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IF NOT CURSILLO, THEN WHAT?
(2 Timothy 3:1-4:5)
TEXT:  2 Timothy 4:1-2
SUBJECT:  Christian Cults


F.C.F:  
PROPOSITION:  
APPLICATION:


A.  If not the Cursillo, then what? If the Cursillo is deemed unnecessary from the outset because of its unbiblical assumptions; if it is based on shameful, psychological manipulation; and if it causes more problems than it solves, then what is the solution? What are we to do when deadness sets in, when there is little interest in the things of God, when the culture and even the church is so self-centered and worldly that the church is seemingly on the brink of extinction?  What are we to do?

The Bible addresses this very situation clearly and definitively.  As we read our text, you will be astonished at how relevant it is, how it speaks directly to our situation, and how it answers our question completely.  Our Scripture is from 2 Timothy 3:1-4:5.  I will read it, and comment on it along the way.  (I first heard Dr. James Boice make this point several years ago at a pastor’s conference in Minneapolis.)
    1  But understand this, that in the last days there will come times of difficulty. (Paul is addressing Pastor Timothy, counseling him about what to do in those times of widespread spiritual decline, when people care only for self and nothing for the things of God.  Listen for how this so closely describes our current situation.)  2  For people will be lovers of self, (we are in the age of narcissism) lovers of money, (materialism) proud, arrogant, abusive, disobedient to their parents, (the breakdown of the family and authority in general) ungrateful, unholy, 3  heartless, unappeasable, slanderous, without self-control, (if it feels good, do it) brutal, (widespread violence) not loving good, 4  treacherous, reckless, swollen with conceit, (it’s all about me) lovers of pleasure rather than lovers of God, (I have to follow my heart) 5  having the appearance of godliness, but denying its power. (so the church has been compromised and has no power)  Avoid such people. 6  For among them are those who creep into households and capture weak women, (think about the godless daytime talk shows) burdened with sins and led astray by various passions, (think about the godless soap operas and sitcoms) 7  always learning and never able to arrive at a knowledge of the truth (think about present-day relativistic university education).  8  Just as Jannes and Jambres opposed Moses, so these men also oppose the truth, men corrupted in mind and disqualified regarding the faith. 9  But they will not get very far, for their folly will be plain to all, as was that of those two men. (eventually God’s people will see through it.)  


B.  So what is the godly church to do in the face of such moral and spiritual defection and decay?  

1.  First, Paul reminds Timothy that it will be costly to stand firm, so he should prepare for suffering.  “10  You, however, have followed my teaching, my conduct, my aim in life, my faith, my patience, my love, my steadfastness, 11  my persecutions and sufferings that happened to me at Antioch, at Iconium, and at Lystra—which persecutions I endured; yet from them all the Lord rescued me. 12  Indeed, all who desire to live a godly life in Christ Jesus will be persecuted, 13  while evil people and impostors will go on from bad to worse, deceiving and being deceived.”  In my opinion, many pastors today have lost their nerve and are refusing to suffer.  They are not willing to endure what is considered the ultimate suffering for a pastor, namely to be declared “unsuccessful” in the eyes of the world, numerical success in getting up a big crowd and keeping them happy.  (Of course God criteria for “success” is faithfulness.)  So in these present times of decline, they refuse to suffer the shame and scorn of not being “successful” in the world’s estimation, and cast about looking for some bag of tricks to try to prop up an artificial, but by no means spiritual and approved ministry.  I wonder if it’s hard for them to sleep at night.     

2.  Secondly, Paul reminds Timothy of the central importance of the Word of God.  Let the Word do the work.  Do not lose your nerve, but remain steady, and stick to the ministry of the Word. “14  But as for you, continue in what you have learned and have firmly believed, knowing from whom you learned it 15  and how from childhood you have been acquainted with the sacred writings, which are able to make you wise for salvation through faith in Christ Jesus. 16  All Scripture is breathed out by God and profitable for teaching, for reproof, for correction, and for training in righteousness, 17  that the man of God may be competent, equipped for every good work.”  Again, in my opinion, many pastors have lost their nerve, they have lost confidence in God’s message.  The Apostle Paul 



