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As I began to try to gather some information for preparing this 
paper, I very soon realized how little material seemed to be 
available about this specific topic. After sending letters and e-mail 
messages to a number of fellow researchers around the world, I got 
many negative replies, which could more or less be summarized 
with those words which a British colleague wrote to me: "the really 
interesting answer is that the new religious movements on the 
whole don’t have any significance as far the armed forces go"! 
Actually, there seems to be no specific research about sects and 
new religious movements in the armed forces. 
There are several reasons for this absence of research, the first and 
most obvious one being the low numerical strength of most of the 
groups which could be included in such a category. In addition, the 
groups which are called "sects" or "new religious movements" 
(NRMs) constitute by no means a coherent family of religious 
groups, they are of the most varied kinds and there is no common 
denominator between all of them, except the fact that they are non 
conventional religious groups in comparison to mainstream 
religious organizations; in addition, nearly all of them were born 
either during the XIXth or during the XXth century; unfortunately, 
in some countries (including European ones), public opinion lump 
them all together, but this doesn’t make them a clearly 
circumscribed population for a scholarly research regarding the 
presence of some of their members in the miltary. Even more so 
because there is no possible legal definition of what a "sect" or 
"NRM" is: the proper approach is to see such groups as a part of a 
growing religious pluralism in our modern societies — and as a 
consequence in the armed forces too, since they tend to mirror 
developments in the societies to which they belong. Definitions: sects, cults, new religious movements 

 
The word “ sect ” was used during centuries of Christian histories for labelling 
groups organized around teachings considered to be heretical2. Those so-called 
"heretics" had been former members of the Church, and from the beginning a sect 
was defined in relationship to the Church and the doctrinal orthodoxy which the 
Church claimed to represent. The definition of sects as it was originally 
developped by the social sciences in the XXth century followed the pattern of a 
dichotomy between "Church" and "sect". Max Weber (1864-1920) and Ernst 
Troeltsch (1865-1923) developped a theory of "Church" and "sect" as contrasting 
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types of religious organizations. The Church tends to accept the existing social 
order and aspires to gather in its fold the entire society, while the sect is seen as a 
group which rejects any compromise with the established system and gathers only 
those deeply-convinced believers who volunteer for leading a life fully consistent 
with their religious beliefs — to quote only some of the characteristics found in 
those early sociological works about sectarianism. However, very soon, it 
appeared that this definition didn’t adequately cover the religious reality as seen 
in countries, like the United States, without the tradition of an established State 
Church. In his book, The Social Sources of Denominationalism (1929), Richard 
Niebuhr (1894-1962) introduced the concept of "denomination" as a kind of 
intermediate stage between Church and sect3: after the fervor of the first 
generation of believers decreases, a sect would lose somewhat its radicalism and 
accept to compromise, thus coming closer to the “ Church ” type. 
Church, sect and denomination as defined by the social sciences all clearly belong 
to the area of Christianity4 (even if some non-Christian groups have sometimes 
adopted such words for describing themselves, e.g. "Buddhist Churches of 
America", "Church of Scientology"...). But what about those groups which don’t 
derive from Christianity and are not imported. non-Christian world religions? 
American Christian authors were using the word "cult" to describe religious 
groups which they considered as having clearly moved away from the core beliefs 
of traditional Christianity: for instance, Christian Science, New Thought, 
Spiritualism, Theosophy...5 The word remained however confined to the English-
speaking world, and those same groups were described as "sects" in literature 
published in other languages. It seems that the first sociological use of "cult" was 
elaborated in 1932, in order to describe a "very amorphous, loose-textured, 
uncondensed type of social structure", putting the emphasis upon purely personal 
experience and being "the most ephemeral of all types of religious structure"6. 
Subsequently, some researchers saw cults not only from the viewpoint of their 
degree of structuration, but also as truly alternative religions, as cultural 
innovators. "While most sects follow familiar cultural patterns to a large extent, 
'cults' follow an altogether different religious structure, one foreign and alien to 
the prevalent religious communities"7. To the difference of sects, i.e. schismatic 
groups, cults in most cases "do not have a prior tie with another established 
religious body in the society in question. The cult may represent an alien 
(external) religion, or it may have originated in the host society, but through 
innovation, not fission."8  With so many words already in use, why was still the expression NRMs added to 
them — to the point that it comes to be today probably the most widely used 
among sociologists of religion? The popularity of the label NRMs in the academic 
community (although it is far from satisfactory, since "new" is by definition 
bound to become very soon outdated!9) is to a large extent due to the fact that 
words like "cults" and "sects" have become heavily loaded in common language: 
"This popular use of the term [cult] has gained such credence and momentum that 
it has virtually swallowed up the more neutral historical meaning of the term from 
the sociology of religion."10 From the 1970s, the term NRMs (or new religions11) 
became widely used, but applied to all kinds of groups, from the Jesus People to 
Eastern religious movements. It "is used to cover a disparate collection of 
organisations, most of which have emerged in their present form since the 1950s, 
and most of which offer some kind of answer to questions of a fundamental 
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religious, spiritual or philosophical nature"12. Obviously, any definition remains 
rather vague. As James Beckford observed: 
"[...] the term 'NRM' was originally applied to a plurality of freshly observed 
groups. It did not refer to any particular group in isolation from the wider 
phenomenon. This means that, in application to separate movements in isolation, 
the term is problematic: it applies more appropriately to them collectively. [...] It 
is only because a number of separate religious groups became popular among 
some young people at roughly the same time that use of the term 'NRM' can be 
defended. For it refers to them collectively — not separately."13 
However, even such a useful clarification might be put into question today, since 
some authors, in order to avoid words like "sects" and "cults", use the term NRM 
for all kinds of non conventional religious groups, including those born in the 
XIXth century. 
