.6 

Almost all religious faiths begin as otherworldly groups, conservative in belief and behavior. In time, however, they accommodate to their societal environment and lose their spiritual fervor. This move toward worldliness concerned John Wesley. Realizing that a religious revival could not be sustained, he ob served: "I fear, wherever riches have increased, the essence of religion has decreased in the same proportion. There fore I do not see how it is possible, in the nature of things, for any revival of true religion to continue long. For religion must necessarily produce both industry and frugality, and these cannot but produce riches. But as riches increase, so will pride, anger, and love of the world in all its branches. How then is it possible that Methodism, that is, a religion of the heart, though it flourishes now as a green bay tree, should continue in this state? For the Methodists in every place grow diligent and frugal; consequently they increase in goods. Hence they proportionately increase in pride, in anger, in the desire of the flesh, the desire of the eyes, and the pride of life. So, although the form of religion remains, the spirit is swiftly vanishing away. Is there no way to prevent this this continual decay of pure religion?" 7 

Wesley was describing the process of secularization whereby the supernatural declines in significance. Secularization gives rise to secularism, a way of life that negates the influence of the supernatural in both belief and behavior. But the gradual process from sacred to secular becomes self-limiting in that spiritual decline often gives rise to revival and cult formation.8
During the 1960s a decline of religion in mainline churches, as measured by the drop in attendance and membership,9 seemed to signify a loss of interest in religion. We observed the "God is dead" movement now dead itself. People failed to realize that religious interest had not died but shifted to growing conservative denominations.10 Stark and Bainbridge suggest that God merely changed residences: "The scholars in the heart of Christendom who proclaim the death of God have been fooled by a simple change of residence. Faith lives in the sects and sect-like denominations, and in the hearts of the overwhelming majority of individual persons. New hopes enter the marketplace of religion with every new cult movement. . . .

"Far from marking a radical departure in history and an era of faithlessness, secularization is an age-old process of transformation. In an endless cycle, faith is revived and new faiths born to take the places of those withered denominations that lost their sense of the supernatural. Through secularization, churches reduce their tension with the surrounding sociocultural environment, opening fields for sects and cults to grow and, in turn, themselves to be trans formed." 11 

To Stark and Bainbridge, secularization "does not end the human need for religion"; on the contrary, it encourages religious experimentation. 12 This experimentation provides entrance for sects and cults, since "secularization means the transformation of religion, not its destruction." 13 When religion becomes too secular, either revival will break out in sect formation or there will be novel religious innovations seen in the emergence of cults. Sects and cults are two quite different responses to secularization.

Sects 

We can define a sect as a religious group that claims to be the true expression of a traditional religious faith, and whose beliefs and behaviors challenge the norms of society. Sects are break away, schismatic groups that "present themselves to the world as something old. They left the parent body, not to form a new faith, but to reestablish the old one from which the parent body had 'drifted' (usually by becoming more church-like). Sects claim to be the authentic, purged, refurbished version of the faith from which they split. Luther, for example, did not claim to be leading a new church but the true church, free of worldly encrustations." 14Christianity itself began as a sect of Judaism.

We find expressions of renewal in most religious organizations. For example, Seventh-day Adventists began after various believers broke away from Methodist, Baptist, and other mainline denominations to form the Millerite movement, which heralded the anticipated coming of Christ on October 22, 1844. After that Great Disappointment, many Adventists recovered and went on to reclaim biblical teachings they felt other churches had neglected.

Because of the beliefs that a sect recovers, it may represent the genuine expression of the original faith. Over the years Seventh-day Adventists have viewed themselves this way. And Adventists are not alone in holding such a view. To H. Richard Niebuhr, the Figure 1 denominational aspect of a religious organization represents accommodation to the world, "the church's confession of defeat and the symbol of its surrender." 15 But God's true people can never be totally at home on this earth. Why? The gospel remains at odds with this world (see 1 Cor. 1:18-31). Thus, a sect can be the purer form of religious expression, divorced from the influences of outside society.

