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One aspect of religious demise that deserves greater attention among scholars 
involves cases wherein the dissolution of the religious group is a direct result 
of state actions of social control. I am not referring to cases in authoritarian 
regimes where religions are forced to register with the state, face government 
monitoring and surveillance, or risk censorship, arrest, or bans as illegal 
organizations (e.g., Russia, China, Iran). Rather I am referring here to cases 
where state actions lead to demise in Western-style democracies that have 
legislative guarantees and traditions of religious liberty and freedom of belief. 
Despite these legal and historical protections, minority religions often still face 
unequal treatment and even state repression (Finke, Mataic and Fox 2017; Grim 
and Finke 2011; Kirkham 2013; Sarkissian 2015). In some cases, authorities 
may attempt to circumvent the guarantees of religious liberty by declaring that 
nontraditional or new religious movements (NRMs) aren’t “real” religions. By 
brandishing the socially threatening label of “cult,” actions taken by the state 
may ignore or trample on religious rights based on the premise that NRMs 
are pseudo-religions (Anthony and Robbins 1992, 2004; Palmer 2011a: 47). 
Or the state may be suspicious of “sectarian deviance” seeing groups such as 
impediments to rational thought and civic ideals (Beckford 2004; Luca 2004: 
67). As a consequence, various social control actions by the state may result 
in what Richardson (1985) calls the “deformation” of religious communities.

Authorities in democratic states may take a range of actions that fall within 
the rule of law that can weaken, debilitate, or destroy a targeted religious 
group. These might include measures such as conducting a government 
audit or launching investigations into alleged financial or tax fraud 
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(Palmer 2011a: 69–70; Passas 1994; Richardson 1992). Regulatory authorities 
may decide to probe putative zoning or land-use violations, some involving 
water and environmental statutes (Cookson 2003; Gordon 1987; Introvigne 
2004; Palmer 2010, 2011a). Sometimes authorities will conduct investigations 
into a religious group’s labor and employment practices, particularly in 
communal groups where members provide unpaid labor in return for housing, 
food, and healthcare (Gregory 1993; Richardson 1988). In cases where 
members from foreign countries travel to join a religious community, state 
officials may use immigration laws as a tool to investigate a group (Gordon 
1987). The legal costs associated with any of these kinds of investigations may 
be substantial, including hiring attorneys, paying court fees, or incurring 
possible fines for regulatory infractions. The resulting expenses can severely 
hamper or even bankrupt a modest size group with limited resources. If 
investigations are picked up by the press, the adverse publicity can have 
serious repercussions for the group in terms of public relations, damaging the 
organization’s sustainability, even when there is no criminal activity uncovered 
in the eventual determination of alleged improprieties.

In France, for example, following the tragic mass suicides/homicides by the 
Order of the Solar Temple in 1994, the French National Assembly voted to 
establish a commission to investigate the sect phenomenon and soon issued 
the infamous Guyard List, a blacklist of 173 suspicious sectes (Palmer 2011a). 
Any NRMs appearing on the list were labeled “subversive” and targeted by 
police who searched their offices, seized computers and files, interrogated 
staff, and arrested leaders. Groups that previously had congenial relations 
with their neighbors and communities found themselves disenfranchised and 
barred from participation in customary public activities. Rental contracts with 
hotels for conferences were cancelled, NRM-owned businesses boycotted, and 
service contracts dropped. Professionals and laborers alike lost their jobs or 
were denied promotions (Wright and Palmer 2018: 626).

Within a few years, the entire French government became engaged in a 
campaign to combat the secte problem. To say this approach was unique in 
international policy would be an understatement. According to French scholar 
Etienne Ollion (2013: 122), “only in France would a policy against cults receive 
a specific and widely used name: la lutte contre les sectes (a War on Sects).” 
With the passage of the About-Picard law in May 2001, the state created new 
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criminal categories, including the “abuse of weakness” (abus de faibless), which 
was used to penalize practices or actions by NRM leaders (gourous) toward 
vulnerable followers. The new law also introduced the concept of mental 
manipulation (manipulation mentale), a French rendition of the discredited, 
pseudo-scientific notion of “brainwashing.”

In some countries, new religions have been prosecuted for alleged “medical 
fraud” and “psychological abuse.” In 1965 the Church of Scientology in 
Melbourne was raided and members prosecuted for violating the Psychological 
Practices Act, a law passed specifically targeting the Scientology practice of 
“auditing,” which officials believed was promoting medical fraud (Doherty 
2014, 2015). Legislators in Victoria subsequently passed the 1968 Scientology 
Prohibition Act which banned the practice of Scientology altogether and 
outlawed possession of its instruments and materials.

In Belgium, a parliamentary inquiry commission was created in 1996 to 
“work out a policy against sects and the dangers they allegedly pose(d) to 
people, particularly minors” (Fautre 2004: 114). In April 1997, the Belgian 
parliamentary commission issued a 660-page report identifying 189 suspect 
religious sects. The report raised concerns about the alleged illegal practice of 
medicine (alternative doctrines, practices, and teachings concerning health), 
tax fraud, alternative or esoteric methods of education, and other potentially 
harmful sectarian activities.