3.  Thirdly, Paul reminds Timothy that God not only has a message, but a method, and the method is preaching and teaching the Word.  There will be seasons in which God will especially bless the preaching of the Word with a powerful outpouring of his Spirit, and there will be seasons in which God gives little fruit to his Word, yet it will never be utterly fruitless but will always accomplish God’s purpose.  So Paul writes:  “1 I charge you in the presence of God and of Christ Jesus, who is to judge the living and the dead, and by his appearing and his kingdom: (I think Paul anticipates how powerful will be the temptation for the preacher to lose his nerve and abandon the ministry of the Word in times of spiritual drought, and that’s why he prefaces it with this sobering charge) 2  preach the word; be ready in season and out of season; reprove, rebuke, and exhort, with complete patience and teaching. 3  For the time is coming when people will not endure sound teaching, but having itching ears they will accumulate for themselves teachers to suit their own passions, 4  and will turn away from listening to the truth and wander off into myths. 5  As for you, always be sober-minded, endure suffering, do the work of an evangelist, fulfill your ministry.”

C.  So if not Cursillo, then what?  The biblical answer is plain, the regular, prayerful ministry of the Word, in season and out of season, reproving, rebuking, and exhorting, with a steadfast patience and faithful teaching.  


As my wife and I viewed the pictures on the TEC website, we were astonished at the elaborate nature of the table decorations.  It must have taken countless hours and no small amount of cash to put all that together.  What if those energetic leaders had put all that time and effort into their church, training people to share the Gospel, or memorizing Scripture, or teaching Sunday School or Bible studies, calling on the sick and shut-ins, or praying for God to pour out his Holy Spirit on their pastor’s preaching?  Why abandon God’s announced message and method for the sake of tricks?  It can only be due to ignorance or unbelief.  Either they don’t know God’s truth, or they don’t believe it.  


So what, practically, do we do, if not the Cursillo or other tricks like it?  


In his book, The Four Major Cults, Anthony A. Hoekema begins with a familiar expression:  “The cults are the unpaid bills of the church.”  He explains:  

Though this statement does not tell the whole story, there is a great deal of truth in it.  Cults have sometimes arisen because the established churches have failed to emphasize certain important aspects of religious life, or have neglected certain techniques.  Though one may assign many reasons for the rapid growth of the cults, one reason we may be sure of:   people often find in the cults emphases and practices which they miss in the established churches.

He hastens to add, though, that “This is not to suggest that where the cults differ from the churches, the cults are invariably right and the churches are always wrong.”
  


Though I insist once again that the Cursillo is not a cult, perhaps we could say the same is true about the popularity of the many expressions of the Cursillo method.  The Cursillo was born in the context of a dead and formalistic Roman Catholic Church in Spain.  Though I suspect that many of the enthusiastic promoters of the Protestant Cursillo expressions today are unrealistic in their demands of the church, perhaps the Cursillo does touch some nerves that have been neglected in contemporary Protestant churches.  While certainly not endorsing or participating in Cursillo events, church leaders today might be wise humbly to listen and learn from those who appreciate the Cursillo. 


Several comments by the past Cursillo participants I interviewed indicated that in some ways the Cursillo movement is attempting to do what the local church should be and may not be doing.  One compared the Cursillo weekend to his local church, and the church was found wanting.  Another found that her Cursillo work gave her a spiritual high far superior to anything she experienced in church.  She found herself withdrawing more and more from her local church because she felt a greater affinity with the new community she found at Cursillo.  Perhaps a man I called Scott’s perspective was most perceptive.  He noted controversy in his church.  There was a clear sense that Cursillo was in competition with the local church’s ministry.  Scott himself could not recall if he was invited to join a Cursillo small group after the weekend, but he did note that he would not be interested even if asked: “The idea of establishing a supportive Christian community seemed to me to be what the local church was supposed to do, and so I didn’t feel the need to be looking for another avenue.”  (emphasis added)


From the participants’ comments it is clear that the Cursillo is attempting to compensate for some perceived lack in the life and worship of the local church.  Not surprisingly, the Cursillo weekend incorporates several aspects of the church’s regular program, though often in a modified form.  And the continued program of small groups and “working” Cursillo weekends is expressly intended to provide “a supportive Christian community” for those involved.  This might account for some of the acknowledged disaffection with the local church.  


The Cursillo apparently seeks to revitalize the church.  In the original context of mid-twentieth-
century, Roman Catholic Spain, this revitalization was thought to be necessary.  Perhaps the Reformed Cursillo in Northwest Iowa is also responding to a perceived need for church revitalization.  In some cases the Cursillo “becomes” the church for some participants.  This may be due to the fact that the Cursillo weekend imitates or employs portions of the church’s regular ministry, but often in a modified or truncated form.  I suggest that the Cursillo tries to provide 1) the ministry of the Word, 2) the sacraments, 3) prayer, 4) Christian community, 5) Sabbath, and 6) a heart on fire.