Cults 

A cult, in contrast, is a new religious movement that represents a radical break from existing religious traditions. Some times a sect becomes "the beginning phase of an entirely new religion"—a cult.16 While we call first-century Christianity a sect of Judaism, it was a cult to the various religions in pagan Rome (such as Mithraism, which Christianity replaced by the fourth century). Whether domestic or imported, a cult represents a new and different form of religious expression in society.

We need to make four additional points about sects and cults. First, though sects and cults differ, they are not "functional alternatives" to secularization. Rather they are different responses to secularization at different stages of the process. "Sect formation is, in part, a response to early stages of weakness in the [religion] provided by the conventional churches. Cult formation tends to erupt in later stages of church [or denominational] weakness, when large sectors of the population have drifted away from all organizational ties to the prevailing faiths." 17 (See Figure 1.) 

Second, because sects are concerned with revival, they tend to proliferate in areas where conservative religions are strongest. Cults, however, tend to emerge where secularization has had the strongest effect on religion, areas weak in traditional religion. 18 

Third, not all revivals result in sect formation. There may be occasional periods of spiritual renewal in an organization, moving it back from the brink of spiritual decline and secularism. Seventh-day Adventists have experienced several of these episodic revivals in over seas fields, such as Africa, Asia, and Latin America, and on college campuses in the United States. The fact that these have taken place in less-developed societies and on college campuses is not coincidental, since change usually starts with groups that have the least invested in the prevailing system and therefore have little to lose but much to gain with spiritual change.

Fourth, it is also possible for a sectarian group to evolve into a cult. This is the significance of the broken arrow in the above graphic, showing that a sect can sometimes become a cult. This takes place when a sect's teaching ceases to be a return to "old truths," and becomes "new light," so that it moves the group completely away from past connections, resulting in the emergence of a "new religion." 19 This was the case of the Peoples' Temple and Jim Jones. It began as an emotionally charged Christian sect, with Jones after nine years being ordained by the Disciples of Christ, that evolved into a cult when Jim Jones began to regard himself as God and moved into extremes of doctrine and behavior.20 The same became true with the Branch Davidians, which began as a sect under Victor Houteff and evolved into a cult under the leadership of Ben Roden and then David Koresh.

Established sects

As cited previously, Seventh-day Adventism is a sect, though it is becoming more and more accommodated to this world—in other words, more denomination-like, especially in areas where its institutions such as hospitals and colleges dominate. In such places revivals usually break out, as mentioned earlier. Black and Latino Adventist churches tend to be more sectarian in tension with the world and separatist than White Euro-American churches.

This is partly owing to the reality that society, with its racial and class hostility, is in tension with persons of color, who in turn seek refuge in the church.21 To say that the Adventist Church is a sect is not to suggest something negative, but to recognize how it emerged on the American scene, its growth and development, and its doctrinal beliefs.

Because of their numerical growth, institutional presence, and global organization, Seventh-day Adventists more specifically reflect the sociological topology of an established sect. This category best describes Adventism because the very term itself, established sect, reflects a duality, a dynamic tension. William H. Swatos, Jr., describes this as a "seeming contradictoriness ..., 'sect' indicating world rejection yet 'established' connoting world acceptance." 22 

Figure 2 shows that there are degrees of sectarian tension. Sect and church/ denomination are polar opposites. Be tween them are degrees of sectarian and denominational development. 

Stark and Bainbridge assert: "The ideal sect falls at one pole, where the surrounding tension is so great that sect members are hunted fugitives." 23 Such was the case of the early church under Judaism and the Roman Empire, and then under the Spanish Inquisition. "The ideal church [or denomination] anchors the other end of the continuum and virtually is the sociocultural environment—the two are so merged that it is impossible to postulate a basis for tension." 24 Such was the position of the Roman Catholic Church during the Middle Ages, and is the situation of many North American mainline denominations and European state churches.

