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In 1986 the Catholic Church released its most important universal document regarding the phenomena of sects or new religious movements, the result of the work of several Holy See institutions organisms. However, this topic has been much more widely discussed. The present paper studies what Pope John Paul II said and wrote about sects in his documents and speeches between 1980 and 2004 in order to discover the official stance of the Catholic Church on what it considers to be a pastoral challenge.

1. An approach to these documents

The long pontificate of the Polish Pope John Paul II, which spanned from his election in 1978 until his death in 2005, witnessed and was also the driving force of intense social and religious change, with the crosier of bishop of Rome—universal shepherd—accompanying the Catholic Church from the second into the third millennium. With regards to the sects’ phenomenon, the most important document of the ecclesial teachings is Sects or New Religious Movements: a Pastoral Challenge (1986), which was the fruit of the workings of several dicasteries, who help the Pope in his pastoral government of the Church. This document was drafted and published during the pontificate of John Paul II. 

Yet it is advisable to get a closer look at those words written or pronounced by the Pope, as they have a different teaching level. Thanks to the work of José María Baamonde, an Argentinean psychologist and an expert on sects, the first compilation of the Pope’s teachings on this topic was made. In 2011, because of Karol Wojtyla’s beatification, the Red Iberoamericana de Estudio de las Sectas (RIES) produced a monographic electronic bulletin (number 200 of the Info-RIES publication). In order to do that, I collected, through the Holy See’s computer files, all the Pope’s allusions to the sects’ phenomenon after Baamonde’s compilation, as well as others he had not compiled. Thanks to the digitalization of the ecclesial documents, this task has become less painstaking, since the topic of sects is certainly marginal and it is not included in many indexes and exhaustive general studies.

Thus, I have collected 48 different interventions of John Paul II where the sect topic is directly tackled. It is possible that there are some more, since there exist, above all, Pope’s speeches in his pastoral visits as well as speeches to groups of bishops that have not been translated into Spanish or English, so it is more difficult to find them in the computer databases. The period included starts in 1980 with the homily in the Mass with the German young people, several years before the interdicasteral document published in 1986. I am not aware of any previous references to that topic. The last registered document dates from 2004. That is to say, more than two decades of the Pope’s treatment of the sects’ phenomenon.

For the most part, they are short references, composed of one single paragraph, although sometimes the topic is further developed. There is only one document entirely devoted to the sects’ phenomenon, which is the message for the World Migration Day of 1990. Regarding its importance, following the documents’ hierarchy of the Church Teachings, we can find in the first place the encyclical letter Redemptoris missio, on the permanent validity of the Church’s missionary mandate (1990).

After that, several post-synodal apostolic exhortations. Oddly enough, or perhaps it is not mere chance, the topic appears in the exhortations published by John Paul II after the three assemblies of the bishops’ synod aimed at deepening the identity and mission of the three states of the Christian life: Christifideles laici, on the vocation and the mission of the lay faithful in the Church and in the world (1988), Pastores dabo vobis, on the formation of priests in the circumstances of the present day (1992), and Vita consecrata, on the consecrated life and its mission in the Church and in the world (1996).

It also appears in four of the five following exhortations to the continental assemblies of the Synod: Ecclesia in Africa, on the Church in Africa and its evangelizing mission towards the year 2000 (1995), Ecclesia in America, on the encounter with the living Jesus Christ: the way to conversion, communion and solidarity in America (1999), Ecclesia in Oceania, on Jesus Christ and the peoples of Oceania: walking his way, telling his truth, living his life (2001), and Ecclesia in Europa, on Jesus Christ alive in his Church the source of hope for Europe (2003). In Ecclesia in Asia this topic is not mentioned, but it goes deeper into the interreligious dialogue with the Eastern religious traditions and the risk of syncretism with the Eastern spirituality, following the line of the letter Orationis formas of the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith.