A particularly effective tactic of state control over new religions has involved 
investigations of child abuse allegations made by anticult organizations, ex-
members, and/or concerned relatives (Palmer 2011b; Palmer and Hardman 
1999; Richardson 1999; Wright and Palmer 2016; Wright and Richardson 
2011). Researchers have seen the pattern of child abuse allegations increases 
dramatically in the wake of new child protection laws and policies following 
what Phillip Jenkins (1998) calls the “Child Abuse Revolution” in the late 1970s 
and 1980s. Research shows that organized opponents of new or nontraditional 
religions seized political opportunities and exploited perceived threats of 
child abuse to effectively mobilize state agents and sympathetic media in a 
coordinated campaign to assail groups labeled “cults.” Claims-making and 
lobbying efforts by organized opponents exaggerated threats of child abuse in 
minority religions. Why was this significant? One critical impact of the child 
abuse revolution was the mandated state response to such allegations. Under 
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new state laws, the weight of child protection now fell more heavily to the 
state. Consequently, even the mere accusation of child abuse was sufficient to 
impel state action. Anticult organizations and allied opponents seized upon 
these new political opportunities and threats as NRMs became “soft targets” in 
new child-saving campaigns. Lacking institutional allies, NRMs faced greater 
difficulty in defending themselves against charges of child abuse in a politically 
charged climate of child victimization. According to Richardson (1999: 175), 
“the new situation … led to a dramatic increase in accusations of child abuse 
leveled against minority religions.”

The narrative of “cult child abuse” was a powerfully resonant trope in the 
backdrop of a moral panic about “threatened children” (Best 1990; Richardson 
1999; Richardson and Introvigne 2007). The state was required to investigate 
any allegation of child abuse and when combined with the putative threat of a 
“dangerous cult” resulted in the increased likelihood that a routine investigation 
by authorities would be elevated to a police raid (Wright and Palmer 2016).

Indeed, in an ongoing study of government raids on minority religious 
communities in nineteen Western-style democracies over a period of 
seven-plus decades, Wright and Palmer (2016, 2018) found a select number 
of cases in which the impact of the state’s actions resulted in the demise or 
dissolution of the religious group. I refer here to a subset of seven cases out of 
149 documented raids. While the number is small, these cases illustrate how 
forces exogenous to the group can lead to religious demise. There are certainly 
other exogenous forces we could identify as catalysts of religious demise (war, 
genocide, territorial expansion, wholesale conversion to intruding missionary 
religion, etc.), but here I want to focus specifically on the aggressive and 
coercive actions of the state.

A brief overview of the seven cases of religious demise found in the Wright 
and Palmer study is provided below. These cases include the Branch Davidians, 
the United Nuwaubian Nation, the Yearning for Zion Ranch (a satellite 
community of the Fundamentalist Latter Day Saints), Horus, the Center for 
Teaching Biodynamism, Mandarom, and Amour et Misericorde. In each of the 
cases, the groups were targeted by state raids which resulted in their dissolution. 
I have separated the cases by country; three cases in the United States are 
covered first and differ from those in France because of the latter’s unique policy 
of a “War on Sects.” The French raids are all a result of state-sponsored anticult 
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agencies tasked with monitoring new or nontraditional religions. There is no 
such parallel in the United States, though independent, third-party anticult 
movement organizations have had an outsize influence on state agencies.

Branch Davidians

On February 28, 1993, the US Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco and Firearms (ATF) 
carried out a massive raid on a small Seventh Day Adventist sect known as 
the Branch Davidians near Waco, Texas (Wright 1995). The federal raid on 
the Branch Davidian religious community was the “largest enforcement effort 
ever mounted by ATF and one of the largest in the history of law enforcement” 
(US Department of Treasury 1993: 134). The raid was undertaken with the 
intent to serve search and arrest warrants for its leader, David Koresh, alleging 
that he and others had violated federal firearm laws. However, the raid was 
poorly planned as eighty members of the ATF’s Special Response Team (SRT), 
which had trained at a nearby military base, Fort Hood, were determined to 
execute a “takedown” of the group (Wright 2005). A shootout ensued, and 
four ATF agents and six Branch Davidians were mortally wounded. In the 
wake of the failed raid, the FBI’s Hostage Rescue Team (HRT) was called to 
Waco to take control of the incident which had now become a standoff. The 
standoff continued for fifty-one days as negotiators attempted to persuade 
barricaded sect members to surrender. FBI negotiators had some success; 
thirty-five sect members left Mount Carmel during the standoff, including a 
number of children. But as the siege wore on, the HRT’s tactical commander 
grew impatient with negotiations and pressured FBI leadership and the 
Attorney General to use force to end the standoff. A deep rift developed 
between negotiators and the tactical units. The negotiators pointed to success 
in persuading some sect members to leave and lobbied the FBI Command 
Center in Washington to stay with peaceful negotiations. In the end however, 
the tactical unit prevailed. On the fifty-first day, the FBI launched a dangerous 
CS gas assault on the Davidian settlement using 29-foot, 52-ton M60 Combat 
Engineering Vehicles to breach the buildings. The military tanks effectively 
collapsed the structures driving the barricaded sect members into the back of 
the building where most of the children were gathered. There were no windows 
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or ventilation to allow escape of the CS in this area of the building. After six 
hours of CS gas insertion and relentless tank assault, a deadly fire broke out 
killing seventy-six men, women, and children.