1. The Ministry of the Word in Cursillo.  The Word of God is certainly the primary means of grace.  According to the Westminster Shorter Catechism, the Word, along with the sacraments and prayer, is among “the outward and ordinary means whereby Christ communicateth to us the benefits of the redemption” (Q. 88).  Specifically, “(t)he Spirit of God maketh the reading, but especially the preaching, of the Word an effectual means of convincing and converting sinners, and of building them up in holiness and comfort, through faith unto salvation” (Q. 89).   


The Cursillo weekend features several “talks.”  What is interesting is that none of the participants I interviewed mentioned any specific Scripture that they heard or that became meaningful to them.  One couple specifically stated that they did not learn anything new during the weekend.  Another mentioned the impact of speakers who “say some really challenging things,” but much of the teaching he cited was in the form of emotional sharing and story-telling.  One man had questions about some of the speakers’ qualifications, whether or not they were really “walking the talk.”  Another woman disagreed with some of the teachings and found that her table leaders were not open to questions or discussion/debate.  


The specific teaching that was mentioned by several participants was the message of “grace” which apparently means “forgiveness.”  One man was impacted by hearing “what grace really is, that God just forgives and forgives.”  Another woman defined this grace in terms of serving others not “to get God’s approval,” but “because you want to do these things.”  And another woman mentioned that the grace of Christ extended to her so that she said she could “forgive (her)self for different things” and “forgive other people who had hurt (her).”  Another man described how early in the weekend he became aware of “how great my sins and miseries were,” but later came to understand that “my biggest enemy was me and my inability to forgive people and my inability to forgive myself.”  Grace certainly is a central message in God’s Word, a worthy subject for discussion.  But these participants reflect a truncated view of grace as mere forgiveness (“God just forgives and forgives”) and largely “forgiving myself.”  


Grace as self-forgiveness is a recent, psychological understanding, unknown in Scripture.  Forgiveness presupposes an offense. An offense is a violation of God’s Law, a trespass against another that incurs a debt and fractures a relationship.  It causes a right sense of moral outrage, and it requires punishment as an act of divine justice.  For this reason, self-forgiveness is unnecessary, because any offense is not really against us but against God and/or another person.  Those interviewed may simply have meant that they needed to accept Christ’s forgiveness for past failures, but to speak of a need for “self-forgiveness” would be biblically and theologically inaccurate.
  


2. The Sacraments in Cursillo.  During the Cursillo weekend, participants are invited to share in the Lord’s Supper.  Communion is also one of the primary means of grace.  The sacraments are “an effectual means of salvation” (Westminster Shorter Catechism Q. 91).  The Lord’s Supper is “a holy ordinance instituted by Christ, wherein, by sensible signs, Christ and the benefits of the new covenant are represented, sealed, and applied to believers” (Q. 92).


Interestingly, none of the participants mentioned sharing in the Lord’s Supper as having any particular impact on them.  In fact, none of them mentioned it at all.  What several did speak of, often in glowing terms, were other symbolic actions and rituals that did create a powerful influence.  One man mentioned the “stations of the cross” as quite meaningful to him.  He also pointed to the “candlelight service at the end.”  A woman said she was humbled by “the way they wait on you hand and foot” and was impressed by the “banquet.”  Another woman also pointed to the “supper,” especially “the feeling I felt when I walked in and all the glory of it;…I haven’t forgotten that.”  Most all reflected on the power of the “secrecy and surprises.”  


It is ironic, even troubling, that the beauty and simplicity of the Lord’s Supper, which has been instituted by the Lord himself, becomes obscured or overshadowed by the more emotionally powerful rituals of the stations or the banquet or the candlelighting, none of which was authorized by Christ.   


3.  Prayer in Cursillo.  Who could question the central importance of prayer in the ministry of the church?  The Westminster Shorter Catechism defines prayer as “an offering up of our desires unto God, for things agreeable to his will, in the name of Christ, with confession of our sins, and thankful acknowledgment of his mercies” (Q. 98). James declares:  “Therefore, confess your sins to one another and pray for one another, that you may be healed. The prayer of a righteous person has great power as it is working” (James 5:16—ESV).  Our Lord Jesus specifically called his people to “secret” prayer as opposed to outward and announced prayer (Matt. 6:4-6).  