This is not the place to go deeper into such questions, but it was necessary to 
bring first some light about terms which are often used without trying to define 
them. Anyway, it is true that those are certainly not absolute categories: a group 
can be considered as a "sect" in some country and not in another one; for instance, 
Evangelical missionaries are sometimes seen with suspicion as dangerous sects in 
some parts of South America or Eastern Europe, which obviously is very different 
from the North American perception of those same groups; many other examples 
could be found. The inclusion of such or such group in my comments definitely 
doesn't imply any judgemental categorization: I just take as a point of departure a 
reality, i.e. that such group in such society is generally not considered as a 
conventional religious faith, and I will try to examine possible consequences from 
the perspective of armed forces and security. 
The very brief overview of definitions and the use of various terms has also 
provided an opportunity to remember that there are today in several countries, 
including Western European ones, quite heated controversies around a variety of 
unconnected NRMs. In recent years, in France as well as in Belgium, 
parliamentary reports were published, which included lists of several dozens of 
religious movements. Since armed forces are certainly not insulated from debates 
going on in the wider society, such controversies will also to some extent make an 
impact upon the way in which the military will react to this proliferation of 
religious groups. I suspect that, if I had dealt with this topic 30 years ago, our 
main concern would have been to examine how far believers in non conventional 
religious messages could adequately be accommodated in the armed forces, and 
what provisions should and could reasonably be made for those refusing to bear 
arms and claiming the right to conscientious objection. Some aspects of those 
questions remain relevant for us today, but questions will also arise which we 
wouldn't even have considered earlier in this century. I recently visited the 
Defenselink databank on the Internet, and I made a search for terms like cults and 
NRMs. My search resulted in finding several statements made in 1997 by high 
American defence officials about... new forms of terrorism! One said: "Terrorism 
has become the weapon of choice for some governments, single-issue groups and 
cults"14, while the other one (no less than U.S. Secretary of Defence William S. 
Cohen) claimed that, "as the new millenium approaches, the United States faces a 
heightened prospect that regional aggressors, third-rate armies, terrorist cells, and 
even religious cults will wield disproportionate power by using — or even 
threatening to use — nuclear, biological, or chemical weapons against our troops 
in the field and our people at home"15. No doubt that such things might happen in 
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the future, as the shocking attack against the Tokyo's subway showed in March 
1995. But a sound and realistic estimate of such potential threats should be made: 
when an article in a security periodical about "Cults, Rights and Terrorists" begins 
with comments like: "In North America, between three and ten million people are 
involved in 700 to 3,000 cults [...]. In Britain there are 500 cults, with a combined 
membership of half a million [...]", even if the article concludes with the wise 
remark that the challenge "is how to distinguish the minority of dangerous cults 
from the huge number of harmless ones, and take the necessary action without 
encroaching on every person's right to religious freedom"16, the impression which 
is nevertheless likely to linger on the mind of the readers is that any group 
labelled as cult belongs to a potentially dangerous category, unless it has been 
proven to be otherwise... One then understands better why groups are anxious not 
to be labelled as cults and why sociologists studying them show some 
understanding for such concerns. 