In time, as an otherworldly group progresses and becomes an established sect, on its way to becoming a denomination, schismatic groups will appear, or what Adventists call "offshoot organizations" or "apostate movements." These are sects that break away from the main sect, in this case the Seventh-day Adventist Church.25 Since the church's beginnings, several offshoot or other sectarian groups have emerged. Besides key individuals such as Dr. John Harvey Kellogg, A. T. Jones, D. M. Canright, A. F. Ballenger, and Desmond Ford, there have been splinter groups such as the Messenger party (1853-1854); The Hope of Israel and the Marion party (1858, 1866); the Seventh-day Adventist Reform Movement German (1915); the Reformed Seventh-day Adventists Rowenite (1916); the United Sabbath Day Adventists (1930); and the Shepherd's Rod movement (1929), which later took the name Davidian Seventh-day Adventists.26 As can be noted or assumed from the names of these various groups, and similar to Martin Luther's attitude toward Catholicism and William Miller's attitude toward Protestant churches in the 1830s and 1840s, these groups were interested not necessarily in breaking with the church, but in reforming it. Each believed they had "new light," and were the "authentic, purged, refurbished version of the faith." 27 But because they were found to be wanting both theologically and sociologically (in terms of behavior and attitude), relations were severed.

Branch Davidians

The Davidians emerged in the person of Victor Houteff, a Bulgarian and a member of a Seventh-day Adventist congregation in Los Angeles. In 1929 he was espousing his teachings in a Sabbath school class he taught. In 1930 he published his teachings in The Shepherd's Rod, from which he took the initial name of the group. There is no space in this brief article to go into his teachings, which focused on Bible prophecy.28 Essentially the group believed that God would restore the kingdom of David, of which the Davidians were the core group, after God had slaughtered the Seventh-day Adventists who rejected the Shepherd's Rod message. "The 144,000 would be Seventh-day Adventists left over from the slaughter of Ezekiel 9." 29 

Disfellowshipped in 1930, Houteff and 11 followers (including children) moved to Waco, Texas,30 a religiously conservative area with at present some 200 churches, most of them fundamentalist. (Keep in mind what was said earlier about sects flourishing in areas where traditional religion is strong.) They bought property near the city and called their place Mount Carmel, after the biblical place where Elijah over came the prophets of Baal.31
In 1942 the group took on the official name of Davidian Seventh-day Adventists, because of government regulations during World War II. Houteff died in 1955. He left no successor as president of the Davidians, since he did not expect to see death. But already beforehand, as is common with new sects, splinter groups were emerging because of disagreements with Houteff's teachings.32 Into this confusion stepped Houteff s widow, Florence, who took over the leadership of the group.

In 1959 she predicted that God would intervene in history and establish the kingdom of David. Some 1,000 people sold everything and gathered at Mount Carmel to await the restoration of the kingdom, but the prophecy failed.33 After the big letdown, more splinter groups emerged, but the one founded by Benjamin Roden, Branch Davidian, became the largest and most important. In 1962 Florence Houteff officially disbanded the Davidian Seventh-day Adventists,34 though a number of Davidian groups continued to operate without connection to the Branch Davidians in Waco.

At this time in the process of sect transformation, the Davidians shifted over to become a cult, the Branch Davidians (the significance of the broken arrow in Figure 1). The process of sect-to-cult shift took place with the emergence of splinter groups that began to espouse, not new/old teachings, as sects do, but radically new teachings that fundamentally broke with the Bible, basic Christianity, and Seventh-day Adventism. Ultimately their leader came to regard himself as King David and Jesus Christ. He also made extreme demands and behavioral expectations of his followers.

Roden relocated the Mount Carmel center to its present location, not far from the original site. He claimed to be the anti-typical David, but in 1978 he died. His wife, Lois Roden, took over the group and, now stronger than ever, espoused the teaching that her husband had not supported that the Holy Spirit was the feminine part of the Godhead. She began publishing a magazine called Shekinah, with emphasis on she. Lois Roden also promoted the ordination of women.35
In 1981 former Adventist Vernon Howell joined the group and soon wrested leadership from George Roden, son of Lois and Ben Roden, after an open confrontation that involved gunfire. Howell changed his name to David Koresh, pro claiming his belief that he too was the anti-typical David of the Bible, and Koresh—Hebrew for Cyrus, king of Persia, of whom the Bible says that God would "direct all his ways," and that he would rebuild the city of Jerusalem and let the captives go free (Isa. 45:13). All of which David Koresh applied to him self.

