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THEOLOGY, METHOD AND RESULTS 

OF CURSILLO
(1 Corinthians 1:17-25)

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


F.C.F:  
PROPOSITION:  
APPLICATION:

INTRODUCTION:

A.  I want to reiterate and underscore a few things from last time.  First, I do not question the motives of those involved in the Cursillo movement.  Those whom I know or have interviewed are warm, enthusiastic, and committed people.  I myself was involved for several years in something similar to Cursillo, and all the while thought my motives were quite noble.  I had experienced something significant, and I wanted others to do the same.  Of course, the same could be said about those who have been involved in Christian cults.  They also can be warm, very enthusiastic, and committed.  And that leads me to re-emphasize a second point, namely that Cursillo is NOT a cult.  It’s theology is no more in error than is Wesleyanism or Methodism or Roman Catholicism.  But it does use some recognized psychological and sociological tricks that are also used by cults, and this is one reason why we should examine it more closely.  

B.  Tonight I want to attempt to give you some further reason why we should be deeply concerned about the Cursillo and continue to ask serious questions.  I want to consider very briefly the theology of the Cursillo, its methodology, and its more long-term effects.  We can only just skim the surface.  If you would like to know more I can email you much more extensive materials, perhaps more than you would care to know.  So we’ll begin with the theology of the Cursillo.

I. THE THEOLOGY OF THE CURSILLO.


A.  As I just stated, it’s not so much the theology that is taught during the Cursillo weekend.  You can find that in most any non-Reformed church.  It is mild, broad, non-specific doctrine that really is not worth our study.  Rather, I’m deeply concerned about the theology that makes the Cursillo weekend desirable or even permissible.  It is Arminian through and through, the very theology that is condemned as heretical by the Canons of Dort and is rejected by our Westminster Confession.  It is the theology that the apostle Paul rejected over and over in his letters and teachings.   


B.  Stated basically, biblical, Reformed theology teaches that sinners are completely dead in their sins, unable to respond in faith to God’s offer of salvation in Jesus Christ.  The only way that anybody could be saved is for God to regenerate them, to make them alive, giving them new hearts and new minds, and this only through the powerful working of the Holy Spirit.  And the only means God said he will use to awaken dead sinners is the preaching of the Gospel and prayer.  


Arminian theology differs from this greatly.  It teaches that sinners are not dead in sin, but merely sick.  And what they need is not to be resurrected but to be convinced, persuaded.  They have the ability to choose for Christ, and if we make the argument persuasive enough, then they will most likely choose for Christ on their own and so be saved.  The Cursillo uses this perspective to justify its use of deceptive or manipulative psychological techniques.  It is a heightened form of persuasion.  And even though it may not be altogether on the up and up, the goal is so noble that we can go ahead and use the tricks.  In other words, the ends justify the means.  


C.  To show you how serious this distinction is, let’s refer back to what I read earlier from 1 Corinthians 1.  Verse 17 should be a little alarming:  “17 For Christ did not send me to baptize but to preach the gospel, and not with words of eloquent wisdom, lest the cross of Christ be emptied of its power.”  Notice what Paul says.  If he faithfully preaches the true Gospel of salvation in the cross of Jesus Christ alone, but does so in an eloquent way, with powerful, persuasive words, it empties the cross of its power!  In other words, if the means are too powerful or persuasive, people might respond to them but not to the Gospel itself.  Such “conversions” are not genuine but temporary, and these “converts” fall away.  

And notice how he sets it up in verse 18:  “18  For the word of the cross is folly to those who are perishing, but to us who are being saved it is the power of God.”  Why don’t unbelievers accept the Gospel? Because to them it is foolishness.  They do not love it or appreciate it.  But to those who are being saved, it has become the power of God for salvation.  So, how can we make unbelievers more interested in the Gospel or demonstrate to them that it is not foolishness? 