A congressional investigation later condemned the federal siege as an 
egregious overreach of law enforcement and openly criticized the manner 
in which the operations were carried out. Regarding the ATF investigation 
that served as the rationale for the initial raid, the congressional committees 
concluded that the affidavits filed in support of the warrants were filled with 
false and misleading statements. Moreover, the committees concluded that the 
raid was entirely unnecessary and that David Koresh could have been arrested 
when he was away from the property, thus avoiding endangering the lives of 
the other residents at Mount Carmel.

The ATF’s investigation of the Branch Davidians was grossly incompetent. 
It lacked the minimum professionalism expected of a major Federal law 
enforcement agency. While the ATF had probable cause to obtain the 
arrest warrant for David Koresh and the search warrant for the Branch 
Davidian residence, the affidavit filed in support of the warrants contained 
an incredible number of false statements. The ATF agents responsible 
for preparing the affidavits knew or should have known that many of the 
statements were false.

David Koresh could have been arrested outside the Davidian compound. 
The ATF chose not to arrest Koresh outside the Davidian residence and 
instead were determined to use a dynamic entry approach. In making this 
decision ATF agents exercised extremely poor judgment, made erroneous 
assumptions, and ignored the foreseeable perils of their course of action. 
(Investigation into the Activities of Federal Law Enforcement Agencies toward 
the Branch Davidians 1996: 3).

The congressional investigative committees were equally harsh in their 
condemnation of the FBI’s actions at Waco. Specifically, they castigated the 
FBI/HRT for its use of CS gas in the final assault, noting the possible lethal 
effects, especially on young children, pregnant women (of which there were 
several), and the elderly.

The CS riot control agent assault on April 19 should not have taken place. 
The possibility of a negotiated end to the standoff presented by Koresh 
should have been pursued even if it had taken several more weeks. …
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CS riot control agent is capable of causing immediate, acute and severe physical 
distress to exposed individuals, especially young children, pregnant women, the 
elderly, and those with respiratory conditions. In some cases, severe or extended 
exposure can lead to incapacitation. Evidence presented to the subcommittees 
show that the use of CS riot control agent in enclosed spaces, such as the bunker 
area, significantly increases the possibility that lethal levels will be reached and 
the possibility of harm significantly increases. …(t)he presented evidence does 
indicate that CS insertion into the enclosed bunker, at a time when women and 
children were assembled inside that enclosed space, could have been a proximate 
cause of or directly resulted in some or all of the deaths attributed to asphyxiation 
in the autopsy reports (Investigation into the Activities of Federal Law Enforcement 
Agencies toward the Branch Davidians, 1996: 4).

The Branch Davidian community at Mount Carmel was effectively 
extinguished by the 1993 federal siege. The government has steadfastly 
maintained that the Branch Davidians committed mass suicide. But there is ample 
evidence of government misfeasance (Wright 2009) and egregious violations 
of established hostage-barricade protocols by the FBI’s Hostage Rescue Team 
(Wright 1999) that cast grave doubts on the mass suicide thesis. Only a handful 
of sect members survived. Though all nine Davidians who faced the more 
serious charges of murder were acquitted, five were convicted of lesser charges, 
including aiding and abetting the voluntary manslaughter of federal agents. Eight 
Branch Davidians were convicted on firearms charges; nine were sentenced to 
prison. As of July 2007, all of the sect members had been released from prison. 
Others not formally charged with crimes scattered or were deported. Some 
lifelong Davidian survivors died in the intervening years (Catherine Matteson, 
Bonnie Haldeman, Mary Belle Jones). Many of those who died in the fire had no 
immediate family living and were not afforded a burial plot by the city of Waco. 
In a final show of humiliation, the remains of these deceased sect members were 
buried in a pauper’s grave (Wright and Palmer 2016: 249).

United Nuwaubian Nation

On May 8, 2002, the FBI executed a massive paramilitary raid on the United 
Nuwaubian Nation, a Black Nationalist community located in rural Georgia. 
The state raid was planned and carried out as a spectacular show of force. 
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Three armored vehicles accompanied by over 300 agents from the FBI, ATF, 
and the local Putnam County sheriff ’s office burst past guards and rammed 
through the flimsy painted obelisks that formed the front of the community 
known as Tama Re. The raid was predicated on charges of child molestation 
and racketeering. The invading army of police expected to face a heavily armed 
“cult.” They found instead only a few guns legally registered: no stockpile of 
illegal weapons, no munitions. No weapons charges were filed against the 
group despite media reports trumpeting the dangers of the cult (Palmer 2010).

The group was founded by Dwight York (Dr. Malachi York to his followers) 
in Brooklyn, New York. York’s spiritual organizations began in 1967 but went 
through multiple incarnations and name changes. The United Nuwaubian 
Nation first came into existence in 1993. It was in this year that the group sold 
its property in Brooklyn and moved to Georgia. They purchased a building 
for their headquarters in Athens and bought 473 acres of land in Putnam 
County near the town of Eatonton. York had created a highly eclectic religion 
borrowing from Nation of Islam, the Black Hebrews, the Five Percenters, the 
Yamassee Amerindians, and even some UFO beliefs. The property in Putnam 
County was named Tama Re and displayed Egyptian themes, with a 40-foot 
pyramid among other things. York claimed Tama Re as a sacred land—a 
safe haven for all black people in the impending apocalypse. It functioned as 
pilgrimage site for African Americans of modest means (Palmer 2010: 71–4).