2. America, the core of the problem

Of the documents collected, more than half refer directly to the situation of sects in Iberoamerican societies. There are few documents referring to Africa, Europe and the USA (two for each area, basically) and more than one half face the challenge of the sects’ phenomenon to the South-American churches.

In these documents, which are for the most part speeches, addresses and audiences of John Paul II to the Iberoamerican bishops, either in his ad limina apostolorum visits, or in his allocutions pronounced during his trips, the Pope refers to this phenomenon as a problem and he focuses, above all, on proselytism and the fanaticism, which worries the bishops and the pope himself because of the continuous exodus of Catholic faithful to the sects.

It is true that one must consider here the peculiar situation when they refer to “sects” when they are referring to many freer Evangelical movements and congregationalists, above all, in the field of neopentecostalism and radical Evangelism, which many times coincide, to a great extent, with the sects’ phenomenon. It is necessary and fundamental to discern, in order not to fall into confusion and keep the open and dialoguing Ecumenical path, which is also sensible and healthy for the Christianity of those countries.

In 1988, for instance, the Peruvian bishops could hear John Paul II saying: “I see that in several countries in Latin America problem number one is increasingly the problem of sects, some bishops have expressed a very pessimistic opinion with regards to the future, I do not want to remain indifferent before these pessimistic opinions”. Shortly before that, he said to the Bolivian bishops that the “fundamentalist sects are sowing confusion among the people and, unfortunately, they may dilute very soon the coherence and the unity of the Gospel message”. Two years later, in 1990, Pope Wojtyla also talked about the confusion of the faithful when he was talking to the Episcopal Conference of Mexico.

In 1991, in his words after the prayer of the Angelus in his apostolic trip to Brazil, he referred directly to the “danger of the sects”. He used harsher words in 1992, when he said to the Brazilian bishops: “I know well that the promotion of these sects and groups has strong economic support and that their preaching seduce the people with mirages, fools them with twisted simplifications and sows confusion, above all, among the most simple who have very little religious education”. Among the shepherds there were, therefore, profound worries in the 80s about this topic, which was moving forward by leaps and bounds and required taking a theoretical and practical approach, that is to say, theological and pastoral.

As it could be seen before, John Paul II made explicit references to the “Northern” support of the sects’ phenomenon, i.e., the direct financing and promotion from the USA to the new religiousness, in order to change the continent’s Catholic soul in what could be described as a new cultural and spiritual colonialism. In 1992 he was very clear when he talked to the CELAM: “we cannot undervalue the strategies aiming at weakening the links joining Latin American countries and therefore undermining the strength born from unity. With this aim in mind, they provide important economic resources to sponsor proselytist campaigns, which try to crack the Catholic unity”.
It is clear that this is the calm echo of what was said by the bishops in their reports to the Holy See. It is commonly used and shared among the ecclesial spheres the saying “what comes from Rome has previously gone to Rome”, which can be clearly seen in this case. If the sect topic in Iberoamerica was a recurrent topic—minor, but recurrent, in the end—in the teachings of John Paul II, it was due to the shepherds’ deep worries. In fact, in documents echoing the previous work of the bishops, such as the postynodal exhortation or the opening speech of the general assembly of the CELAM in Santo Domingo (1992), there are direct references to this down-to-earth pastoral reflection.

I am not going to go deeper in this section, since I will synthetically sift through the Pope’s discourse on sects, and I have just pointed out the peculiarities of how this topic is tackled in Latin America. I want to close this section quoting the last document in which John Paul II referred to this topic, which was the message in the Centenary of the Coronation of the Our Lady of Aparecida of Brazil (2004), when he warned of the breaking up of the faith “so often promoted by the sects’ proselytism”.
3. Diagnosis of the problem: causes and phenomenology

I will enumerate and explain the notes on the sects’ phenomenon that appears in the writings and speeches of John Paul II, and, in a later section, I will analyze the pastoral challenges facing the Catholic Church.

a. Sects and secularism

It is a constant, which will clearly continue during the papal teaching of Benedict XVI: the joint reference to sects and secularism. They are two sides of the same coin of the present socioreligious mutation. On the one hand, the rejection of God and the religious; on the other hand, the new religiousness, with new searches for the transcendent. The Christian people face this double attack and it appears explicitly when he talked to the Argentinean bishops in 1991 about the vulnerability “before the fight against secularism and the sects’ proselytism”.