Certainly not by adding something to the Gospel to make it more acceptable or persuasive.  Consider verses 22-24:  “22  For Jews demand signs and Greeks seek wisdom, 23  but we preach Christ crucified, a stumbling block to Jews and folly to Gentiles, 24  but to those who are called, both Jews and Greeks, Christ the power of God and the wisdom of God.”  Paul knows full well what his unbelieving audience wants.  Jews want the confirmation of miraculous signs.  Greeks would be more readily persuaded by the clever tricks of the wisdom teacher.  But he refused to do any of that and simply preaches “Christ crucified, a stumbling block to Jews and folly to Gentiles.”  So if he only preaches to them a message he knows they will not and cannot accept how can he hope that anyone could be saved?  He has great hope.  To all the elect, “those who are called, both Jews and Greeks,” the Gospel becomes “the power of God and the wisdom of God.”  That is, because God regenerates them and gives them new hearts and new minds through the Gospel, they now recognize it as the power and wisdom of God.  

Roderic Jackson, a pastor in the Reformed Church in America, authored of the 43-page “Handbook for Leaders in the Cursillo Movement for the Reformed Church in America”
 a guide presumably still used as a blueprint for Reformed Cursillos in Northwest Iowa.  In Chapter III Jackson raises the question of theology:  

Can this instrument of renewal which comes out of a Roman Catholic background be used with integrity and without fear of compromise by the RCA?  Are there theological differences at the very foundation which make such usage unwise or even dangerous?

Jackson answers his own questions:  he sees no incompatibilities between the Cursillo method and the Reformed tradition.  

The writer believes, after eleven years of working in the Cursillo movement, studying the literature it has produced, and studying the scriptures and theological documents of the Reformed Church, that there is nothing basically incompatible between the RCA and the Cursillo method.
  


Jackson does, however, inadvertently reveal a crucial theological assumption, one in which he shows his affirmation of Roman Catholic theology as opposed to the Reformed theology he professes.  Jackson lists five “implications” for the church as it seeks to address an “essentially non-Christian” world “as we believe it is in this last quarter of the 20th century” (Jackson writes in 1981).  The second of these implications is telling:  “The church must awaken a hunger for God, rather than presume there is a hunger which doesn’t exist.” 


Classical Reformed theology declares the unregenerate not simply to be asleep and in need of awakening, but altogether dead in their sins (Ephesians 2:1-3); not merely disinterested in God, but actively hostile to God and incapable of submitting to him (Romans 8:7); and not merely ambivalent toward God, but definitely not seeking after God (Romans 3:11).  Reformed theology has never presumed that people are hungry for God nor believed that the church can awaken such a hunger for God.  To do so is humanly impossible, absolutely under the purview of God alone.  Such a statement reveals Jackson’s non-Reformed, semi-Pelagian convictions which he shares with Roman Catholic theology.  


How does Jackson suggest the church accomplish what the Bible declares to be impossible (awakening a hunger for God in the unregenerate)?  The Cursillo method. 

Everything that is humanly possible, from the best insights of psychology, pedagogy and group dynamics to the clearest understanding of Scripture is put together in an orderly sequence to achieve the aims of the Cursillo.
    

This is truly to the heart of the matter.  The unacknowledged theological assumption on the part of Jackson, one that makes the Cursillo method not only possible or permissible but even necessary, is that which is essentially Roman Catholic, but which is emphatically denied by every branch of Reformed theology:  semi-Pelagianism.  


D.  If the Cursillo leaders only took people away for an undistracted weekend and thoroughly, calmly explained the Gospel to them, we would have no quarrel, though we would wonder why that can’t be done by the local church.  But that’s not what they do.  (First, I don’t think they explain the Gospel very well.)  But they ALSO use disorienting psychological tricks to make people feel sad and bad and then to make them feel good and glad.  In other words, the present their teaching with persuasive tricks, something the Apostle Paul clearly denounced, something that is only necessary if you hold to an unbiblical Arminianism.  What concerns me is that most of the Cursillo people around here are in Reformed and Christian Reformed Churches which officially denounce the very Arminianism which makes the Cursillo necessary or even desirable.  In other words, if they really believed their Reformed theology, they would have nothing to do with Cursillo.  

So that’s the first (and to my mind the main) problem with Cursillo.  Its very existence denies our core beliefs as Reformed, biblical Christians.  
II. THE METHODOLOGY OF THE CURSILLO.