The inevitable conflict between Black Nationalists from New York with odd 
religious beliefs and the largely white, rural Southern bible-belt residents of 
Putnam County, Georgia, developed almost immediately. Initially, conflicts 
centered on zoning and building permits for the construction on Tama Re. 
Another source of conflict was the Savior’s Day festival which drew crowds of 
thousands of black supporters. Local media coverage was not favorable, to say 
the least. Tensions mounted with locals calling for the Nuwaubians to move 
back to Brooklyn and York calling white people “the Devil” and suggesting the 
Caucasians go home to Europe.

The most serious allegations against York pertained to child molestation and 
sex abuse. Accusations were lodged by former members who contacted Putnam 
County Sheriff ’s office anonymously. The sheriff launched an investigation and 
contacted the FBI. The raid and subsequent custodial detention of Nuwaubian 
children produced no forensic or medical evidence of sexual abuse. Nonetheless, 
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York was arrested and charged with an array of child molestation crimes. The 
trial produced enough evidence based on testimonies of ex-members to convict. 
York was convicted of child molestation and racketeering and sentenced 
to 135 years in federal prison. The racketeering (RICO) charges allowed the 
government to seize the Tama Re property. The Nuwaubian community is 
largely dissolved with a small number still communicating online.

Yearning for Zion Ranch

The Yearning for Zion Ranch (YFZ), a satellite community of the Fundamentalist 
Latter Day Saints (FLDS), was founded in 2004 near the small town of Eldorado, 
Texas. The site was in a remote part of West Texas where the group believed 
they would encounter little resistance or interference. It was envisioned as a 
vanguard community where only the most committed followers at the FLDS 
base community in Colorado City, Arizona would be invited to reside. FLDS 
leader Warren Jeffs, it was later learned, chose this site to expand his practice of 
polygamy to include underage girls. Though the FLDS under the leadership of 
Warren’s father, Rulon Jeffs, had moved toward older ages for women marrying 
(Bradley 1993: 100), the younger Jeffs intended to reverse this trend. Largely 
through the dogged actions of organized opponents, allied with the local sheriff ’s 
office and state agents, a raid on the YFZ property was planned and executed on 
April 3, 2008 (Wright and Richardson 2011). A joint task force of five Texas state 
and county law enforcement agencies, accompanied by the Department of Family 
and Protective Services (DFPS), laid siege to the YFZ ranch that was now home to 
over 800 members of the FLDS. Jeffs (who was already in custody) and ten senior 
leaders of the community were charged with sexual abuse and other related 
charges (Wright and Richardson 2014: 86). Jeffs was convicted and sentenced to 
life plus twenty years. The other defendants received sentences ranging from six 
years to seventy-five years. All 439 children at the ranch were taken into state 
custody, the largest state custodial detention of children in US history.

While the courts remanded the children back to the parents, the District 
Court orders for state supervision were extraordinarily intrusive and 
unprecedented. The DFPS was given access to the residence of each child for 
unannounced home visits that could include medical, psychological, or psychiatric 



The Demise of Religion164

evaluations (Schreinert and Richardson 2011: 253). The state’s custodial 
supervision of the FLDS children, however, was only a prelude to broader actions.

In April 2014, the state of Texas seized the YFZ property after a court 
granted a request for asset forfeiture. Under Texas law, authorities can seize 
property that was used to commit or facilitate certain criminal conduct. At 
the time that the State Attorney General filed a request for forfeiture in 2012, 
the YFZ property was valued on the tax roll at over $33 million. The property 
was later auctioned off by the state. Some of the YFZ members returned to the 
main community in Arizona, but parents with young children were required 
to remain in Texas for an indefinite period.

******

The following four cases all took place in France. As alluded to earlier, France 
is unique because it is the only Western democracy with an official policy 
of a “War on Sects” (la lutte contre les sects). Consequently, these religious 
communities were targeted and criminalized precisely because they were new 
or nontraditional religions.

Horus

Horus was a New Age farming community located near La Coucourde, 
France. The formal name of the community was the International Center 
for Parapsychology and Scientific Research of the New Age. The Center was 
founded in 1989 by Marie-Therese Castano, a 44-year-old Basque widow. Ms. 
Castano was a former real estate broker and radio show host who often featured 
arcane or esoteric subjects. Through organizing conferences on spiritual 
perspectives regarding ecology, medicine, and personal growth, she acquired a 
following of about 100, mostly women. Eventually, she and fifty friends bought 
35 hectares of land in the south of France to start the community, each paying 
into an equal share. Most of the members held outside jobs and the community 
sponsored workshops in the summer (Palmer 2011a)

According to Palmer (2011a: 130), Ms. Castano gained a reputation as a 
healer and over time was believed by her followers to be the reincarnation of 
Queen Nefertiti. Under her leadership, the community embarked on the study 
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of ancient esoteric methods of farming and animal husbandry. She launched 
breeding experiments where fruits and fowl were grafted onto “pure” or more 
ancient regional forms. Horus was dubbed the “Findhorn of France,” after the 
utopian, spiritual community in Scotland. Horus gained a reputation for its 
remarkable production of enormous vegetables without the use of fertilizers. 
Palmer (2011a: 131) describes it as “a community of craftswomen—weavers, 
potters and agronomists—who made cheese, yogurt, and wine from their 
vineyard to sell in the local markets.”