He also used this double reference when he said the Northern American bishops in 1993: «While the secularization of many aspects of life continues, there is a new quest for “spirituality” as evidenced in the appearance of many religious and healing movements which look to respond to the crisis of values in Western society». We can find several other quotes along this same line.

b. Sects’ proselytism

We cannot forget about the postconciliar frame of all these reflections, which have to assume everything officially said by the Church, with some suffering and negative and painful consequences, such as the schisms about religious freedom, such as the declaration Dignitatis humanae of the Vatican II Council. Therefore, the critical discourse of the Catholic Church regarding the sects is not an attack on the freedom of religion, nor a “witch hunt”, but very specific references to proselytism, as a strategy of illegitimately attracting followers and separate from what is really religious.

In his message of the World Migration Day in 1990, John Paul II asserts that the “almost aggressive zeal used by some to look for new adepts knocking on your house doors or stopping people in the street is a sectarian falsification of the apostolic and missionary zeal”. We can find the key there: there is a difference between proselytism and apostolate. What is it? John Paul II himself explained it in more detail in his exhortation Ecclesia in America, where he says that “the word ‘proselytism’ has a negative meaning when it indicates a way of winning followers that does not respect the freedom of those to whom a specific kind of religious propaganda is directed. The Catholic Church in America is critical of proselytism by the sects and, for this reason, rejects methods of this kind in her own evangelizing work. Presenting the Gospel of Christ in its entirety, the work of evangelization must respect the inner sanctuary of every individual's conscience, where the decisive and absolutely personal dialogue between grace and human freedom unfolds”.

c. A man searching the transcendent

Following the line of the interdicasteral document from 1986, John Paul II was able to see the sects as the symptom of something positive and full of hope: today’s man still is thirsty for God, and sects take advantage of this necessity to make their offer and somehow succeed. Already in 1988 he said to the Zairian bishops that “those tempted by the sects probably look for a simple or syncretic answer to their questions and a warm support, which belongs to charity”. In 1993 he said to the North American bishops that, among the reasons for the sects’ phenomenon, one has to see “some positive and constructive results, such as the search for new meaning in life, a new ecological sensitivity, and the desire to go beyond a cold, rationalistic religiosity”. 

Referring to the complete training of the seminarians to know in depth the present man, the Pope pointed out that “the thirst for God and for an active meaningful relationship with him is so strong today that, where there is a lack of a genuine and full proclamation of the Gospel of Christ, there is a rising spread of forms of religiosity without God and the proliferation of many sects”, whose positive side was being “a sign of how deep and widespread the search for God is”.

In the year 2000, referring to a clearly Western state of affairs, John Paul II wondered about the deceits of the faithful: “among the dangers, are there not also those aberrant forms of religious sentiment which exploit the deepest needs and aspirations of the human soul, offering perspectives of deceptive and misleading gratification?” In 2003 he told the Brazilian bishops that they are a “specific sign of the unfulfilled aspiration to the supernatural”.
d. A man with deficiencies and needs

Of course, there is also a negative side. In Ecclesia in Africa, for instance, John Paul II refereed to “the phenomena notably of family uprooting, urbanization, unemployment, materialistic seductions of all kinds, a certain secularization and an intellectual upheaval caused by the avalanche of insufficiently critical ideas spread by the media”. In the document about migrants, this side is deeply considered, of course, “due to the situation of social and cultural rootlessness, as well as to the inestability they are experiencing”. There are many people in situations of personal, family or social instability. And the sects take full advantage of these contexts of crisis and these human deficiencies to act. 

