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WHAT IS THE CURSILLO MOVEMENT?
(2 Corinthians 4:1-6)

TEXT:  2 Cor. 4:2
SUBJECT:  Christian Cults


F.C.F:  
PROPOSITION:  
APPLICATION:

INTRODUCTION:

A.  What is the Cursillo movement? I have been asking that question for over ten years.  I have read widely, almost everything that has been written on the Cursillo movement, and have interviewed in depth several past participants of the Cursillo initiation weekend.  I have even attended a Cursillo weekend myself, in a state prison in Fort Dodge, the only non-inmate candidate, though I was treated somewhat as one who was on the team of leaders, so I got to see the Cursillo weekend from the inside and the outside.  

B.  Let me say from the outset that Cursillo is not a cult.  So why are we discussing it in the context of a series on Christian cults?  The reason is that the Cursillo weekend employs some manipulative techniques that cult groups also use.  We speak of Christian cults in two ways.  One definition of a Christian cult is that of a group that claims to be Christian, but whose doctrine and teachings are so defective that they place themselves outside of the circle of Christian orthodoxy.  Most of the cults that we considered were of this variety:  the Mormons, the Seventh-Day Adventists, the Jehovah’s Witnesses, the Two-by-twos, Christian Science, and so forth.  

But the other kind of cult is a destructive cult, which uses manipulative psychological and sociological techniques to exercise undue influence or mind control over those they ensnare.  Cult expert, Ronald Enroth lists three essential characteristics for this kind of cult.  First, a charismatic leader who is given complete authority and nearly god-like status and respect; second, the presence of manipulative techniques that seek to defeat the subject’s ability to reason and think clearly, keeping them ensnared; and thirdly, some kind of exploitation of membership, usually financial or sexual exploitation.  Somebody has something to gain from using members.  


It is clear that the Cursillo movement is not a cult by either of these definitions.  The theology or doctrine of the Cursillo is quite mild and general.  It is no more in error that is Wesleyanism or Arminianism or Roman Catholicism (though we would insist that these groups are in error, it is not an error that is so defective that we would consider them to be cults).  And with respect to the second kind of cult, the destructive cult, the Cursillo has no charismatic, god-like leader, though it does have its celebrities and its structure of upward mobility through the ranks, signified by special titles and sometimes by special badges or vests.  Nor is the Cursillo engaged in exploitation.  Some people become very involved in the movement and contribute heavily in time and financial resources, but this is not demanded for membership.  


However, the Cursillo does shamefully utilize manipulative psychological and sociological techniques, the same kinds used in the mind control cults.  And this is of grave concern.  Everyone I interviewed mentioned the emotionalism of the initiation weekend.  Some, even though defending it, were well aware of the criticisms of this kind of manipulation.  My main concern is that the proponents of Cursillo seem to think that God needs these manipulative tricks in order to do his work, and this is not only unscriptural, it is offensive to the character and honor of God.  Let me repeat two texts from St. Paul, in which he decries and denounces these kinds of manipulation:     


“But we have renounced disgraceful, underhanded ways. We refuse to practice cunning or to tamper with God’s word, but by the open statement of the truth we would commend ourselves to everyone’s conscience in the sight of God.” (2 Corinthians 4:2)


“For our appeal does not spring from error or impurity or any attempt to deceive, but just as we have been approved by God to be entrusted with the gospel, so we speak, not to please man, but to please God who tests our hearts.” (1 Thessalonians 2:3-4)

Cursillo has been the subject of my doctoral dissertation, so I have thought long and hard about it.  There is so much to say.  I would estimate that it would take 20-30 hours to say all that needs to be said about Cursillo, and that’s what I have to say.  Once people start talking openly about the problems and errors of the Cursillo, I’m convinced it will open a floodgate of those who have more stories to tell, those who have been bothered, burned, and even broken by Cursillo.  I’m not going to take 20-30 hours, just one hour, spread between this week and next week, and some time for questions.  So this time we’ll consider some of the history and the method of the Cursillo.  Next time we’ll critique the theology, methodology, and results of the Cursillo. And here we go.  
I. HISTORY OF THE CURSILLO MOVEMENT.