A.  It is the method of the Cursillo which disturbs most people and to which most people react strongly.  I certainly do not have time to go into any depth.  It would be best for me simply to quote what the experts say about the Cursillo method.  I’ll quote only one: 


Sigmund Dragostin (or “Dragastin”), O.F.M., has extensive experience as spiritual director at Franciscan centers.  After completing his doctoral work in sociology at the University of Chicago he joined the faculty.  His evaluation of the Cursillo method came through personal involvement:  Dragostin made Cursillo in 1962.  


As a priest-sociologist with some acquaintance with current social psychology, I am disturbed by what seem to me to be undue pressures exerted on those making the exercises.  A study of Bishop Hervas’s Leaders’ Manual, an extensive description of the cursillo running to some 300 pages, has done little to change this reaction.  


Read from the viewpoint of pastoral theology, Bishop Hervas’s manual does take some pains to achieve balance and points the way to obviate the more apparent pitfalls, e.g., lack of perseverance, cliquishness, and misdirected fervor.  One should not blame on the cursillo the various mistakes that have been made in its name.  On the other hand, I did not get the impression that the Bishop—whether by design or by accident—gives a fair description of the social psychological techniques involved.  To be sure, there are enough general references to methods of good pedagogy and the lessons of modern psychology.  But the actual description of the techniques of influence are mostly smothered in a smoke screen of pious vocabulary.

After describing the Cursillo weekend, Dragostin notes:  “From the foregoing brief description, the perceptive reader can see that the Cursillo is in large measure an exercise in ‘group dynamics.’”
  He then details “some of the social psychological mechanisms being employed.”
  Dragostin lists seven.  


The first is isolation, which serves two purposes:  “men are removed from any social support they might receive from friends and relatives, persons who might confirm their resistance to a more fervent Christianity,” and so that they “will feel less constrained in expressing religious sentiments.”


The second is affirmation, as “lay leadership, masculine atmosphere, mixed social groupings, contrived conviviality, and great personal acceptance all seem functional in reducing ego-defensiveness toward ‘conversion’ on the part of candidates.”


The third factor could be called peer pressure.  “New attitudes and beliefs will develop out of the ordinary process of social interaction provided that the majority opinion is large, that the opinion is made public, that the group is especially friendly and close-knit, and that the object of opinion is ambiguous.”  Dragostin notes that these “well known facts of small-group dynamics are very much utilized in the Cursillo.”
   That would also mean that the expression of contrary or discordant viewpoints would be detrimental to the process, which would explain the discouragement of questions and open discussion and placing a “plant” at each table to keep the conversation on track.  


The fourth factor is the religious atmosphere or setting of the weekend.  The candidate “becomes acutely aware of his religious identity by the fact that he has placed himself in a religious setting.”  The candidates, therefore, “put their best religious foot forward,” acting in a manner suitable to the surroundings and the expectations of the group.
 


The fifth element leading to “conversion” is the structure and design of the weekend itself.  Dragostin notes that the group “goes through phases roughly equivalent to the empirically tested ones of collecting information, evaluating information, and pressing for a decision.”  The emotional state of the group is carefully guided to match each step in the process, “the decision point being the critical bottleneck.”  “(C)andidates  are introduced to palanca (reports of sacrifices or prayers made by others on their behalf, ed.) just as they reach the decision point.”  This is usually quite moving:  “The idea that others are suffering on their behalf is instrumental in getting trainees to choose a more fervent Christian commitment.”
    

The sixth factor, according to Dragostin, is the discomfort of cognitive dissonance and the tendency toward cognitive consistency.  Those who are “converted” by these dynamic techniques may seek to persuade others in order to defend their decision and/or to keep on persuading themselves.   

Sudden changes in attitudes and beliefs may leave one in a state of cognitive dissonance because former attitudes and beliefs retain some of their attractiveness.  Persons who change after a personal struggle and who harbor some unconscious reservations will be more enthusiastic about their new beliefs and more zealous in spreading them.  This may account, in part, for the extraordinary zeal shown by some candidates.


The seventh and final element listed by Dragostin (though he by no means intends to be exhaustive) is pragmatic.  This weekend has been costly to the candidate, therefore it must be valuable.  “(A) person values his group membership in proportion to the difficulty of his initiation into the group.”
  I made Cursillo in a prison setting as the only non-prisoner candidate among inmates.  At the conclusion, one candidate in my table group said with tears how proud he was of himself because this was the first “program” he had ever completed.  It had become valuable to him because of the hard work he had put into it.  