One of the deficiencies pointed out is the “desire to value one’s own life by feeling useful in the community to which they belong”, as the migrants are told, “and the desire to leave marginalization”. In fact, the problem can be summed up as follows: “the weaknesses used by the new religious movements are instability and uncertainty. They offer attention and services to make emigrants abandon their faith and adhere to a new religious proposal. They present themselves as the only owners of the truth, they assert the falsity of the religion professed by the emigrant and they ask him to change abruptly and immediately. It is, obviously, a real moral aggression, from where it is difficult to flee in a polite way, since their ardor and insistence are oppressive”. In this context, the assessment of sects and their proselytism in the migrant is clearly negative, since “they get to him in a moment of deep unease in order to deceive and instrumentalize him”.

e. Beyond sects: the new religiousness

In some documents John Paul II goes a step further when he refers to something broader than the sects’ phenomenon: the new forms of religiousness, the alternative spiritualities that, above all in Western societies, pose a challenge. Specifically, he shares his reflections on New Age with a group of bishops of the USA, examining it together with the secularization of society and responding to the two previous sections we have just seen. The assessment made by the Pope first shows their most useful elements, but later points out their more debatable points: “This stirring of the homo religiosus produces some positive and constructive results, such as the search for new meaning in life, a new ecological sensitivity, and the desire to go beyond a cold, rationalistic religiousness. On the other hand, this religious re-awakening includes some very ambiguous elements which are incompatible with the Christian faith”. This idea is also summed up in the already mentioned message of the World Migration Day of 1990: “the search for the sacred presents ambiguous outlines”.

The Pope alerts the North American bishops to the danger of this new religiousness for the Church, because they are not foreign groups to the Christian community, but a mentality that, being incompatible with the Catholic doctrine, can permeate ecclesial environments: “New Age ideas sometimes find their way into preaching, catechesis, workshops and retreats, and thus influence even practicing Catholics, who perhaps are unaware of the incompatibility of those ideas with the Church’s faith”. He stresses, among the main elements of the New Age, syncretism, doctrinal vagueness disguised with religious language and the lack of concepts for sin and redemption. 

f. An obstacle for ecumenism

The sects’ phenomenon represents an obstacle in the difficult path toward the search for unity among the Christians divided in confessions. In a speech to a group of Brazilian bishops John Paul II spoke directly about the “serious problem of sects that are expanding like an oil spill, threatening to destroy the faith structure of many nations”. In fact, sometimes and in some places he refers to the positive situation of ecumenical and interreligious dialogue, which only encounters difficulties and resistance in the world of sects, and is thus dissociated from Christian churches and other religious traditions. In Ecclesia in America, for instance, we can read that “it is necessary to distinguish clearly between Christian communities, with which ecumenical relations can be established, and sects, cults and other pseudo-religious movements”.

In the encyclical Redemptoris Missio, the Pope even says that the sects pose a challenge to all Christian confessions because “the expansion of these sects represents a threat for the Catholic Church and for all the ecclesial communities with which she is engaged in dialogue”

g. The Catholic incompatibility

There are many references in the papal documents to the “confusion” among the faithful caused by sects. As has already been pointed out when talking about new religiousness, the incompatibility of the new religiousness proposals with the Catholic faith is clear. Probably thinking about the attempts of “double membership” by Catholics, the Pope is categorical when asserting the following in his message about migrants: “The sects and new movements’ teachings oppose the Catholic Church’s doctrine; therefore, adhering to them means renouncing to the faith in which you were baptized and raised”.

h. Elements for judgment

The stage of “see” we have been reviewing and the “act” we will see later are clearly represented. The “judge” stage, understood not only as the assessment, but also as the illumination of the phenomenon in light of the Word of God, is a bit limited with regards to the biblical foundations for discernment, which practically comes down to the monographic document on this topic, the message for the World Migration Day of 1990, when several texts from Jesus in the Gospel were quoted. In the end, it is not a lack of treatment, but a smaller reference in terms of quantity—not superficial, certainly—to this topic.

i. The deficiencies of the Catholic Church

The deficiencies in the formation of the faith, in the living of the religiousness and popular piety deficiently Catholic, etc., are defects of the Church itself that contribute to the expansion of sects, at least, regarding the “religious exodus”. This leads us directly to the next section: what are the challenges posed by sects in the pastoral action of the Church?