Armed forces and alternative religions 
 
The question of religious pluralism in the armed forces is not a new one. It is 
enough to read historical books about religion in the military in order to see that 
the presence of non conventional religious faiths gave rise to questions many 
years ago already. For instance, in Germany, from the late XIXth century, 
Seventh-Day Adventists serving in the armed forces had troubles when they 
wanted to be free from service on Saturday in order to be able to respect the 
Sabbath; and life in the military led to some difficulties for other religious 
minority groups too, for instance in war-time, because their ministers were not 
exempted from military service, and consequently had to leave their local 
communities without pastoral care17. However, it is true that most groups then 
considered as sects posed few problems to military authorities in European or 
North American countries, except for those whose pacifist beliefs prevented to 
accept any kind of military service; we should remember that conscientious 
objection in the West began as a "sacred resistance", mainly rooted in the 
Anabaptist tradition, before it took more secularized forms too18. The existence of 
this religious protest against military service led also to early attempts to 
accommodate those who refused any use of weapons19. But this paper doesn't deal 
with the historic peace churches (Mennonites, Quakers and Church of the 
Brethren), although they were also labelled as "sects" during long periods in their 
history20. The religious situation has become quite different today. While it is true that only 
a small minority of the population belongs to non-conventional religious groups, 
the religious landscape itself has become much more diverse and it is very 
unlikely that the trend toward diversity might be reversed: what we are seeing 
today is probably only a foretaste of how the future will look. Among people 
serving in the armed forces, there are not only "Christian dissenters" of various 
persusasions, but also men (and sometimes women) whose religious orientation 
has no Christian roots — and not forgetting that, in most European countries, the 
number of religiously unaffiliated people is growing21 and the influence of the 
traditional Churches has decreased22. 
The reaction toward this situation is not the same in different countries — due 
also to different historical experiences and different religious situations. Basically, 
I think that we can distinguish three types of countries:  
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1. In the United States, religious pluralism has been acknowledged as a fact in 
the armed forces for a number of years already: "The composition of the Armed 
Forces Chaplains  1998."23 For many years already, Christian Science and the 
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints had recognized agencies for 
endorsing ministers to serve in the armed forces24; in recent times, there have 
been Buddhist and Muslim chaplains ministering in the U.S. military. The list of 
the endorsing agencies is in itself quite a fascinating document to read, mirroring 
the religious diversity of the United States25, but it should be clear that it as 
nothing to do with a list of "approved theologies"26. As Captain Mel Ferguson 
(Executive Director of the Armed Forces Chaplains Board, Washington D.C.) has 
written to me: "[...] we do not make distinctions between 'major' and 'minor' or 
'minority' religious groups. Our policies dictate that we support all religious and 
ethnic religious groups, their rights and needs, under our Constitutional mandate 
of 'free exercise of religion'."27 Chaplains are recruited on a "best qualified" basis. 
"[...] there was a time that accession or recruiting quotas were established, based 
upon the size of a religious denomination, and the perceived number of military 
men and women affiliated with that denomination. However, quotas were deemed 
as unconstitutional. Today it is the practice to establish 'guidelines' for 
approximate numbers of chaplains from a particular faith group. However, the 
emphasis remains on 'best qualified' candidate for the chaplaincy."28 Of course, 
even in a religiously plural environment, such developments don't go without 
some resistence, including among chaplains themselves. "In the early 1990s, 
when the army began preparations to induct a Muslim chaplain, evangelicals at 
the Chaplain School seemed disgruntled at the prospect."29 And "opposition to 
Mormon chaplains participating in the Protestant chapel program became stronger 
in the 1980s than it had been in the 1970s."30 In the armed forces as well as in the 
wider society, growing pluralism and other similar trends are inevitably 
accompanied by some counter-reactions. But, to some extent, one can say that the 
U.S. military has a policy allowing it to accommodate nearly any group which has 
members in the military, and that the way to chaplaincy is in principle opened also 
to members of groups which would be labelled "sects" in many parts of the world. 2. In Western European countries, chaplaincy is generally provided by the 
traditional, established Churches or religions. Depending on the countries, one 
finds either Roman Catholic, Protestant and Jewish chaplains or only the first two 
confessions, or just one of them; there are Orthodox chaplains in Greece, of 
course, as well as in Finland in addition to the Lutheran ones. In a few countries, 
there are also among the Protestant army chaplains some who belong to Free 
Churches. And in the Netherlands, there are also "humanist counselors" with the 
same status as other chaplains for those soldiers not belonging to any religion31. 
The fact that other religious groups don't have chaplains has not only to do with 
the fact that those are not the traditional mainline religions, but as much at least 
with the reality that there are not enough of their faithful serving in the armed 
forces for justifying the presence of a chaplain. For instance, in Germany, the 
legal dispositions provide for 1 Roman Catholic or Protestant chaplain for each 
1,500 members of one of those religious groups. The State is open to the 
possibility of establishing chaplaincy for members of other religious groups, and 
actually approached the Jewish community as well as Free Churches already in 
the 1950s, when the current regulation on chaplaincy was being elaborated, but 
those religious groups didn't feel the need for it32. Actually, there is currently no 
other religious group reaching the quorum of 1,500 soldiers in the German 
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Bundeswehr33, and the members of those minor groups are dispersed around the 
country, which would make a ministry to them by representatives of their own 
faith quite problematic for obvious practical reasons. However, the army tries to 
facilitate the religious life of members of those smaller religious communities, 
e.g. the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints (Mormons), through granting 
them special leave and financing their travel costs in order to allow them to take 
part to their religious celebrations34. In addition, in several countries where 
military service is still compulsory, any religious community having a sufficient 
number of members can get exemption from it for at least some of its ministers. 
