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Dr Melton Meets
Scientology
´ Gordon Melton started his study of
Scientology in Chicago in 1964. He
was the first scholar who took
Scientology seriously and studied it
as one among several significant
and growing new religions

Bad Timing?

´ One can argue that Melton picked up a
bad time to start studying Scientology.
New religions were not taken seriously by
the academia and were often dismissed
as mere curiosities. The prevailing
orthodoxy among many scholars of
religion was that religion was declining,
and – in the famous words of
anthropologist Anthony Wallace (19232015, right) – “the evolutionary future of
religion is extinction”

A Man of the
Renaissance
´ In fact, there has not been a good
time for centuries for studying
gnostic, esoteric religions. In many
respects, Melton is what we like to
call in Italy “a man of the
Renaissance,” with global interests
and curiosities, well beyond the
conventional and the explored. And
the Renaissance was the last good
time when intellectuals could freely
explore the occult and gnostic
dimensions of spirituality

Hanegraaff and
Rejected
Knowledge
´ In his 2012 book Esotericism
and the Academy, Wouter
Hanegraaff demonstrated
how the gnostic and esoteric
currents, so crucial in
Renaissance thought, were
dismissed as “rejected
knowledge” and excluded
from academic studies by
three subsequent waves of
opposition

First Wave:
Protestantism
´ The first wave was
Protestantism, which attempted
to purify Christianity from
“Pagan” features it accused
Catholicism of keeping alive.
Most early Protestants regarded
ancient Pagan mysteries as a
form of Devil-worship, and
fought all occult and esoteric
trends in religion as Satanic

Second Wave:
Enlightenment
´ Then came Enlightenment, which
accepted religion only within the limits of
its conception of rationality, and
dismissed its occult, gnostic, or esoteric
dimensions as irrational and superstitious

Third Wave: Marxism
´ Third, in Hanegraaff’s reconstruction,
came Marxism, which was influential for
decades in Europe. Marxist scholars
connected esotericism and gnosticism
with authoritarian, right-wing politics. The
myth of this necessary connection is still
alive, despite the fact that leading
characters in modern Western
Esotericism, such as Theosophy’s Annie
Besant (1847–1933), vigorously promoted
liberal causes

Counter-Cultism
´ Protestant opposition to esoteric new
religions is still alive in Evangelical
counter-cultism. Interestingly, Melton is a
Methodist ordained elder. But it is also
true that some counter-cultists accuse
early Methodism of having promoted a
form of Protestant revivalism influenced
by Catholicism and even by the Jesuits

Anti-Cultism
´ And all forms of opposition to
esoteric-gnostic new religions
became part of secular anticultism, a phenomenon Melton
has studied in depth and has
contributed to distinguish from
Evangelical sectarian countercultism (although it is possible I was
the first to propose this distinction)

Anti-Religious Bias
´ When he started traveling to Europe, and
in conversation with scholars such as
Rodney Stark and Hanegraaff, Melton
also found in sectors of academia and
journalism a bias against religion in
general, and the idea that the birth of
new religions with global ambitions was a
thing of the past, impossible in the 20th
century

Scientology:
At the Center of It All
´ Melton realized, in the 1970s and possibly
earlier, that Scientology had a central
importance in all these discussions. Not
only was it a new, ambitious, global
religion, but many of its ideas could be
traced back to Western Esotericism and
Gnosticism

Scientology and
Western Esotericism
´ This was not obvious to all, and is still
disputed today. In my opinion, Melton’s
first crucial contribution to the study of
Scientology was to demonstrate its link
with Western Esotericism and the Gnostic
tradition

Melton and Terrin
´ Although they had only rare opportunities
to interact, this aspect of Melton’s work
parallels the studies by Italian Catholic
priest and philosopher Aldo Natale Terrin,
who has also reconstructed the
worldview of Scientology as a modern
form of Gnosticism

Western Esotericism
and New Religions
´ Melton’s insight had two important
consequences. First, it led himself, and
others, to explore and find esoteric elements
in other contemporary new religions.
Second, it proved that, contrary to a wellknown thesis of Émile Durkheim (1858–1917),
esotericism In the modern world can and
does generate structured organizations that
have all the trappings of a religion

Scientology is a
Religion
´ That led Melton to its second crucial
contribution to the study of Scientology.
He argued vigorously that Scientology is
a religion. His arguments were later
accepted by courts of law around the
world, including the Italian Supreme
Court, which in its landmark decision of
1997 largely adopted Melton’s scheme
in answering and dismissing all the usual
objections by critics of Scientology