After examining these seven social psychological mechanisms, Dragostin carefully offers this disclaimer, “I have no intention of limiting the power of divine grace to empirical models;” nevertheless, he concludes, “It does, however, seem clear to me that much of the Cursillo’s dramatic effect can be accounted for through natural causes.”
  Elsewhere, Dragostin declares:  “I would welcome an atmosphere that provides a free and open opportunity for an individual to broaden his religious experience.  But the extraordinary dramatic effect of the cursillo as well as its excesses seem directly related to the element of social manipulation.”

III. THE EFFECTS OF THE CURSILLO WEEKEND.


Presbyterian pastor and Cursillo participant Kevin Boyd, though generally favorable toward Cursillo, does suggest some modifications for improvement.  He lists nine potential problem areas and offers practical solutions.  It would be helpful briefly to summarize the problems he sees and the solutions he proposes and to make appropriate comment on each.


1.  “Weekend-itis” or living for the weekend experience.  “The emotional appeal can be so powerful that the part of the program which is supposed to prepare the participants for something much greater (i.e., a life of leadership within the Church) becomes the ultimate goal.”
  Boyd’s solution to this dilemma is to get the Cursillo graduates more involved in the after-the-weekend Cursillo activities such as the group reunions and the ultreyas.  Of course this would only serve to get them more and more involved in other aspects of the Cursillo movement.  


2.  Exclusivism or restricting friendships and relationships only to Cursillo people.  “It is therefore regrettable that in some instances Cursillo-related communities have developed exclusive tendencies.”
  Boyd protests that this exclusivism is not the intended aim of the Cursillo.  What’s interesting is that almost every critic and (even several proponents) admit to this exclusivistic tendency.  Cursillo almost universally causes exclusivism.  Here is an example of the method working contrary to the expressed aim.  Boyd’s solution to this problem is to open the after-the-weekend activities to those who are not a part of Cursillo and to “counsel with those who have become more active in Cursillo than in the regular worship and service life of their congregation.”
   What is quite revealing is who Boyd thinks should provide such counsel.  He says that “the Cursillo leadership” should be the ones to offer this counsel.  Here is a practical admission that, for many Cursillo graduates, “the Cursillo leadership” becomes their spiritual authorities, their de facto pastors.  And it should be noted that while the solution to the first problem is “greater involvement in the Cursillo movement,” the second problem is actually caused by the same thing that is the solution to the first, “greater involvement in the Cursillo movement.”  


3.  A third problem Boyd addresses is the difficulty many Cursillo graduates find in going back to dull, congregational worship services.  “It is somewhat disturbing for me, as a pastor, to hear comments to the effect that while the participants’ congregations use old outdated hymns, the music in Cursillo is fresh, joyful, singable and meaningful.... Sunday mornings are tolerated, but monthly Ultreyas are exciting.”
  Boyd’s solution is to work within the church’s already existing structure to reform the church’s worship, understanding that the church’s worship may never match the zeal of Cursillo worship.  “While it is neither possible nor desirable to make congregational worship have the same zeal as worship at Cursillo events, participants need to learn that worship will be exciting during times of great emotional and spiritual zeal.  This is not the everyday experience of the Fourth Day.”


While such caution is wise, I doubt very much if it will pacify the excited Cursillo graduate.  And notice the assumption that the Church is in need of reforming its worship to make its worship more like Cursillo worship.  


4.  A fourth problem is the re-entry of the Cursillo graduates into a church which might not appreciate their experience.  “One often repeated theme in the survey and focus groups was that participants returned to the Church excited and ready to participate in a much fuller way, only to be ignored or misunderstood by the pastor.”
  Cursillo graduates are told that they are now leaders (after one weekend of training) and have great responsibility.  “Cursillo identifies potential leaders and trains them to be ‘backbones’ of the Church for the purpose of evangelizing our environments.”
  Boyd’s solution is to better educate pastors and churches so they will be more ready to accommodate these new “backbones,” and to find ways to redirect the passion of the overly zealous graduate.  Once again, however, notice that the church must change to accommodate Cursillo.  