The Cursillo method was devised in the 1940s and 50s in Majorca (or Mallorca), Spain.  The historical and cultural factors are integral to its perceived need and its shape and function.  


The movement’s unofficial historian, Ivan J. Rohloff, summarizes several historical and cultural aspects of mid-twentieth-century Spain.  The Catholic Church in Spain had had a history of isolation and popular control, but at this time found itself under attack.  “During the traumatic thirties (1930s) both superstition and violent anticlericalism surfaced.”
 To complicate matters further, “secular humanism and atheism were quite widespread among the intelligentsia and in academic circles.”
  What’s more, Spanish men had long been absent from the church:  “It was often considered childish or effeminate for men to be devout in their faith.”
  Rohloff considers the Cursillo method to be a direct reaction to these secularizing forces in an attempt to reclaim young Spanish men who had been caught up in non-Christian lifestyles.  


Sociologist Ralph G. O’Sullivan would therefore place the Cursillo in the category of a social movement “centered around efforts to invalidate the sources and teachings of those beliefs which created normative disarray in order to re-form intellectual, social, moral, and ideological normalcy in a population.”
  It is a method for reviving, renewing or revitalizing a beleaguered church.


The Cursillo was originally discovered or devised as a method for training leaders for a pilgrimage to the tomb of St. James the Greater, a religious practice common to Spanish Catholicism.  The pilgrimage was first proposed in 1932, but was frequently interrupted and postponed until 1948.  

Within this time and through the effort to organize the pilgrimage, the cursillo was formed.  But the movement was an inadvertent result of the planning for the pilgrimage.  So unexpected was the cursillo that the reality of its existence was not discerned by many people even when it was an ongoing phenomenon.  Clearly, the cursillo originated as a process to organize, train, and enliven adolescents for a pilgrimage.  It has now advanced to a method for renewing Catholic men and women throughout the world.
 

Leaders found that the desired renewal occurred through the training courses before the pilgrimage ever took place.  They began to see the usefulness of the training itself, even without the pilgrimage.  “Some in the early team of men experienced a shift in attitude, realizing as they did, that the significant pilgrimage was not the one to St. James the Greater, but life itself.”
  “The Mallorcans were unaware that the cursillos in preparation for the Pilgrimage were far more important than the Pilgrimage itself.”


One other development was yet required in order to make the Cursillo method complete, because

… the courses were not without their failings.  Although this method increased religious fervor and dedication, it could not sustain it.  Enthusiasm and joy diminished in the months following an individual’s participation in the courses.  Something more was needed.
  


The problem was that after the weekend the group was disbanded.  The various participants lived away from each other and so had no continued interaction.  To make matters worse, a strict rule forbade individuals from being initiated more than once, so there was no way to sustain or renew the Cursillo experience.  “Therefore, there was no basis for increasing the brotherhood and sisterhood, as well as the religious fervor fostered during the initiation.”
  In time the leadership proposed an answer. 


In 1951, a solution was formulated.  A follow-up program of weekly and bi-monthly meetings, called group reunions and ultreyas, regrouped initiates and thereby provided links of continuity.
  

The experience could be renewed and sustained.  Thus the form of the Cursillo was complete:  a weekend of religious revitalization and renewal followed by regular group meetings to sustain the fervor of the original weekend.  
Principal Authors and Proponents of the Movement.


Rohloff describes those most responsible for the development of the Cursillo method:  “One could say that Eduardo Bonnin is the principal founder of the movement; Bishop Hervas is its episcopal champion; Gabriel Segui is its historian and Juan Capo is the movement’s theologian.”
  Most important of these is Bonnin, who interjected a strong psychological element into the method.  Rohloff calls Bonnin “the single most influential person in the origins of the movement.”


Eduardo Bonnin was sought out as a potential leader and was persuaded by his friend, Jose Ferregut to make the Cursillo in 1943….His avid reading in psychology gave him a keen understanding of modern man.  His creativity was to influence the Cursillo movement more than any other single person.
 