But once again the participants seldom mentioned prayer as a significant factor during the weekend, even though it is one of the primary means of grace.  What they did mention was “palanca,” letters and notes from people who said they were praying for them.  It appears that what impacted many of the participants was not necessarily prayer but the explicit communication that others were praying for them.  Doris was surprised at “the letters you received,” notes which stated that close friends or complete strangers were praying for her.  Sheila also appreciated the many people who “were supporting me in prayer and through their cares and gifts and notes.”  Perhaps most impressed was Gus, who, when he recalled receiving his palanca notes (promises of prayer) during the interview was moved to tears:  “That was something that just blew me away.  The first day, the first afternoon when they kind of send you back to your bunk to relax a bit, and here you’ve got this whole pile of mail….It so amazed me, how many people knew about this deal, were praying for you.”  

Undoubtedly during the Cursillo weekend there is much genuine prayer offered for candidates and their families.  Prayer honors God.  It acknowledges what only God can do and what we cannot do.  And for this reason secret, unannounced prayer is most honoring to God.  But because it is announced through notes and letters at critical times during the weekend, prayer in the Cursillo seems calculated to provide its most potent psychological effect.  It becomes “palanca” (Spanish for “lever”), a “lever” to move the stubborn or emotionless candidate, used to impress him or her with the message:  “someone is praying for you.”  To be assured of the prayers of others can bring great comfort.  The Apostle Paul often reported his prayers for the churches to which he wrote (see Eph. 1:15ff., Philip. 1:9ff., Col. 1:9ff., etc.).  One suspects, however, that in the Cursillo method, the psychological pressure of the announcement of this sacrificial prayer is calculated to impress or move the candidate.  


4.  Christian Community in the Cursillo.  Christian community or fellowship is essential to the life of the church.  The New Testament term for church requires a community, for it literally means “assembly” or “congregation.”  And God’s people are to come together frequently, “not neglecting to meet together, as is the habit of some, but encouraging one another, and all the more as you see the Day drawing near” (Heb. 10:25—ESV). 

The Cursillo weekend seeks to give Christians an experience of Christian community.  But it does so in a context that is separated from the day-to-day pressures and responsibilities of life.  Perhaps Barb said it best:  “…Cursillo is also the best picture I have ever had about what Christian community should be.  And I know it can be that kind of picture because it’s isolated from the real world, you know:  every care, everything else is set aside, and you come together, and you really experience Christian community.  So in a way it’s false…in a sense, because there’s nothing else vying for your time.”  Marlys likewise notes the effect of the cloistered life at Cursillo and the difficulty that comes afterward:  “You head back to your regular life, and you can’t focus totally on it.”  


And this Christian community at Cursillo is based on unconditional love.  One woman noted:  “Every time I go, I think, ‘This really is what Christian community should be!  This really is what it should be like, that we are accepting each other where we’re at, for who we are, with whatever hurts, problems, sins, whatever it is we’ve got, we’re accepting each other.”  She describes it as a freedom:  “I think that Cursillo provides that atmosphere, for them, for a person, however they want, to relate to God, if they want to relate to him in ‘I hate You’, ‘I’m angry with You’, it’s there, that environment is there because they have the freedom to do that.”


One man describes it as a burden being lifted:  "It all climaxes with being part of Christian community where you feel this burden lifted from hiding from others.  We were born and raised to be very into ourselves, not outgoing, not wearing our feelings or anything on the outside, you know, keeping them to ourselves, just grin and bear it, very closed people, opposed to other nationalities.  And, you know, that's a struggle for many of us today yet.  But when we're there, and even when we're not there at the meeting place of Cursillo, when we're gathered together as a body of Christ, a Christian community, we don't have that burden.  We can be open, we can wear it on our shirtsleeve, what our sorrows, joys, concerns, everything is."


During the weekend experience, “unconditional love” is offered freely and in great abundance.  This is crucial to develop the unity and family feeling essential to a successful weekend.  For many reasons, our culture produces lonely people.  Marital breakups, impersonal workplaces, busy lives, passive forms of entertainment, as well as the general self-centeredness of contemporary life combine to produce people starving for affection and care.  In such weekends, these are offered in great measure.  People are often told they are loved unconditionally.  Participants are taken seriously and are listened to with interest.  In the small group sharing there are “no wrong answers.”  