Horus became a target of state monitoring after Castano began claiming that 
fertilizers and pesticides were unnecessary for farming based on her esoteric 
practices. News reports began labeling Castano as a gourelle (a female guru). 
The first raid on the group occurred as early as 1991, predating the Guyard List. 
It is not clear what actions authorities took after the initial raid. It wasn’t until 
1995 that the Center appeared on the notorious list noir. Evidently, anonymous 
complaints were sent to government officials. Horus became the target of a state 
raid in February 1996 on the suspicion that the group was engaged in the “illegal 
practice of medicine,” a criminal charge in France. Horus was raided a third 
time in June 1997 and Castano was arrested. Facing the prospect of perpetual 
state harassment, Castano announced the dissolution of the Center in 1997. 
She was put on trial in 1999 with two other leaders. The plaintiffs in the case 
were officials with UNADFI (National Union of Associations for the Defense 
of Family and Individual), a powerful state-sponsored anticult organization. 
Ms. Castano was convicted of “non-assistance to a person in danger,” a result 
of treating ill members with alternative healing practices rather than referring 
them to conventional medical treatment. Castano’s colleagues were convicted 
of “illegal practice of medicine.” The defendants were sentenced to two years in 
prison with one year awarded for time served in pre-trial detention. The court 
ordered the Center closed and it was prohibited from reopening in the future. 
Horus was effectively dissolved by the actions of the state.

Mandarom

Between 1994 and 2001, Mandarom was the target of no less than four 
government raids, each motivated by a different deviance claim. Mandarom 
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was one of the NRMs placed on the Guyard List and was referred to by the 
media as “the most dangerous secte in France” (Palmer 2011a: 34). The Holy 
City of Mandarom was an eclectic, Hindu-style ashram in the French Alps, 
founded by a Frenchman, Gilbert Bourdin, known as Hamsah Manarah to his 
followers. Members practice the path of Aumism, which they believe unites all 
world religions in a mission of peace.

Palmer observes that the “fierce intolerance of the French authorities toward 
Mandarom throughout the 1990s” might be explained “as a reaction to the 
group’s flagrant display of alien religious symbols or an aesthetic revulsion to 
Mandarom’s pious display of art” (2011a: 34). This included an onion-shaped 
dome of the Lotus Temple, statues of Buddha, and the Cosmic Christ, reaching 
high into the mountain skies. The statues were seen as an eyesore to communities 
in the surrounding environs of the beautiful French Alps. The effort to have them 
removed was led by a local environmental organization, the Verdun Protection 
Association (VPA). In the end, the VPA prevailed as authorities determined that 
Mandarom lacked proper permits to build the statues.

Multiple raids were executed by French gendarmerie for inspection of 
the temples, tax fraud, child abuse, and finally demolition of the statues. The 
most serious charge was child abuse. Bourdin was arrested and convicted 
on the charge of sexual abuse of a minor, though the trial testimony was 
highly problematic. Bourdin and his followers argued that the charge was 
manufactured by organized opponents, a claim that has some support 
(Introvigne 2004; Palmer 2011a: 33–55; Wright and Palmer 2016: 209–12). To 
the previous point, when defense attorneys asked the alleged victim in trial 
if Bourdin had any distinguishing marks on his body that she could recall, 
the woman said no. The court record shows that the defense attorney had 
Bourdin remove his shirt to reveal that he was covered with tattoos. It didn’t 
matter in the end, however. Bourdin was depicted a secte leader and he was 
convicted and imprisoned. The raids and the incarceration of Bourdin severely 
diminished the community.

In January 2010, Mandarom won a temporary reprieve when the state 
recognized it as valid religion. But litigation of the land use continued until 
2014 when the Verdun Protection Association won a settlement of 30,000 euros 
in a judgment against Mandarom that ordered an environmental assessment 
conducted on the property. In 2018, another decision by the French court 
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ordered Mandarom leaders to pay 70,000 euros in damages and legal fees; they 
were given six months to restore the property to its natural condition. The 
group lacks such funds and is facing a crisis. The case is now in appeal to 
the Cour de Cassation and the future of the religious community is in serious 
jeopardy. In this regard, Mandarom has not ended in the same sense as the 
other cases, but it is certainly debilitated and at risk of dissolution.

Center for the Teaching of Biodynamism

On February 22, 2011, seventy armed police from CAIMADES (French 
paramilitary police) laid siege to the Center for the Teaching of Biodynamism in 
Nyons, France. The Director, Sophie Berlamont, and four of her assistants were 
arrested and taken into custody. The rationale for the raid was that Berlamont and 
her staff were suspected of “potential sectarian activity” and of “overcharging for 
training sessions” (Wright and Palmer 2016: 214). Berlamont was later charged 
with abus de faiblesse (abuse of weakness), a criminal charge in France.