In a private interview Segui mentioned that the Cursillo movement is really the child of Eduardo Bonnin.  It is a marvelous union of psychology and theology….It was Eduardo himself, with his Jewish background (his ability to use fantasy), his intelligence, his very assidous [sic] study and his knack for psychological intuition that produced Cursillo.  “The Cursillo movement, this, is merely an extension of the person of Eduardo Bonnin.”  Segui said that if one wants to know the Cursillo movement well, it is enough to know Eduardo Bonnin well.
 

It is apparent that Bonnin’s contemporaries considered him a capable interpreter of and apologist for the movement.  His books reveal him to be a seminal thinker and persuasive communicator.
  

The Purpose of the Movement.


It is important to understand that the original movement aimed far higher than simply sponsoring weekend experiences or even creating a new movement.  Indeed, according to Rohloff, “the (weekend) Cursillo exercise is the least important component of the method.”
  The ultimate goal is 1) locating the people who are the “backbone” of various “environments,” 2) “converting” them into leaders during the Cursillo weekend, and 3) turning them back to evangelize their environments, all the while connecting them and supporting them through continued group reunions and ultreya meetings.  These three phases are called respectively the Precursillo, the Cursillo and the Postcursillo.


The leavening of environments with the Gospel, which is the purpose of the Cursillo Movement, is sought, not by means of a direct and global action on all Christians, but by choosing from among them those who have the required characteristics and give promise of being the living vertebrae that animate communities so that they can change their environments.  During the Precursillo, candidates will be prepared for the three day Cursillo and Postcursillo.  Such candidates should come from an existing or potential community and should be capable of becoming its vertebrae.  They should be prepared in such a way that they will be ready to understand, live and accept the message of the three days.
 (emphasis and underlining original)


1.  The Precursillo.  Not everyone should be invited to attend a Cursillo weekend.  Those sought out are “the vertebrae of their environment,” those with “deep personality,” who exhibit the potential for “effectiveness:  The effectiveness [they] will have as… vertebrae in Christianity.”
  Of course “standard” individuals may also go, that is “those who flow with the tide.”
  But under no circumstances are “those who have no personality at all”
 to go, that is, those with no aptitude for affecting their environment.  Apparently, the Cursillo is wasted on them.
  

2.  The Cursillo.  The purpose of the Cursillo weekend is to prepare the vertebrae to evangelize their environment.  “It should help those attending discover their personal calling (or vocation) in order to accomplish it in and for the community….”
  Roman Catholic Cursillo promoter Al Blatnik offers a more candid and colorful way of saying it:  “They are, facetiously, the ‘whomp’ on the head to get your attention.”  He continues:    

There is little doubt about the potentiality of the candidates to exert more of a Christian influence on their environment.  The problem with most of us is that this potentiality is not exerted to its fullest.  We need to become restless and fervent in our desire to effect a change in our environment. We need to center our lives around Jesus Christ and not treat Him as just another object in our existence.  We need to get ourselves off center and begin to move.  In a simple and uncomplicated explanation, this is what the weekend is for—to light a fire in us, to cause us to become restless, to inspire us to live the Christian ideal.


3.  The Postcursillo.  As noted before, “Although this method increased religious fervor and dedication, it could not sustain it.  Enthusiasm and joy diminished in the months following an individual’s participation in the courses.”
  For this reason the Postcursillo was devised.  It has two parts:  the group reunion, and ultreya meeting.  The group reunion is a small support group for accountability purposes.  Groups meet informally and frequently and are constituted on the basis of shared interests.  The ultreya (“ultreya” is a Spanish word meaning “onward”) “is a gathering of all cursillistas in a given area on a regular basis”
 meeting ideally on a weekly basis and is a larger, more structured group meeting.  After an emotional Cursillo weekend experience, the graduates are encouraged to become involved in an ultreya group but are cautioned that the ultreya will not match the emotional intensity they felt on the Cursillo, because “no experience immediately after the three days is going to duplicate the joy and emotional exultation that you felt then.”  In fact, after being swayed by emotion during the weekend, graduates are instructed “not to base your Christian growth on emotions alone.”
  Leaders often contact graduates, invite them to reunions, and emphasize the importance of attending ultreya meetings.  They also encourage graduates to “work” at subsequent Cursillos and to sponsor friends or family.  