As noted before, all of this is reminiscent of the “unconditional positive regard” used in the “non-directive, client-centered” psychotherapy approach championed by Carl Rogers.  There as well, the purpose of the “unconditional positive regard” is to “break down psychological defense mechanisms.”  According to Rogers, the problem is that clients have internalized their parents’ “conditional positive regard.”  
If the therapist can demonstrate unconditional positive regard for the client, then the client can begin to become more accurately aware of the experiences that were previously distorted or denied because they threatened a loss of positive regard from significant others.  When clients perceive such unconditional positive regard, existing conditions of worth are weakened or dissolved and are replaced by a stronger unconditional positive self-regard.  If the therapist who matters is able to prize and consistently care about clients no matter what the clients are experiencing or expressing, then the clients become free to accept all that they are with love and caring.
 


In the paragraph above, one could easily substitute the words, “Cursillo leader” for “therapist,” and “candidate” for “client.”  The goal of this therapy is a “catharsis” in which a client gets in touch with his or her feelings and is able to “fully express the feelings of the moment.”  At the same time, “emotional experiences that were previously denied are bubbling up.”  “The release and acceptance of such feelings are frequently vivid, intense and dramatic for the clients....”
  The emotional release described here as a result of psychotherapy is remarkably similar to the catharsis and high experienced on the weekend renewal experience.

But this wonderful experience of “Christian community” often backfires.  For one thing, it is (in one woman’s words) “false.”  It cannot be sustained beyond the weekend because the same dynamics do not exist in the world outside of the retreat center, the very world in which we are called to live out our discipleship and Christian community.  Sheila noted this problem:  during the weekend “the feeling that’s trying to be created is, ‘You are loved and accepted for who you are’ in a kind of ‘showering of love’.”  But, she says, she found herself disappointed after the weekend, when that “showering of love” did not seem to be transferred to “people who aren’t in the church,” to “the non-Christian or the Hispanic on the street who doesn’t experience that.”  For her it was the feeling of “a dissociation between Cursillo and real life, feeling like not all of that is overlapping to what I see going on in our community at large.”


For another thing, ordinary church life must pale by comparison.  In the church, where we are not “isolated from real life” we cannot practice this “unconditional love” or “non-judgmental, blanket acceptance.”  Certainly Scripture teaches that we are “accept one another” (Rom. 15:7), but we must also “submit to one another” (Eph. 5:21), “admonish one another” (Col. 3:16), “exhort one another” (Heb. 3:13) and “stir up one another” (Heb. 10:24).
  Such an unreal, distorted view of “Christian community” cannot help but create disappointment with the local church.  


But there is a further concern with the Cursillo’s variety of Christian community.  Two women I interviewed mentioned the need to relinquish control to the Cursillo leaders.  When one was asked about some of the aspects of the weekend that others perceived as manipulation, she replied, “I loved it! You know why?  Cause I had no control over myself.  It wasn’t about me.  It was like, ‘Here, Lord, here, here I am.  What are you going to do, what are you going to show me?  I’ve got nothing.  I’ve got nothing here.  I can’t control a thing.’   And I loved being in that position.  So, see, it’s me, that’s me, and other people aren’t like that.  So then they would probably take some of those things as ‘You’re controlling me.  You’re telling me what to do or not to do.’”  Similarly, the other woman stated, “We have to give up control….I think you have to get to the point where you are willing to submit to the authority of somebody else a little bit.”


In the God-ordained institutions of family, church and government, we are called by the fifth commandment to submit in the Lord to lawful authority.  But the Cursillo weekend is neither family, church, nor government.  Submitting one’s will to the control of others, especially those who refuse to inform participants of what they are going to do, and who require symbolic capitulation through surrendering watch and cell phone is not only unwise, it can be dangerous.  This is one aspect of the Cursillo movement that is most chilling, perhaps even cult-like.  


5.  The Sabbath in the Cursillo.  Several of the participants seemed to be expressing an appreciation for the “Sabbath” aspect of the weekend.  One spoke of the Cursillo allowing a proper “setting.”  She gave an analogy of the hassled married couple finding renewal in the relaxed atmosphere of a weeklong vacation, just the two of them, with no distractions.  In defending the confiscation of watches and masking the windows, another observed:  “in our busy lives, it seems like we're always fighting the clock, we're always out of time, you know.  At Cursillo, time stands still….You don't have this conscious thing of time, time, time.  It's just another distraction taken away from you. And that's good, it's good."  Another suggested that not having a published schedule as at the Cursillo weekend might be a good practice for church worship services, so they would not be so tied to a schedule/bulletin. 