Sophie Berlamont was a distinguished physiotherapist who worked in a 
hospital in Montpelier before moving to Nyons. She specialized in women’s 
health problems, primarily involving pregnancy, menopause, and sexual 
dysfunctions. After a divorce, Berlamont purchased a house and vineyard 
overlooking the Nyons valley. She created the Centre for the Teaching of 
Biodynamism in 2007 which offered courses that culled elements from Chinese 
medicine, reflexology, and Quanrique medicine. Over a period of fifteen years 
she built up a clientele of around 200 students, most of whom were middle-
aged women (Wright and Palmer 2016: 214–15).

The catalyst for the raid on the Centre was based on information supplied 
by a former member. The former member separated from her husband who 
then became romantically involved with Ms. Berlamont. The disgruntled 
woman may have blamed Berlamont for this development; she allegedly 
persuaded other young trainees to complain about the Center to the anticult 
organization, ADFI (Association for the Defense of Family and Individual). 
In turn, it appears that ADFI exploited the conflict to assail Berlamont and 
the Center as a dangerous sect. The raid was organized by officials with 
MIVILUDES (Interministerial Monitoring Mission to Fight against Sectarian 
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Deviancy), a state agency monitoring sects or cults. After the raid, an official 
with MIVILUDES told the press that Berlamont seemed to “exert mental 
control on the trainees and to abuse their weakness.” The French court found 
Berlamont guilty of the misdemeanor of abus de faiblesse. She was ordered 
to stop practicing Biodynamics, to close down her business and have no 
communication with her students.

This lower court judgment was overturned by an appeals court in February 
2012, but for a whole year Sophie Berlamont had no means of support and 
depended on her father to pay her mortgage. After winning her appeal, she was 
re-indicted by prosecutors. The case went to the Cour de Cassation (the highest 
court in France). In February 2019, she learned she had won her case. But eight 
years after the initial raid and arrest, Berlamont’s community had collapsed, 
her reputation was impugned, and the members had moved on. The aggressive 
actions of the state had decimated the Center for Teaching Biodynamism.

Amour et Misericorde

On April 11, 2012, a small prayer group residing in the suburbs of Dijon, France, 
which called itself Amour et Misericorde, was raided by police investigators. 
Four persons were taken into custody for questioning and transported to 
Paris for a lengthy interrogation. The leader of the group, Eliane Deschamps 
and her secretary/spokesperson were charged with abus de faiblesse aggrave 
(aggravated abuse of weakness).

Beginning in 1996, Eliane Deschamps, a housewife and mother of five, 
began having regular apparitions of the Virgin Mary for a 24-hour period on 
the 15th of each month. She gathered a prayer group of 150 faithful Catholics, 
who referred to her as “La Petite Servante.” Amour et Misericorde was a 
registered association according to the French law of 1901. An inner circle of 
around twenty members lived communally in Deschamp’s home.

In 2002, members of the local chapter of ADFI began collecting complaints 
against the group. One individual in particular complained that his wife and 
daughters left to join the group. Also a network of ex-members, concerned 
relatives, officials from ADFI and MIVILUDES, and the town’s mayor 
organized to oppose the group. Facing heightened media scrutiny and criticism, 
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Deschamps officially dissolved Amour et Misericorde as an association. But 
this didn’t stop opponents and the media from carrying out a campaign to 
have the group declared a dangerous sect.

The group responded to the raid and the unwelcome publicity by going 
underground. Thereafter, the messages from the Virgin were distributed only 
by mail. Members changed their cell phone number frequently and kept their 
participation in the prayer group secret. The group has no public presence 
today and has remained underground.

Conclusion

In summary, we have seven cases of religious demise resulting from state actions 
in the form of raids. The Branch Davidian raid was the most extreme case; the 
community was thoroughly destroyed by a federal siege. Its religious structures 
were demolished by military tanks and destroyed by fire. Its leaders and nearly 
the entire membership—seventy-six men, women, and children—died in the 
fire. A few survivors were imprisoned or deported; the remaining remnant 
were scattered. The United Nuwaubian Nation was raided by a joint task force 
of federal, state, and county law enforcement. Its leader was imprisoned, its 
property seized, and the membership scattered. The Yearning for Zion Ranch 
was raided by five state agencies, 439 children were taken into custody, the 
leaders arrested and imprisoned, and the property seized by the state.