The Format of the Cursillo Weekend.


The weekend follows an invariable pattern of three days, fifteen talks, and several “surprises.”  Reformed pastor and Cursillo leader Roderic Jackson describes the four states of the weekend as “preparation, proclamation, conversion and insertion.”
   Episcopalian priest and Cursillo leader Dennis C. Rydholm gives a commentary on the three days:  


Thursday evening the candidates are introduced to their new environment and new companions of the succeeding three days.  All external contact with the outside world and one’s normal existence is removed.  The objective is to establish an insular space of contemplative and inward retreat.  In some regions of the country, windows and doors have been blocked with paper or cardboard, clocks have been masked, and candidates are asked to surrender their watches.  This first evening and following morning consist of quiet prayer sessions (i.e., the Stations of the Cross) and personal introductions.


Friday, the first day, consists of a series of sermons or “Rollos” which set the basic pattern for the remainder of the weekend.  These short half-hour “talks” build in intensity throughout the weekend and are punctuated by some form of group activity—typically poster making or the writing and enacting of skits designed to reinforce the message of the preceding talk. The content of these sermons is centered around the triadic themes of “piety,” “study,” and “action,” the three supports on which life as a Cursillista are based.


At some point during the first day a candidate also learns to become the recipient of “Palanca”
—handwritten statements addressed personally to each candidate expressing affection and describing an act of sacrifice, usually prayer and fasting, that the author of the note is undergoing in the candidate’s name.  Palanca can also take the form of small gifts, typically handmade, again with the candidate “personally” in mind.  Palanca is made to “appear” in the candidate’s midst frequently and in great volume throughout the weekend.


The talk on “piety” and the reading of the palanca letters are described in one Leader’s Manual as the “two ‘shocks’ of the first day when the cursillista is brought up short and made to realize that he is going to have to respond in a way that he probably never did before.”


By the second day, Saturday, a sense of comraderie [sic] and community has set in—typically engendered by close physical contact in the form of holding hands or embracing during frequent singing of Cursillo songs before and after meals and in between sermons.  Inhibitions have been dissipated by frequent sharing and confession, a form of communication encouraged by the presence of members of the Cursillo team—sometimes identified as such, sometimes not—who personally accompany the candidates throughout the weekend activities.


At some point during the second day candidates are served an “Agape Meal” preceded by a celebration of the eucharist.  The Agape Meal can be presented to unsuspecting candidates in their usual place for taking meals, only this time with the room “magically” transformed with elaborate décor, the meal served by dozens of mysterious, loving servants who appear “out of nowhere” (the planning and engineering of these elaborate events unbeknownst to the candidates is one of the true miracles of the Cursillo weekend).  


The third and final day typically begins with a Cursillo “Wake-up”—a communal converging of singing servants bearing orange juice upon sleeping candidates signaling the awakening of a new beginning and a new life for the candidate.  The day proceeds with more talks, more skits and posters, more song.  The event culminates in the “Clausura” or closing.  Candidates, by now anxiously anticipating a climax of unknown proportion, are escorted singing to the steps of the church.  As the doors are flung open, the candidates apprehend the pews filled row-upon-row with joyous cursillistas, singing or chanting, as the candidates are led in procession, numb with emotion, to the altar.


The order of events at the Clausura can vary considerably, but one procedure is to allow the candidates to testify to the congregation abut the weekend experience.  After a service or hymns, the church is emptied and the candidates are then led to a “Rollo Room” or prayer chamber, described to the candidates as the “power center” behind the weekend.  Here it is demonstrated how other cursillistas have been conducting a 24-hour prayer vigil in the candidate’s name, often with candles and incense.  The candidates are presented with a tiny cross that has been held firmly in hand in the candidate’s name by prayerful keepers of the weekend vigil.  As each cross is presented, the weekend leader, often a clergyperson, states “Christ is counting on you,”
 to which the candidate responds, “And I on Him.”


Thus ends the weekend.
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