For instance, in Switzerland, according to the Ordinance on military exemption of 
October 1995, exemption can be granted upon simple request to any minister of 
the Federation of Protestant Churches, of some Free Churches, of the Roman 
Catholic Church and of the Old Catholic Church, but the same possibility is also 
open for any religious group counting at least 2,000 members in Switzerland; one 
of their ministers will then be exempted, and an additional one for each 800 
members more. Although an official detailed list is not available publicly, 
ministers belonging to some "sects" or NRMs have been exempted in application 
of this ordinance. It seems to me that regulations like those in Germany regarding 
chaplaincy or in Switzerland regarding exemption of military service for religious 
ministers are basically fair and non-discriminatory: they don't pass any judgement 
about what a religion should be, but they take into account in a neutral way a 
social fact, i.e. the statistical importance of a group in society and in the military, 
and draw consequences from this fact. 3. In the post-communist Eastern European countries, the problem in 
recent years was obviously first to see how religious life could be again granted 
its space in the armed forces from which it had been banned for many years. It has 
not been possible for me to conduct a proper survey of the situation in various 
post-communist countries, and they are at the beginning of their experiences with 
religious pluralism in the armed forces as well (and first of all) in their societies at 
large. Several post-communist countries (not yet all of them) grant the possibility 
of a non-military service for those people who don't want to serve in the army for 
religious reasons35. It is too early to expect clear guidelines regarding religious 
pluralism and the possibility of accommodating non conventional religious groups 
in the armed forces, even more so due to the fact that several newly active 
religious groups are the subject of heated debates and criticisms in post-
communist countries. In addition, the question of the military chaplaincy for the 
older religious minorities are not solved in several of those countries. Finally, the 
need of a kind of "reconstruction" after the sad years of communist domination is 
acutely felt in several of those countries, and if the impulse given by chaplains of 
the traditional religions in the military is sometimes seen as welcome, the 
proselytism of sects and NRMs is often see as a threat for this renewal rather than 
as a contribution to it, which creates suspicions not exactly conducive to attempts 
to accommodate them. Their status in the military will closely be associated with 
the evolution of the way they are considered in the society at large. Several questions associated with various sects and NRMs can be considered from 
the perspective of armed forces. Until recent years, in those countries where 
military service was compulsory, the refusal of the Jehovah's Witnesses to serve 
presented a permanent problem. Each year, in several countries, hundreds of 
young people who were otherwise law-abiding citizens were sent to jail due to the 
stance of political neutrality toward the State institutions required from them by 
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the teachings of their movement. The phasing out of conscription in a growing 
number of countries has contributed to solve the problem. In addition, recent 
developments in the attitude of the Witnesses themselves have created new 
possibilities; while remaining faithful to their principle of "neutrality" toward the 
world and its institutions, their doctrine allows since 1996 for a civilian service 
(as a part of national service under a civilian administration). The new 
development in their doctrine was announced in this way: 
"[...] there are lands where the State, while not allowing exemption for ministers 
of religion36, nevertheless acknowledges that some individuals may object to 
military service. In some places a required civilian service, such as useful work in 
the community, is regarded as nonmilitary national service. Could a dedicated 
Christian undertake such a service? [...] a dedicated, baptized Christian would 
have to make his own decision on the basis of his Bible-trained conscience." 
"What if the Christian's honest answers to such questions lead him to conclude 
that the national civilian service is a 'good work' that he can perform in obedience 
to the authorities? That is his decision before Jehovah. Appointed elders and 
others should fully respect the conscience of the brother and continue to regard 
him as a Christian in good standing. If, however, a Christian feels that he cannot 
perform this civilian service, his position should also be respected."37 
In France, where 7,593 Witnesses had been imprisoned between 1950 and 1992, 
the problem had already been solved shortly before; "the French authorities 
decided that, from February 1995, when a young man is called up for military 
service, and responds in writing that he has religious objections, he is to be sent a 
formal 'decision' requiring him to carry out his national service obligations in the 
manner of conscientious objectors, that is, civilian service for twenty months."38 
The 200 Witnesses still behind bars in June were released in September by 
presidential decree. In Switzerland, a popular vote in 1992 finally allowed for the 
organization of a system of civilian service, which functions since 1996 and is 
accepted by the Jehovah's Witnesses in accordance with their new standpoint; the 
administration in charge of civilian service checks with the national headquarters 
of the Jehovah's Witnesses if the candidate is actually a baptized and active 
member and, if such is the case, the request is usually granted — since it is known 
that being a member of the movement implies for a Witness to refuse military 
service. Finally, there have been very positive recent developments in Greece, 
which had been regularly criticized in reports by human rights organization 
regarding the treatment of people refusing to serve in the military; the vast 
majority of imprisoned conscientious objectors in Greece were Jehovah's 
Witnesses39. When the Special Rapporteur on religious intolerance of the 
Commission on Human Rights of the United Nations visited Greece in June 1996, 
there were 353 Jehovah's Witnesses in prison due to their refusal to serve in the 
military; due to the nature of those detainees, there had however been some 
efforts to gather as many of them as possible in a single prison in Salonica and to 
separate them from other categories of detainees40. Fortunately, in June 1997, the 
Greek Parliament adopted a law introducing the right to claim conscientious 
objector status and to perform an alternative civilian service. Although human 
rights organization like Amnesty International consider that the law doesn't go far 
enough (and "fails to recognize that conscientious objectors have the right to 
develop conscientious objection during military service"), in addition to its 
punitive length (the double time compared to military service), the Jehovah's 
Witnesses have decided to accept it. The new law has been in force since January 
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1998 and, while there are still about 200 Witnesses behind bars in Greece, they 
should all be fred before the end of the year41. 