Perhaps the reason why the weekend is attractive to many is that so few Christians practice a weekly Sabbath on the Lord’s Day.  The Westminster Shorter Catechism declares that the “Sabbath is to be sanctified by a holy resting all that day, even from such worldly employments and recreations as are lawful on other days; and spending the whole time in the public and private exercises of God's worship, except so much as is to be taken up in the works of necessity and mercy.” (Q. 60)  But the typical Lord’s Day experience for many involves rushing off to a cramped worship service that must not exceed sixty minutes, perhaps teaching Sunday School to a class of ill-prepared and ungrateful youngsters, a hasty meal before the kickoff or during halftime, followed by homework or housework or more prime time TV.  No wonder a Cursillo weekend with no responsibilities can seem so inviting.  Practicing the Lord’s Day Sabbath, “spending the whole time in the public and private exercises of God's worship,” would undoubtedly bring renewal and refreshment to many a beleaguered saint.  


6.  The “Heart on Fire” in the Cursillo.  Certainly the most striking aspect of the whole Cursillo experience is emotion.  All of the participants mentioned it.  One thought the weekend was “all emotions.”  Another did not think the strong emphasis on emotions was altogether helpful.  Another confessed to a “fair amount of head knowledge” before the weekend, but that he did not “have it in my heart.”  Another said she met people at Cursillo whose relationship with the Lord was “personal, that it was in their heart, not just in their head.”  Another talked about getting “emotionally involved” as helpful, though it was not a mountaintop experience for him.  Another experienced a great emotional crisis, though it had been delayed.  He spoke several times about experiencing a “high” on the weekend or getting “fired up.”  


And we should become emotional about our faith.  Jesus said that we should love the Lord with all our heart and soul (Matt. 22:37) which certainly must include our emotions.  Paul commands in Romans 12:11:  “Do not be slothful in zeal, be fervent in spirit, serve the Lord”  In commenting on Hebrews 2:1-4, the Puritan John Owen writes:  “The apostle uses the incomparable excellency of the Author of the Gospel as the basis of his argument.  He reminds them, and us, in general, that in handling the doctrines of the Gospel about the person and work of Jesus Christ, we should not be satisfied with mere intellectual assent, but should endeavor to have our hearts set on fire by them through faith, love, obedience, and perseverance.”
 


Likewise Jonathan Edwards could go so far as to say “True religion, in great part, consists in holy affections.”
  He noted that the “Holy Scriptures do everywhere place religion very much in the affections; such as fear, hope, love, hatred, desire, joy, sorrow, gratitude, compassion and zeal,”
 and “hence we may learn, what great cause we have to be ashamed and confounded before God, that we are not more affected with the great things of religion.  It appears…that this arises from our having so little true religion.”


Here is the danger of the so-called “dead orthodoxy” which is content only with the intellectual, giving the right answers, while being unconcerned, even suspicious of the enflamed heart.  We need to seek to become emotionally involved with the truth.  And if we really believed what we profess, how could we help but become emotionally involved? Who in his right mind would not love a Savior so glorious, or be horrified by the hideousness of sin?  Who would not recoil from the terrors of hell and pour out ardent prayer that all might escape such everlasting torment?  Who would not soar with joy at every hint of the hope of heaven and its eternal glory and delight?  


The goal is “truth on fire,” an earnestness enflamed at the magnitude of what is declared in the Gospel.  This is not mere emotionalism, which is mere “fire on fire.”
  This is not simply getting “pumped up” like a crowd at a basketball game.  Rather, it is a steady, growing blaze feeding on the solid fuel of the glory of God in the Gospel.  


However, one suspects that much of the Cursillo effect is merely “fire on fire.”  The “truth” component seems largely lacking in the weekend experience, and because the Cursillo effect is largely not truth-driven, it must be emotionalism.  One woman reported, “It was a very emotional thing, sitting around the table and everybody has a sad story….”  In fact, for two men I interviewed, the power of the weekend was largely in getting in touch with their feelings or gaining the freedom to express their feelings.  