In France, where four of the cases took place, we find an extraordinary 
government policy of religious intolerance in the “War on Sects” (la luttre 
contre les sects). The New Age community of Horus was harassed by a state-
sponsored anticult agency (UNADFI) and charged with “illegal practice of 
medicine.” Marie-Therese Castano, the founder, was forced to dissolve the 
group in 1997 in the face of multiple state raids and criminal charges. Le 
Mandarom was the target of four raids by French gendarmerie between 1994 
and 2001. Its leader was convicted of sexual abuse and imprisoned. The group’s 
temples and statues were destroyed by the army. Its property has been tied up 
in litigation for several years and it faces steep fines that seriously jeopardize 
the future of the group. The Center for Teaching Biodynamism was raided 
in 2011 by the state agency tasked with monitoring sects (MIVILUDES). 
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Its founder, Sophie Berlamont, was charged with abus de faiblesse (abuse of 
weakness). She was ordered to stop practicing Biodynamics, to close down 
her business, and have no communication with her students. The Cour de 
Cassation later overturned the conviction but it was too late; the community 
had collapsed, her reputation was impugned, and the members had moved 
on. Finally, Amour et Misericorde, a small prayer group in the suburbs of 
Dijon, was raided in 2012 by local gendarmerie. It leader, Eliane Deschamps, 
and her secretary were charged with abus de faiblesse aggrave (aggravated 
abuse of weakness). In the face of organized opposition and state harassment, 
Deschamps officially dissolved Amour et Misericorde.

As historians and others have shown, some religions die through processes 
of cultural change, transmutation, organizational crisis, or conversion to a 
missionary religion (de Jong 2018; Robbins 2014). But in other cases, such 
has been outlined here, religions are weakened, diminished, or destroyed 
by the direct actions of the state. In examining the different ways in which 
religions die or dissolve, scholars need to be acutely aware of how states play 
a significant role in determining which religions succeed and which ones 
fail. It should be a concern to scholars and guardians of religious liberty 
alike that modern states have the power to pick winners and losers in the 
religious marketplace. We might expect to see this kind of social control in 
authoritarian regimes where the dominant religion or secular state ideology 
is a prop to support ruling elites. But the cases discussed in this chapter 
occurred in Western democratic countries with religious liberty guarantees 
and traditions. Indeed, all seven cases took place in either France or the 
United States. So in exploring religious demise, it is imperative to understand 
how democratic states may become harsh instruments of repression and even 
unwitting allies of partisan political interest groups seeking to restrict or 
discredit nontraditional religions.

References

Anthony, D. and T. Robbins (1992), “Law, Social Science, and the ’Brainwashing’ 
Exception to the First Amendment,” Behavioral Sciences and the Law, 10: 5–30.

Anthony, D. and T. Robbins (2004), “Pseudoscience versus Minority Religion: An 
Evaluation of the Brainwashing Theories of Jean-Marie Abgrall,” in  



State Actions in Western Democracies 171

J. T. Richardson (ed.), Regulating Religion: Case Studies from around the Globe, 
127–49. New York: Kluwer.

Beckford, J. A. (2004), “Laicite, Dystopia, and the New Religious Movements in 
France,” in J. T. Richardson (ed.), Regulating Religion: Case Studies from around the 
Globe, 27–40. New York: Kluwer.

Best, J. (1990), Threatened Children: Rhetoric and Concern about Child-Victims. 
Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press.

Bradley, M. S. (1993), Kidnapped from That Land: The Government Raids on the Short 
Creek Polygamists. Salt Lake City: University of Utah Press.

Cookson, C. (2003), “Religious Freedom Issues Faced by Wiccans,” in D. H. Davis 
and B. Hankins (eds.), New Religious Movements and Religious Liberty in America, 
135–53. Waco, TX: Baylor University Press.

De Jong, A. (2018), “The Disintegration and Death of Religions,” in M. Stausberg 
and S. Engler (eds.), Oxford Handbooks Online, 1–23. London: Oxford University 
Press.

Doherty, B. (2014), “Sensational Scientology! The Church of Scientology and 
Australian Tabloid Television,” Nova Religio, 17 (3): 38–63.

Doherty, B. (2015), “Colonial Justice or Kangaroo Court?” Alternative Spirituality and 
Religion Review, 6 (1): 9–49.

Fautre, W. (2004), “Belgium’s Anti-Sect Policy,” in J. T. Richardson (ed.), Regulating 
Religion: Case Studies from Around the Globe, 113–25. New York: Kluwer.

Finke, R., D. R. Mataic, and J. Fox (2017), “Assessing the Impact of Religious 
Registration,” Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion, 56 (4): 720–36.

Gordon, J. (1987), The Golden Guru: The Strange Journey of Bhagwan Shree Rajneesh, 
Lexington, MA: Stephen Greene Press.

Gregory, D. (1993), “Government Regulation of Religion through Labor and 
Employment Discrimination Laws,” in J. Wood and D. Davis (eds.), The Role of 
Government in Monitoring and Regulating Religion in Public Life, 121–60. Waco, 
TX: J.M. Dawson Institute of Church-State Studies, Baylor University.

Grim, B. and R. Finke (2011), The Price of Freedom Denied: Religious Persecution and 
Conflict in the Twenty-First Century. New York: Cambridge University Press.

Introvigne, M. (2004), “Holy Mountains and Anti-Cult Ecology: The Campaign 
against the Aumist Religion in France,” in J. T. Richardson (ed.), Regulating 
Religion: Case Studies from Around the Globe, 73–83. New York: Klewer.

Investigation into the Activities of Federal Law Enforcement toward the Branch 
Davidians. (1996), Thirteenth Report by the Committee on Government Reform 
and Oversight Prepared in Conjunction with the Committee on the Judiciary 
Together with Additional and Dissenting Views, August 2. Washington, DC:  
U. S. Government Printing Office.