As scholars have pointedly remarked, "the treatment of Jehovah's Witnesses in 
contemporary democracies can be viewed as an index of the liberalization of 
conscientious objection in those countries and also as a measure of the tolerance 
of a country's civic culture."42 According to Belgian human rights activist Willy 
Fautré (Human Rights Without Frontiers), the problem of conscientious objection 
for religious reasons can be considered today as solved in countries belonging to 
the European Union43. There are still problems reported in some post-communist 
Central and Eastern European countries; obviously their solution will be 
connected with the political and cultural developments in those countries and are 
not purely a military problem. 
Conscientious objection was the most often quoted question related to religious 
minority groups in the military, but there are other aspects which we should 
examine as well. As we know, members of a missionary-minded religious group 
are usually anxious to share their faith with a wider audience, and even more so 
when a group is relatively small and young, because it is then a vital necessity for 
the survival and the development of the group. And the context of the armed 
forces has the potential to provide not only the official chaplains, but also 
members of other religious groups with opportunities to get in touch with people 
they might never have met otherwise. In her excellent book about American 
Evangelicals and the U.S. military, Anne C. Loveland observes that the purpose in 
developping an activity in the armed forces was a double one: to care for the 
religious needs of Evangelical youth serving in the armed forces, but as well to 
reach other people (unchurched, non-believers, etc.); the armed forces were seen 
as a mission field44. Regarding the question of missionary activities within the 
armed forces, there has been a quite interesting recent case decided by the 
European Court of Human Rights. The case involved three military officers 
serving in the Greek Air Force and at the same time followers of a Pentecostal 
Church (definitely a group considered as a"sect" in Greece, but certainly not so in 
several other countries around the world)45. Between 1986 and 1989, all three 
"allegedly approached various airmen serving under them, all of whom were 
Orthodox Christians, and spoke to them about the teachings of the Pentecostal 
Church. In addition, two of the applicants attempted to convert a number of 
civilians." They were charged with offences of proselytism46. They were 
condemned and, finally, appealed to the European Court of Human Rights. 
Interestingly, the Court distinguished between the proselytising of the civilians 
and the proselytising of the airmen. Regarding the proselytising of the civilians, 
the Court found that the applicants were protected by Article 9 of the European 
Convention of Human Rights, according to which the right to freedom of thought, 
conscience and religion includes the right "to manifest his religion or belief"47; the 
measures taken against two of the applicants for proselytism in respect of the 
civilians were unjustified and amounted to a violation of Article 9, because "the 
civilians whom the applicants attempted to convert were not subject to pressures 
and constraints of the same kind as the airmen". Regarding the airmen, the Court 
took into consideration the fact that, while the Convention applies in principle to 
members of the armed forces as well as to civilians, "when interpreting and 
applying its rules in cases such as the present, it is necessary to bear in mind the 
particular characteristics of military life and its effects on the situation of 
individual members of the armed forces". 
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"In this respect, the Court notes that the hierarchical structures which are a feature 
of life in the armed forces may colour every aspect of the relations between 
military personnel, making it difficult for a subordinate to rebuff the approaches 
of an individual of superior rank or to withdraw from a conversation initiated by 
him. Thus, what would in the civilian world be seen as an innocuous exchange of 
ideas which the recipient is free to accept or reject, may, within the confines of 
military life, be viewed as a form of harassment or the application of undue 
pressure in abuse of power. It must be emphasised that not every discussion about 
religion or other sensitive matters between individuals of unequal rank will fall 
within this category. Nonetheless, where the circumstances so require, States may 
be justified in taking special measures to protect the rights and freedoms of 
subordinate members of the armed forces." 