5.  A fifth problem is that secrecy creates suspicion.  The weekends have for too long been shrouded in secrecy.  “The issue of secrecy is one of the most difficult problems Cursillo faces....Yet, through the years it has been well demonstrated that secrecy does not serve Cursillo well.  It causes major misunderstandings for those who have not been.”
  Boyd’s solution is to do away with secrecy entirely.  Publish the schedule ahead of time and “encourage participants to share freely their experiences.”  With this suggestion, Boyd shows an amazing lack of understanding about the psychological factors that make Cursillo “work” (i.e., Marcoux’s “jolts and shocks”).  This suggestion would successfully eviscerate the Cursillo effect.


6.  A sixth problem area is that of the expectation of specific emotional responses.  


A particular concern of the clergy was that there seemed to be times when a certain emotion was expected out of all participants.  Kleenex was everywhere.  Hugs were forced when the group had not developed to that point.  Even specific reactions to certain songs were seen as milestones of how well the weekend was going.  This is unfortunate and unfair.

Boyd recognizes the problem but offers no concrete solution beyond a simple caution to note that “everyone is unique and so don’t expect everyone to respond the same way.”  Once again, this betrays a profound misunderstanding of the Cursillo effect.  Every action on the Cursillo weekend is calculated with a view toward its expected emotional reaction.


7.  Cursillo graduates often have trouble translating the weekend experience into practical service outside the Cursillo community.  “The founders of Cursillo...sought to make a difference in this world by training leaders who would, through the Church, impact the world by evangelizing their environments.”
  But Boyd’s research found something far different.  “Contrary to the program design, the survey indicates that among the issues with which Cursillo was deemed to have been helpful, those which touch on social righteousness were among the least indicated.”
  Boyd’s solution is to call for more education for Cursillo graduates in their new social responsibilities and opportunities for service.  Yet, what if the weekend is so emotionally powerful that it rather awakens a desire for more emotionally powerful experiences?  This surely is a prime example of “emotionalism,” emotion for emotion’s sake.


8.  An eighth problem area comes in the perceived manipulation caused by a rigid schedule.  


When asked if there were any elements of the program which were manipulative (in a negative sense), the majority said no.  However, as was pointed out, a significant minority (31% of clergy and 26% of lay persons) said yes.  Nearly all of the responses in this category dealt with the weekend schedule.  It was seen as inflexible, too exhaustive and secret.  Many mentioned the need for some free time to process what had occurred.

Boyd’s solution is to relax the schedule, and especially incorporate more free time.  As stated before, such a suggestion reveals a lack of understanding on Boyd’s part and will fundamentally change the psychological intensity of the weekend, greatly inhibiting the Cursillo effect. 


9.  Boyd’s last concern is that there is on the part of the participants a general lack of clarity on what it is that transforms lives:  human means or the work of the Holy Spirit?  They participate in a well orchestrated weekend that uses powerful, psychological techniques; yet they are told that the effects are all produced by the Holy Spirit.  Boyd quotes a personal conversation with a Presbyterian Cursillo leader who opines:  “Perhaps we’ve made the weekends so slick that they’re too seductive.  The early Cursillos were held in very sparse settings and the impact was just as strong.  We need to help people understand just Who has changed their lives.”
  Boyd agrees adding, “If all of the benefits happen purely through human agency, we might as well not offer Cursillo in the name of the church.”


But here Boyd finds himself on the horns of a dilemma encountered by all who employ revivalistic techniques.  How much can be attributed to natural means, and how much to God’s working?  If the psychological manipulations to which Boyd objects are all removed, the Cursillo would be destroyed, and presumably, its effects negated.  Boyd apparently wishes to avoid “throwing the baby out with the bath water,” but he seems to have trouble distinguishing between the two.    


But what if there is no baby in the bath water?  In other words, what if these problems are merely not incidental but systemic?  Boyd makes several suggestions for changes that will alleviate perceived problems, but which will fundamentally change the essential nature and outcome of the weekend experience.  In essence he wants a Cursillo that is not a Cursillo, which would indicate that the problems are caused by that which is essential to the Cursillo method (i.e., that the problems are indeed not incidental but systemic).  
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