Koresh also taught that he was a sinful incarnation of Jesus Christ. And because he was Christ, only he could have sexual relations with the women in the compound. Additionally, only he could open the seven seals of the book of Revelation. Koresh exploited his vast knowledge of the Scriptures to suit his own interests and manipulate his followers into submission.

The lust of power 

More can be said about Koresh, but four things with which he became obsessed raise important questions. Why the obsession with the seven seals and the belief that he alone could open them? Why the centralizing of possessions and controlling of the money? Why the obsession with graphic, promiscuous sex that he alone could engage in? Why the obsession with guns and high-powered weapons? 

While all four factors are on the surface vastly different, they all have one important common denominator—power! David Koresh, like most cult leaders (Jim Jones, Charles Manson, and others), became obsessed with power. All of us desire power, for without power we are helpless, and there is nothing meaningful about a powerless existence. But the right use of power is based on choice, not coercion. That is how God uses power—without violating free moral choice. 36 So why these four areas?

In an age of rapid social and cultural change where all social values are for sale, spiritual confusion results. Some people become vulnerable to a cult leader who stands up and proclaims that he or she alone holds the key to unlock the future and give meaning to history and daily living. When the cult leader has charisma, persuasion, and a profound knowledge of the Bible, he exudes a tremendous source of personal power, generating much adulation and personal esteem from followers, many of whom are neophytes in biblical understanding. Such is the significance behind the claim to be the only one to open the seven seals of the book of Revelation, a complex series of prophecies not many Christians understand.37
We live in a society where money is regarded as one of the greatest sources of power. According to the apostle Paul, it is the love of money that lies at the root of all kinds of evil (1 Tim. 6:10). By extension, wealth and possessions be come a source of independence and a manifestation of self-will. When members joined Koresh's group, all forms of independence had to be relinquished, including the ownership of material possessions. Depriving members of outside influences, Koresh not only centralized wealth in himself but also controlled the group, making it completely dependent on him.

Sex has always been one of the strongest of human drives and one of the most violent weapons used against women. One only needs to reflect on the use of rape as a weapon of war, with the most recent example being its use against the women of Bosnia-Herzegovina by the Serbians. Couple this source of power with the concept that women must be submissive to men in absolutely every thing to the point that they have no personal conscience. Koresh urged the Davidian women to help him as the sinful Christ experience sin so that he could save sinful human beings. In doing so, he promised they would be "queens in heaven." 38 The total force of deceptions together gave Koresh tremendous power to manipulate and control.

In a violent society such as ours, the ultimate source of power lies in weaponry. Extreme cult leaders like Manson, Jones, and Koresh have bought into Mao Tse-Tung' s philosophy: "Political power grows out of the barrel of a gun." Koresh's obsession with guns was nothing more than a latching on to the final form of power—the ability to inflict death. For Jim Jones it was the power to convince people to inflict death willingly on them selves. That's power! For Koresh, opening the seven seals, controlling the money and possessions of his followers, having exclusive use of the women for sexual purposes, and possessing a weapons arsenal comprised four levels of power, the ultimate form of which is the ability to control life and death. Thus, it is not who dies, but who determines the time, place, and manner of death that is the one with the power. 

The charred corpses of an estimated 86 men, women, and children bore grisly testimony that the most seductive force in the world is power. It is the one thing human beings crave most, and in order to possess it the most heinous crimes are committed. While Koresh's departure in a blaze of self-inflicted glory may not have been his preferred climax to the siege, it did allow him to control the final outcome. He took the lust for power to its ultimate limit.
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