Although there was no evidence that the officers had used threats or inducements, 
"it appears that they were persistent in their advances and that these two airmen 
felt themselves constrained and subject to a certain degree of pressure owing to 
the applicants' status as officers, even if this pressure was not consciously 
applied". There are no such laws like the Greek one against proselytism in other 
European countries, insofar as I know, but the considerations made by the Court 
about the special character of life in an army might certainly be invoked by 
anybody who might happen to be pressured by a military superior attempting to 
make him or her change his or her religious or ideological opinions. Actually, 
although in this case the officers belonged to a religious minority, in other cases it 
might much more likely be invoked to protect the rights of soldiers belonging to 
some non conventional religious group. 
Life in the military does certainly have consequences also for the religious 
worldview of those who pass through this experience. According to the 
observations made by Chaplain Joseph P. Rappl about the U.S. armed forces, 
"very few chaplains remain in an exclusivist position throughout their careers. 
Many chaplains move through inclusivist positions and a few begin to hold 
pluralistic views." Except probably in religiously monolithic countries, chaplains 
serving in multireligious countries or countries where there are at least two major 
Churches will be expected (although not explicitly) to tone down what might be 
divisive and thus undermine the motivation of the soldiers; in addition, they may 
also be called to facilitate the religious life and practices of people belonging to 
other Churches or religions, which would not very often be the case for most 
religious ministers in civilian life. According to the Chaplains Office of the Swiss 
Army (in which there are only Roman Catholic and Reformed chaplains48), there 
is today no more so much emphasis upon the differences between the two 
mainline Churches and chaplains are expected to work in an ecumenical spirit and 
to minister to members of both Churches if need there is49. The current 
dispositions ruling the activities of the chaplains (in force since January 1997) 
explicitly mention the possibility of celebrating ecumenical services instead of 
separate celebrations for each Church50. Such ecumenical celebrations tend more 
and more to become the rule rather than the exception: according to the 
observations made by a chaplain serving in the Swiss Army, this seems to meet 
the current expectations of most of the Swiss soldiers, who don't like to be 
separated from their fellow soldiers belonging to the other main Church when a 
religious service is celebrated. The same chaplain sees the army as a place of 
"ecumenical ferment"51. The question can however be asked about the way this 
increasingly ecumenical attitude will be felt among those people (admittedly in 
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small numbers) belonging to not ecumenically-minded religious minorities?52 
Will this lead them to put into question their exclusivist worlview, or rather 
comfort them in the view that they belong to the small flock of the elect?53 Could 
it happen in some cases that the armed forces promote a "religiously correct" 
viewpoint from which some religious groups might feel left aside? Conversely, 
can life in the army also provide for opportunities to improve understanding 
between adherents to various religious groups at a time of increasing pluralism 
and so contribute to some extent to the cohesion of society? It is certainly not 
illegitimate to ask such questions. 

A "threat" of religious "cults"? 
 
Since the armed forces are at one of the instruments of security policy, it is 
certainly not illegitimate to ask ourselves here how far it should become 
concerned with potential problems posed by a few non conventional religious 
groups (although it should always be emphasised first that most "sects", "cults" or 
"alternative religions" are peaceful groups of believers and loyal citizens). As we 
all know, since the Cold War fortunately came to its end, there has been at the 
same time a sense of relief and an uncertainty about where the threat might now 
be? After all, if there is no threat, is there still a need for armed forces? The 
continuation of conflicts or potential for conflicts in several areas around the 
world (including on the European continent) are a sufficient proof that armed 
forces are still necessary, even if they can be adjusted to a new strategic 
environment as well as to technological developments. However, one cannot deny 
that there has been in the past ten years a preoccupation about possible new 
challenges to our security. And among those new "threats", the so-called "cults" 
come into the picture too. Let's read the introductory words of an article published 
in 1997 by a free-lance author in a respected series of security studies: "most of 
the available literature on what are formally known as New Religious 
Movements, has tended to interpret them as sociological, psychological or 
theological phenomena rather than as the potentially subversive and even 
violently anti-social groups that some have now proved themselves to be. As a 
result, law enforcement authorities, governments and the general public have 
found great difficulty in accurately assessing this new threat."54 It is obvious that religious beliefs can strangely lead to the most admirable, loving 
and peace-building behaviour as well as to the most horrendous acts of violence. 
For some groups of believers, the images of warfare so commonly found in 
religious language become all too real. As Mark Juergensmeyer remarked, "those 
who want their use of violence to be morally sanctioned but who do not have the 
approval of an officially recognized government find it helpful to have access to a 
higher source: the metamorality that religion provides. By elevating a temporal 
struggle to the level of the cosmic, they can bypass the usual moral restrictions on 
killing."55 I am afraid that we will again experience in the future some tragedies 
caused by alternative religious groups, affecting either their members or a 
segment of the wider society. I think too that we should give more attention to the 
role played by religious factors in international security and that it is legitimate 
that intelligence agencies keep an eye on such developments. But I am equally 
convinced that we should be very careful when assessing informations about such 
topics, because there are a lot of fantasies circulated by amateur "experts" who 
know actually little about such groups and have never conducted serious, first-
hand and direct research in the field; and I think also that there is not a specific 
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kind of violence connected to "cults" (as if that would be a clearly-defined 
category in itself!), and that such phenomena of violence and subversion 
motivated by religious beliefs are not a category in themselves (except for the 
relative lack of knowledge about such groups which there usually is among 
security experts and creates difficulties for a sound assessment). 