The Demise of Religion172

Jenkins, P. (1998), Moral Panic: Changing Concepts of the Child Molester in Modern 
America. New York: Aldine de Gruyter.

Kirkham, D. M. (2013), State Responses to Minority Religions. Surrey: Ashgate.
Luca, N. (2004), “Is There a Unique French Policy of Cults? A European Perspective,” 

in J. T. Richardson (ed.), Regulating Religion: Case Studies from around the Globe, 
53–72. New York: Kluwer.

Ollion, E. (2013), “The French ’War on Cults’ Revisited: Three Remarks on an 
Ongoing Controversy,” in D. M. Kirkham (ed.), State Responses to Minority 
Religions, 121–36. London: Ashgate.

Palmer, S. J. (2010), The Nuwaubian Nation: Black Spirituality and State Control. 
Surrey: Ashgate.

Palmer, S. J. (2011a), The New Heretics of France: Minority Religions, la Republique, 
and the Government-Sponsored “War on Sects.” New York: Oxford University Press.

Palmer, S. J. (2011b), “Rescuing Children? Government Raids and Child Abuse 
Allegations in Historical and Cross-Cultural Perspective,” in S. A. Wright and  
J. T. Richardson (eds.), Saints under Siege: The Texas State Raid on the 
Fundamentalist Latter Day Saints, 51–79. New York: New York University Press.

Palmer, S. J. and C. E. Hardman (eds.) (1999), Children in New Religions. New 
Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press.

Passas, N. (1994), “The Market for Gods and Services: Religion, Commerce, and 
Deviance,” in A. L. Greil and T. Robbins (eds.), Between Sacred and Secular: 
Research and Theory in Quasi-Religion, 217–40. Greenwich, CT: JAI Press.

Richardson, J. T. (1985), “The Deformation of New Religions: Impacts of Societal and 
Organizational Factors,” in T. Robbins, W. Shepherd, and J. McBride (eds.), Cults, 
Culture, and the Law, 163–75. Chico, CA: Scholars Press.

Richardson, J. T. (1988), Money and Power in New Religions, Lewiston, NY: Edwin 
Mellen.

Richardson, J. T. (1992), “Public Opinion and the Tax Evasion Trial of Reverend 
Moon,” Behavioral Sciences and the Law, 10: 53–63.

Richardson, J. T. (1999), “Social Control of New Religions: From Brainwashing 
Claims to Child Sex Abuse Accusations,” in S. J. Palmer and C. Hardman (eds.), 
Children in New Religions, 172–86. New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers.

Richardson, J. T. and M. Introvigne (2007), “New Religious Movements, Counter-
movements, Moral Panics, and the Media,” in D. G. Bromley (ed.), Teaching New 
Religious Movements, 91–114. New York: Oxford.

Robbins, J. (2014), “How Do Religions End? Theorizing Religious Traditions from the 
Point of View of How They Disappear,” Cambridge Anthropology, 32 (2): 2–15.

Sarkissian, A. (2015), The Varieties of Religious Repression: Why Governments Restrict 
Religion. New York: Oxford University Press.



State Actions in Western Democracies 173

Schreinert, T. and J. T. Richardson (2011), “Pyrrhic Victory? An Analysis of the 
Appeal Court Opinions Concerning FLDS Children,” in S. A. Wright and  
J. T. Richardson (eds.), Saints under Siege: The Texas State Raid on the 
Fundamentalist Latter Day Saints, 242–64. New York: New York University Press.

U. S. Department of Treasury (1993), Report of the Department of Treasury on the 
Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, and Firearms Investigation of Vernon Wayne Howell, 
Also Known as David Koresh. Washington, DC: U.S. Government Printing Office.

Wright, S. A. (ed.) (1995), Armageddon in Waco: Critical Perspectives on the Branch 
Davidian Conflict. Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press.

Wright, S. A. (1999), “Anatomy of a Government Massacre: Abuses of Hostage-
Barricade Protocols during the Waco Standoff.” Terrorism and Political Violence, 
11 (2): 39–68.

Wright, S. A. (2005), “Explaining Militarization at Waco: Construction and 
Convergence of a Warfare Narrative,” in J. R. Lewis (ed.), Controversial New 
Religions, 75–97. New York: Oxford University Press.

Wright, S. A. (2009), “Revisiting the Branch Davidian Mass Suicide Debate.” Nova 
Religio, 13 (2): 4–24.

Wright, S. A. and S. J. Palmer (2016), Storming Zion: Government Raids on Religious 
Communities. New York: Oxford University Press.

Wright, S. A. and S. J. Palmer (2018), “Countermovement Mobilization and State 
Raids on Minority Religious Communities,” Journal for the Scientific Study of 
Religion, 57 (3): 616–33.

Wright, S. A. and J. T. Richardson (eds.) (2011), Saints under Siege: The Texas State 
Raid on the Fundamentalist Latter Day Saints. New York: New York University 
Press.

Wright, S. A. and J. T. Richardson (2014), “The Fundamentalist Latter Day Saints after 
the Texas State Raid: Assessing a Post-Raid Movement Trajectory,” Nova Religio, 
17 (4): 83–97.



174


