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days. Christianity, Buddhism, and Islam all began as 
NRMs or cults. The estimated number of NRMs in North 
America at the turn of the century was between 1,500 
and 2,000 (Melton et al. 2009; Nichols, Mather, and 
Schmidt 2006). An NRM usually originates with a char-
ismatic leader, someone who claims to have received 
a new insight, usually straight from God. For example, 
Reverend Sun Myung Moon founded an NRM called 
the Unification Church, whose members are often 
referred to as Moonies. While claiming to be a part of 
Christianity, the Unification Church has its own addi-
tional scripture to complement the Bible, and Reverend 
Moon has a standing in the Unification Church equal to 
Jesus—an idea offensive to most Christian groups. 

Some sensational NRMs have ended in tragedy: In 
1997, the members of the Heaven’s Gate NRM commit-
ted group suicide. They believed supernatural beings 
were coming to take them away in a flying saucer and 
that they had to kill themselves so that their souls could 
board the spaceship (Wessinger 2000). Most new reli-
gious groups, however, are not dangerous to members. 
Furthermore, most religious groups now accepted and 
established were stigmatized as strange or evil when 
they started. Early Christians, for example, were char-
acterized by Romans as dangerous cannibals. In the 
19th century and early decades of the 20th century in 
the United States, Roman Catholics were depicted in 
the media as dangerous, immoral, and anti-American 
(Bromley and Shupe 1981). When we encounter media 
reports about NRMs, we should remember that not all 
cults are like the sensational ones.

Religion and Other Social Institutions
The dominant religion(s) in any society generally sup-
ports the dominant political system and ideology of 
the society. It also closely relates to the economic and 

2003:115). The role of the imam—the leader of a 
mosque—is simply to lead prayers five times a day and 
to run the services on the Sabbath, including delivery 
of a sermon. Unlike many Christian and Jewish leaders 
in the United States, an imam does not run an organi-
zation and does not need formal training at a seminary. 

Mosques in the United States cannot depend on 
government funding and need to adapt to the con-
gregational model: recruiting members who will  
support them. Many have constructed buildings with 
multiple meeting spaces and become community 
centers rather than simply a place to pray. They have 
also begun to put more emphasis on religious educa-
tion (which had been managed largely by extended 
families). Religious holidays are celebrated at the 
mosque rather than with families, and life cycle cel-
ebrations (births and marriages) are events for the 
congregation. This is a major change in the role of the 
mosque as it adapts to its environment and becomes 
more like other congregations in the United States.

New Religious Movements (NRMs) or Cults. New 

religious movements, or NRMs, arise to meet specific 
needs not met through traditional religious organiza-
tions. If NRMs survive for several generations, become 
established, and gain some legitimacy, they become 
new religions rather than a new denomination of an 
existing faith. Cult was once the common term for this 
kind of movement, but the media and the public have 
so completely misused the word that its meaning has 
become unclear and often negative. Most sociologists 
of religion now prefer to use the term NRM to describe 
these religious forms (Christiano et al. 2008).

NRMs are either imported into a country as immi-
grants enter from other lands or founded on a new rev-
elation by a charismatic leader. They are usually out of 
the mainstream religious system, at least in their early 

Congregational Polity Episcopal Polity Presbyterian Polity

United Church of Christ (Congregational) Roman Catholic Reformed Churches

National Baptist Episcopal   Dutch Reformed 

Southern Baptist Anglican   Swiss Reformed

Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) United Methodist   French Reformed

Churches of Christ African Methodist Episcopal   Church of Scotland

Unitarian Universalist Evangelical Lutheran Presbyterian Church USA
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