One explains:  “I was raised where my Dad never showed much emotion, a real hard worker.  Love was never mentioned in my family, and through this I got to tell my sons that I loved them, which I never did, I never would have thought of.”  “When my youngest son got out of YATEC, and then on the way home from that he was really touched, and we got out and gave each other hugs, and said, ‘Love you, Dad.’  Maybe a lot of families do that, but we didn’t. It was just kind of a big circle there with Cursillo, and YATEC and TEC, and it was just was really a blessing to my family.”  He talks about the benefits of the Cursillo in terms of men “opening up,” that is becoming less reluctant to talk about personal issues.  “Before this weekend, it was hard for me to talk about certain things about God and stuff, and once you start to share, and you see how the sharing helps people and helps me, then you do it more.”

Another described a similar experience:  "We were born and raised to be very into ourselves, not outgoing, not wearing our feelings or anything on the outside, you know, keeping them to ourselves, just grin and bear it, very closed people, opposed to other nationalities.  And, you know, that's a struggle for many of us today yet.  But when we're there, and even when we're not there at the meeting place of Cursillo, when we're gathered together as a body of Christ, a Christian community, we don't have that burden.  We can be open, we can wear it on our shirtsleeve, what our sorrows, joys, concerns, everything is."


It is certainly positive and commendable when men can become emotionally open to talk about their faith and feelings, to tell their sons that they love them.  But is opening up emotionally the same thing as conversion to Christ?  What might we say about specifically non-Christian religions and organizations that can accomplish the same? (See Chapter 8.)  


In his daunting study Revival and Revivalism,
 Iain Murray distinguishes sharply between “revival,” which is solely a work of God, and “revivalism,” which is a human attempt to employ special means in order to stir people up.  He is careful to note that no special means are employed to promote true revival.  “…God has appointed the means of prayer and preaching for the spread of the gospel and …these are the great means in the use of which he requires the churches to be faithful.  There are no greater means which may be employed at special times to secure supposedly greater results.  It is therefore the Spirit of God who makes the same means more effective at some seasons than at others.”
   “Thus what characterizes a revival is not the employment of unusual or special means but rather the extraordinary degree of blessing attending the normal means of grace.”
  


Revivalism, on the other hand, “aims to produce excitement.”
  Murray quotes Gardiner Spring’s affirmation, “Revivals are always spurious when they are got up by man’s device and not brought down by the Spirit of God.”
  Until the 1820s this distinction was carefully observed in American Protestantism.  Christian leaders welcomed true revival when God gave it, but did not employ extraordinary practices to try to create it.  All this changed under a new variety of preacher, most notably Charles G. Finney and his “new measures.”  

It was a question of being for or against, not emotion, but rather the adoption of means in addition to preaching and prayer, to promote emotion.  There was no disagreement over whether or not hearers under the power of the truth ought to feel and be disturbed and moved, but should methods not mentioned in Scripture be employed to induce a response in those hearing the gospel?  Most of the new measures were deliberately calculated to have that effect.  They included such things as denunciatory language designed to alarm, pointed remarks to particular individuals delivered in public, naming unconverted people in prayer, using inquiry meetings to make individuals pray or ‘submit,’ and other similar practices.


In these terms, the Cursillo is unmistakably revivalism.  None of its “secrets and surprises” and “shocks and jolts” has Scriptural warrant.  In fact, “the great means” of preaching and prayer are largely absent from the Cursillo weekend, having been replaced by emotional sharing and storytelling and the palanca-prayer offered for psychological effect.  And the Cursillo will undoubtedly suffer from the same problems as all revivalistic emotionalism.  


In the 1820s these “new measures” were introduced in revivals that were already taking place in America during the Second Great Awakening.  Murray points out the drawback of the “new measures”: 

(W)hile they succeeded in heightening excitement, they inevitably confused the feeling that attends the powerful preaching of the truth in a revival with the excitement that can be worked up where there is no revival….  What (the older revival leaders) deplored was the deliberate use of emotion to increase the number of converts without regard to the danger of counting as converts the spurious as well as the true.  As Weeks later wrote:  “We complain that the whole system of measures seems to be adapted to promote false conversions, to cherish false hopes, and to propagate a false religion; and thus, ultimately not only destroy the souls of those who are deceived by it, but to bring revivals and experimental religion itself into discredit.”
    

This caution should be heeded by those who promote all forms of revivalism, especially the Cursillo.

Recommendations.