Studying the Sea Org
´ A milestone in Melton’s study of Scientology as a
religion were his studies of the Sea Org of 1999–2001,
that he revisited in 2018. He demonstrated that
Scientology’s Sea Org is an ordered community,
similar in its essence and structure to those that exist in
Catholicism, Buddhism, and other religions

Opposition to “Cult Apologists”
´ Predictably, these conclusions did not
endear Melton to counter-cultists, anticultists, and academics with a secular antireligious bias, not to mention deprogrammers
and others hostile to Scientology. Rick Ross, a
petty criminal* who turned deprogrammer
and “cult expert,” claimed that the category
of “cult apologist” was created to criticize
Melton and his studies of Scientology,
although it was later used against many
scholars
* Before becoming a deprogrammer, Ross was
repeatedly convicted for common crimes,
including burglarizing jewelry shops

Methodological Issues

´ In fact, critics were often ill-equipped to understand the methodological issues. As Melton
noted, “unlike many new religions about which there is almost no written material, Scientology
has led to the production of a veritable mountain.” Ordering and comparing the immense
material produced by Scientology itself, anti-cult literature, and depositions in court cases, was
a monumental task that required decades of work, but gave to Melton’s studies of Scientology
unique reliability and completeness

The Devil in the Details

´ Most of Melton’s critics, such as Rick
Ross and Stephen Kent, focused on
details of L. Ron Hubbard’s biography
and the Church’s legal cases, without
considering the larger picture and
leaving unanswered questions such
as why Scientology attracted
thousands, and what are its place
and meaning within the context of
contemporary religions

Did You Say Details?

´ Even on details, critics were often wrong. Some insisted for years that Melton overlooked
the fact that Hubbard falsely claimed to have an academic degree in engineering… until
in 2018 an independent scholar called Ian Camacho published a tour-de-force study
proving that Hubbard did not claim it and even poke fun in public at those inside and
outside the Church of Scientology who did

“Cult Wars” and Scientology

´ Time does not allow to elaborate on Melton’s
larger role in the “cult wars” of the late 20th
century, of which Scientology was a central
part. Melton’s side emerged as victorious in
the academia, where anti-cult positions were
marginalized, while anti-cult stereotypes
against Scientology and other new religions
are still a part of media accounts and
popular culture, as evidenced inter alia by
actress Leah Remini’s later productions

Anti-Cultism and Violence
´ Melton is also a well-known
scholars of the relationship
between religion and violence.
He admonished that words
have consequences. For
example (my example, not
Melton’s), Scientology has
documented several recent
incidents of violence against
the Church

That these crimes happened is supported by police and court documents. Some were
perpetrated by individuals who stated they had been inspired by Remini’s TV series and
other inflammatory anti-cult materials

Scientology 2.0

´ These questions are obviously important, but what I
learn from Melton’s more than 50 years of research on
Scientology is mostly a call to go beyond a study
focused on controversies, fake news, and legal cases.
Melton never ignored the controversies, but most of
his work on Scientology centered on taking seriously its
theology and organization as an esoteric-gnostic
religion

Learning from Melton
´ As a slightly younger scholar, I
learned several fundamental lessons
from Melton’s approach to
Scientology. First, there are no
forbidden subjects in the academic
study of religion. When somebody
claims that “you should not study it,”
this is a clue that “studying it” is
indeed necessary and worthwhile

Do Not Accept to Be Bullied
´ The second lesson is that we should not accept to be bullied by counter-cultists, anticultists, or some media. They have no right to control academic research. And, if they
cross certain red lines, they should be denounced for what they are and fought back

“They” Do not Have Any Higher Moral Ground
´ Some of Melton’s harsher critics went to
Russia to support the suppression of
Scientology and incarceration of its
leaders there, which has been
denounced by the European Court of
Human Rights and the U.S. Commission
on International Religious Freedom as an
egregious violation of basic liberties and
rights. They were wined and dined by the
notorious Alexander Dvorkin, the main
instigator of the persecution of new
religious movements in Russia

Others Should Not Dictate the Agenda
´ Melton also showed that scholars
should decide their research
agenda, not others. Anti-cultists
and the media may suggest that
we focus on court cases or the
finances of Scientology, but as
scholars we may feel free to reject
these suggestions and devote our
studies to its theology, the
experience of its average
believers, or anything else of
interest to us

A New Generation of Scholars
´ This paper has been a tribute to Gordon
Melton, “man of the Renaissance” of truly
ecumenical interests, model scholar, and
example of moral integrity. He was on the
receiving end of considerable unfair
criticism and ad hominem attacks for his
study of Scientology. He may take some
comfort in the fact that young scholars are
now engaged in the kind of academic
study of Scientology he proposed long ago,
as evidenced e.g. by Donald Westbrook’s
new book on “ordinary” Scientologists
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