
Hey, there you are, here I am, we are together again. As stated last week, it can get hard to
think of new ways to start these things out, so….what’s up?  How about that weather, huh?
Been kinda chilly this week, which I don’t mind, I’m really not ready for the oppressive heat that
we’re gonna be getting this summer.  We’re finally going to be done in Afghanistan after 20
years, which is awesome, though it just means that we’re gonna have to find a reason to invade
another country, gotta keep that military-industrial complex a-churnin’, after all.  Can’t give those
leftist weirdos an excuse to do something crazy like cutting funding to the military to invest in
useless stuff like education and science.  Actually, now that I’m saying all of this, I think this
would make a fine lesson.  Maybe in the future…..

I watch a variety of different things regularly (the YouTube algorithm has a really hard time trying
to figure out what to recommend me), and something that I have recently been watching are
videos talking about Scientology.  I went on a bit of a Scientology bender a couple of years ago,
watched all of the available episodes of Leah Remini’s docu-series about the church, and then
got distracted by other things, but it’s always something I’ve found interesting.  Don’t worry,
today’s lesson isn’t a deep dive into Scientology or any other religious/philosophical group, but it
got me thinking - what is the difference between a religion and a cult?  I mean, let’s just look at
Scientology - it considers itself a religion, has practitioners around the world, enjoys the
tax-exempt status of a religion from the US Government, but is still considered a cult by, I would
say, most people out there.  So which is it?  How do we draw the line between the two?  They all
seem to revolve around a certain set of beliefs, usually contained in a book, have designated
meeting spots, and feature prominent members of the organization delivering messages about
the faith to others in order to deepen understanding and appreciation for it.  I’ve done some
looking, talked to some people, and there are a few different takes I’ve seen on this.

The main one I hear is how many adherents the organization has - a religion has many, many
people following it, whereas a cult has relatively few.  I mean, let’s just look at the two main
religions in the world, Christianity and Islam.  According to the figures I’ve found, Christianity has
over 2 billion followers worldwide with Islam right behind at a little under 2 billion.  The next
highest following is Hinduism at a little over a billion, and the numbers drop off drastically from
there.  If you look at the numbers of organizations often considered cults, such as Scientology,
Mormonism, etc., and you’ll see a huge difference in their numbers - 16.7 million for Mormonism
and 30,000-50,000 for Scientology (Scientology says they have millions of followers, tax
documents and accounts from ex-members place the numbers at closer to what I listed earlier),
and a largely unknown number of people in various other organizations, such as The Church of
Satan, Seventh Day Adventists, Aum Shinrikyo, etc., though the numbers are probably in the
thousands to tens of thousands, at most (I saw a number for UU being about a million).  As you
can see, the “real” religions have populations that eclipse the populations of the “cults”.
So...religion status is dependent on a popularity contest, whichever gets the most followers
“wins”?  That doesn’t seem to be a very legit way to determine whether or not a spiritual path is
the most “correct”, especially since a lot of the followers are born into the faith instead of freely
choosing it for themselves.  So what’s next?



Another metric I hear to differentiate the two is age.  If a belief system has been around for a
while, ranging from at least 200 years to at least 1000 years, depending on who you ask, it
qualifies as a religion because it has withstood the passage of time and the scrutiny that comes
along with that.  If that’s the case, shouldn’t Paganism be the most “real” religion of them all, as
the practice of Paganism has existed since before any other still-existing religion out there and
still has practitioners to this very day?  Does that mean that any new group that comes into
existence due to a newer understanding or interpretation of spiritualism is automatically less
valid because it’s not as old as others?  Does it count that some religions don’t exist because
they were violently wiped out by others?  Is this just another example of “status quo” warriors
not wanting anything to threaten a core piece of their power?  Just because something is older
and has “passed the rigors of time” doesn’t mean that it’s the more valid route to take - if that
were the case, there would be no reason to abandon combustion engines and coal.

Is it all just a game of semantics, personal biases, or public perception?  Maybe a mix of one or
more of those things?  I don’t know.  No group wants to be called a cult, as it’s primarily a
pejorative term that presents the group as fanatical and without real merit (even though that
may be the best way to describe a lot of these groups). Any faith-based group wants to be
considered a religion, as it validates their beliefs and makes it easier to attract new members to
their fold, further cementing their “legitimacy” and ability to fund their activities.  So, what now,
do we consider all faith-based groups as religions now?  I mean, if you look at it, many of these
groups have a lot in common, with the main differences being size and/or age and maybe some
differences in the framing of their message.  Do we label them all as cults?  Again, they have a
lot in common, and they all share a common theme of preaching a message of having faith in
their message in return for a great reward in the end, and it seems discriminatory to place some
above others.  Once again, I don’t have a good answer for this, but it’s fun to think about.  What
do you guys think?  What are the main differences between religions and cults?  Should we call
them all the same thing?  If so, what should we call them?

Anyway, that’s all I really have for today.  This is already running a bit long, so I’ll go ahead and
wrap things up here.  Stay safe, wash your hands, stay sane (school is ALMOST out!) and I’ll be
back here next week.
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