My recommendation for church leaders or individuals considering the Cursillo or for Cursillo leaders is to not to become involved with the Cursillo in any form.  They should not attempt to modify, reform, or fix the Cursillo as Boyd and Rydholm suggest.  The Cursillo is fatally flawed from the outset.  Its theology is incompatible with Reformed (biblical) doctrine, not simply tangentially but at the very core.  Its methods are inexcusable, offensive to human dignity and freedom, and potentially dangerous, as even Cursillo leaders will admit.  The ends certainly do not justify these means.  And the results, especially the long-term results are unclear, but certainly nowhere near the overblown rates of success Cursillo promotional literature often claims.  And it certainly has the potential of the unwelcome side effects of disaffection with or even division in the local church.  


Church leaders would be far wiser and faithful if they work to reform and vitalize the church according to the biblical pattern.


1.  Churches should return to Christ-centered, expository preaching, proclaiming the whole counsel of God, and always pointing to Christ, with appropriate passion and urgency.  Those churches which have abandoned the second or evening preaching or teaching service for the sake of music concerts, small groups or nothing at all should return to the primacy of preaching as the primary means of grace.  This should be done as an act of trusting God to honor his message (the Gospel), method (preaching) and means (the power of the Holy Spirit).
   

2.  Churches should consider the “frequent” use of the sacrament of the Lord’s Supper in worship as a means of grace.  This is not for its symbolic or emotive value but for its efficaciousness as God’s appointed means to signify the Gospel and seal it to his people, lifting us up to true, mystical, corporate communion with and in the presence our Lord Jesus.  


3.  Churches should promote private, urgent prayer and give themselves to public prayer as the full body and in smaller prayer groups.  Asking God honors God, and God has promised to hear the prayers of his people.  Murray highlights the importance of prayer in sustaining God’s work:

As with the truth that is preached, prayer has no inherent power in itself.  On the contrary, true prayer is bound up with a persuasion of our inability and our complete dependence on God.  Prayer, considered as a human activity, whether offered by few or many, can guarantee no results.  But prayer that throws believers in heartfelt need on God, with true concern for the salvation of sinners, will not go unanswered.  Prayer of this kind precedes blessing, not because of any necessary cause and effect, but because such prayer secures an acknowledgement of the true Author of the blessing.
   


4.  Churches should ensure and promote ample opportunity for protracted Christian community and fellowship.  Every effort should be made to connect God’s people in some form of small group, be it a Sunday school class, Bible study group, fellowship group, choir or even a well-functioning committee.  Churches should promote and engage in healthy and positive church discipline to assist members in overcoming conflicts and prevent the growth of bitterness or division.  Churches would be wise to provide periodic services of confession, repentance and reconciliation in order to neutralize stumbling blocks and break down walls that keep members apart.


5.  Churches should promote a healthy practice of the weekly Lord’s Day Sabbath.  Members should be encouraged to prepare for the Lord’s Day on Saturday, as far as possible finishing all housework and homework or Saturday, and avoiding the late night out.  The Christian life is a struggle.  The Lord’s Day Sabbath should be reserved for glad repentance, renewal, rearmament and refreshment through the blessed means of worship and fellowship in God’s presence.  Reserving the whole day as the Lord’s Day, not a “play day,” “recreation day,” “catch-up day,” or even “family day” (least of all a “TV day”), will do much to strengthen, encourage and equip God’s people.


6.  Churches should encourage members to live passionately for Christ.  The church has often fallen into one or the other of two deadly errors:  “dead orthodoxy” or a “warm heresy.”  Dead orthodoxy means settling for a cold, lifeless doctrinal correctness that does not impact true holiness of life.  Dead orthodoxy says that as long as we affirm the right beliefs, we are doing well.  It might also be called “formalism” or “Phariseeism.”  Warm heresy, on the other hand, is an emotional religion that denies central truths of the faith, but pretends to be warm and loving and alive.  Protestant liberalism is an example of warm heresy.  (Of course you can also have the worst of these, a dead heresy, a cold and lifeless religion that also denies the faith.  The Sadducees denied the faith and were quite dead and formal in other respects as well.)  


But there is no reason, with God’s help, why the church could not be fully alive with a warm and living orthodoxy.  The true church loves God’s truth passionately, and lives out her faith joyfully.  The true church loves her Lord and hates all evil and falsehood.  This is the goal to which we must aspire.  Anything less is unworthy of our Lord.  
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