4. What the sects’ phenomenon tells the Church

For John Paul II sects are, rather than a problem or threat, a pastoral challenge for the Church. Once the phenomenon has been assessed, along with its positive and negative features, Catholics cannot simply lament or condemn; rather, they must wonder about the inner reasons: why are there Catholics who abandon the ecclesial community in order to join the sects? Why do these sects as well as new religiousness, still have a certain degree of success in a world where, for the most part, the Church has arrived as institution with its missionary work? Which of the Church’s defects and deficiencies are highlighted by the sects’ action?

Thus, the Polish Pope calls sometimes for a pastoral action that “knows how to occupy the spaces where the sects act”, as he said on his trip in Brazil. When the challenges posed by the current world to the Catholic Church are listed, the sects’ phenomenon appears as one of them. Therefore, among other things, “it is vital to counteract the sects’ expansion and aggressiveness”.

This section is richer in its contents and details than the previously seen analysis (and it is what interests the Pope the most in his speeches and writings), which I will only summarize, without using any quotes, to finish my presentation. Furthermore, the description of the subsections themselves can be used as conclusions for this work.

a. Religious formation. It is the most repeated topic: a greater and better formation of the believers’ faith is necessary, both of the priests, members of religious orders and laypeople. The Pope insists on the necessity of a comprehensive teaching of the Catechism that allows believers to come to a better understanding of the Catholic faith.

b. The faith experience. Conjugating the social and the spiritual. When the Church’s mission has insisted on more human and close-to-earth issues, forgetting the spiritual dimension of the man, in the end, some of the faithful look for fountains from which to drink besides those of the Church. It is necessary to find a balance between the liturgical, prayer, and intellectual dimensions of the faith and its moral, social and political implications. 

c. Popular religiousness and piety. The Pope insists on the necessity to care for popular religiousness, a value rooted in the peoples and the hearts of so many people since it is an element of identity and with a completely religious content. It is, certainly, an antidote against sects.

d. Apostolic spirit and leadership. Sometimes John Paul II links the sects’ expansion to the lack of priests and pastoral agents. It is necessary to have trained and committed people in their missionary work. A trustworthy life testimony is needed for the leadership of the communities. 

e. Growing in communion and ecclesiality. It has been pointed out several times that sects break the “catholic unity” of certain peoples and that the Church must be a space of fraternity and communion, which must be also observed in the unity between the faithful and their legitimate shepherds (the bishops and the Pope), as well as the teaching and ecclesial discipline.

f. Open doors, welcome and love. This point is connected to the previous one: Christian communities must be welcoming places, where people feel known and loved, where barriers and exclusions of all sorts are overcome, where there is a family atmosphere in which the believer feels at ease. Besides the parishes at a local level, the new ecclesial movements can do a great service in this field.

g. Ecumenical testimony. If sects are a common challenge to divided Christians, as it was already mentioned early, it must also be an urge for the search of Christian unity. Facing the sects’ phenomenon, Christians must bear witness to a communion in the faith and in customs.

h. New Evangelization, to sum up. Worldwide, and most especially in places already evangelized but where the Gospel message has been rejected, it is necessary to re-introduce the novelty of Jesus Christ to modern man. According to our Christian faith, Jesus Christ is the answer to all men’s needs and preoccupations; he is the only Savior of all humanity.
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