However, I will briefly examine some cases of security threats posed by some 
religious sects and alternative movements, which might affect under some aspects 
the armed forces. In 1996-97, when a commission of the Belgian Parliament 
conducted an investigation about sects, which gave birth to a thick report and will 
soon result into the creation of a watching-group monitoring "harmful sects", the 
members of the commission gathered some informations from the head of the 
intelligence and security service of the Belgian armed forces (Service Général du 
Renseignement et de la Sécurité des Forces Armées [SGR]). He reported a 
"sporadic" interest toward sects by his agency, mostly in order to be able to 
determine how far a person belonging to such a group can be trusted and given 
responsabilities in the armed forces, i.e. if membership in some group (religious 
or not) may present some threat for the armed forces. According to the head of the 
SGR, the number of members of the armed forces in Belgium likely to belong to a 
sect or to maintain close relationships with such a group is insignificant; the only 
case which he could report was a military who had several members of his family 
belonging to the Church of Scientology56. It is likely that investigations in several 
other countries would lead to similar conclusions. It is true that the first and main 
immediate risk for the armed forces would be the infiltration of people with 
subversive intentions who might get into the armed forces either for gaining a 
know-how or for reachings positions where they might use their power for the 
benefit of the group to which they belong. Such a group would probably also try 
to infiltrate not only the armed forces, but other State institutions as well. It is 
well-known that, in the 1970s, the private intelligence service of the Church of 
Scientology managed to gain access to some U.S. government offices and copied 
illegally thousands of documents from their files, before the FBI discovered what 
was going on and intervened57. So it cannot be ruled out that some group might 
attempt to conduct a similar operation at some point, even possibly one directed 
toward some section of the armed forces. However, there should be some major 
interest of the group in entering into such a risky venture; regarding the case 
which I have just mentioned, the aim of Scientology was not to take over power, 
but to gather intelligence regarding actions felt by the movement as threats, first 
of all investigations conducted by the Internal Revenue Service. In addition, in 
such groups with a rather high turnover rate, there is a permanent risk that one of 
the members involved in such an operation might defect from the group and blow 
it up. It remains true that the risk that a group with potentially dangerous aims 
might infiltrate people at a low-key position, but close to highly-placed persons 
and thus gain access to some sensitive information cannot be ruled out. Attention 
to the background of external consultants providing computer systems should also 
be given. But it is not a problem specific to religious groups, and in most cases 
adequate security measures and controls should allow to counter such attempts (if 
they happen). And that shouldn't turn into an hysteria where any member of a non 
conventional religious group in a sensitive position would be seen as a potential 
infiltrator! Another potential is violent action by a religious group convinced to have some 
mission to fulfill and whose members might try to get the necessary technical 
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knowledge in the armed forces, or to use violent means against the armed forces 
as a symbol of the hated State. Events like the bombing in Oklahoma City have 
shown what can happen58. It must be noted that, for reasons which cannot be 
discussed in detail here, there seem to be more sects prone to violent activism in 
the United States than in Europe. A number of radical religious groups have 
developped strange theological views mixing religious ideas, conspiracy theories 
and calls for militant action; sometimes, it goes beyond rhetoric59. One of the 
most obvious exemples of groups with such dangerous potentialities is presented 
by some of the racist "Identity Churches"60; although there are a few adherents to 
such theories here and there outside the United States, it remains mostly an 
American phenomenon, at least in its violent manifestations. Of course, such 
groups should be and are monitored by law-enforcement agencies. Often, those 
groups proclaim quite openly what their goals are (and it would be enough to land 
their leaders in jail in countries where there is not the same respect for free speech 
as in the United States). Sometimes, some of their members turn to criminal 
behaviour. It is interesting to remark that according to the conclusions of a 
research paper written in 1996 by a student at the U.S. Marine Corps Command 
and Staff College, right-wing extremists and hate-motivated groups (some of 
whom, but not all, are connected to fringe religious ideologies) are trying to 
recruit active-duty military personnel for several reasons, including their know-
how and their access to weapons and munitions ("inside" points of contact for 
possible thefts)61. It is, however, a milieu which is relatively clearly identified — more dangerous 
would be security threats coming from unexpected corners, from small groups 
which had never been noticed before as a potential danger. But there have been 
few such cases until now: Aum Shinrikyo was being suspected of using violence 
against opponents or dissidents, David Koresh had already shown a violent 
behaviour against a competing leader, etc. Probably any indication of tendency to 
violence or interest for firearms by a leader of such a group should be considered 
as a warning signal. On the other hand, one must admit that it is more difficult to 
interpret correctly the possible practical consequences of a religious discourse: 
especially when it comes to millenial theory, even predictions about imminent, 
major disasters and turmoils should not always be understood in a literal way: 
there are people who announce that the world will end tomorrow and cultivate the 
most grandiose perspectives about the soon-to-come new world order while 
remaining quiet and law-abiding taxpayers! There is a latent and permanent risk 
that some millenarian groups, maybe totally unknown even from most experts, 
turn tomorrow into violent action in order to make their prophecies come true. In 
some cases, it might be prevented; in other cases, no. 
The Japanese Aum Shinrikyo case is at this point the best (or worst!) exemple of a 
group which had people of the armed forces among its members and which 
engaged into serious criminal and subversive activities62. As you know, Shoko 
Asahara had no less dream than to rule Japan and already organized the leadership 
of the group on the pattern of the ministries of the future, Aum Shinrikyo-led 
governement of Japan. The Tokyo subway gas attack of March 20, 1995, is well-
known enough to dispense me to tell again the story; it should just be mentioned 
that it was not the first attempt of Aum Shinrikyo people at using biological or 
chemical weapons (for instance they had tried to spread anthrax virus in the 
streets of Tokyo in 1993), fortunately not always with success, and even the 
March 1995 attack might have be much more disastrous, had it been better 
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conceived63. Of special interest to us here is the fact that Aum Shinrikyo had 
recruited a number of members of the Japanese Self-Defence Forces (SDF). 
According to a book written by two Western investigative journalists well-
acquainted with the Japanese world, Aum Shinrikyo had recruited up to forty 
active-duty members of the SDF, plus a few dozens veterans, which is not 
insignificant for a group which probably had no more than 10,000 members in 
Japan. A first lieutenant in an anti-tank helicopter unit allegedly stole"an 
impressive array of classified military documents", including a training manual 
about special weapons64. It is however not certain that Aum Shinrikyo 
deliberately tried to recruit people belonging to the SDF65: it might be that the 
group just seized the opportunities provided by some of those converts. Another 
aspect of the activities of Aum Shinrikyo which should be mentioned here is the 
connection which the group developped with Russia in the 1990s, converting 
actually more people in Russia than in Japan. "Most informed sources point out 
that the main role in establishing Russia'a contacts with Aum and its penetration 
into Russia belonged to Oleg Lobov, the then Secretary of the Security Council 
[...]."66 And Aum also tried to buy in Russia some of the material which it needed. 

Conclusion: armed forces and religious pluralism 
 
At the core of all the topics discussed in this paper lies the fundamental question 
of how to face a growing religious pluralism. It is not necessarily a matter of the 
number of people involved in alternative religious practices (which, by the way, 
may become at least in part more and more mainline), but the multiplication of 
religious paths available on the market, which has direct consequence for the life 
in the military, since it is a mirror of changes in the society to which it belongs. 
The need to adjust to religious pluralism is not felt as acutely everywhere: in 
Switzerland, in 1997, the Commission for Coordinated Chaplaincy decided that it 
was not necessary to develop guidelines regarding the attitude toward "foreign 
world religions", since the chaplains are supposed to be able by themselves to 
know how to behave adequately. When asked about possible problems around 
non conventional religions, the person in charge of the Swiss Office for 
Chaplaincy at the Ministry of Defence told me that he could not remember any 
such problem in recent years, and so there is no need felt to train the chaplains for 
facing such situations. Probably the feeling would be similar in some other 
European countries. By contrast, in the United States (a much more religiously 
and ethnically diverse country, there is no doubt about it), there are clear 
directives of the Department of Defense about "accommodation of religious 
practices in the military" (the current ones edicted in 1988)67. They provide 
guidelines "to promote standard procedures for resolving difficult questions", 
while admitting that "in view of the different mission requirements of each 
command, individual consideration of specific requests for accommodation is 
necessary". Obviously, in any army, the main concern of a commander regarding 
religious matters should be to accommodate them insofar it is reasonable and 
possible, and to avoid differentiating between members of mainline Churches and 
non conventional religious groups. But the attitude in the military will be influenced not only by the individual views 
of such or such commander, but at least as much and even more by developments 
in the wider society. If the topic of "sects" has been included in the programme of 
this conference, it is probably due at least in part to the discussions, media reports 
and controversies around sects in several European countries during the past few 
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years. And if those discussions derive sometimes from legitimate concerns about 
the dubious activities of a few sects, they reflect also to some extent the 
uneasiness which is felt in our societies about the increasing presence of new, 
unknown religious messages. 
 
 


