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Japan: A Witch Hunt to Eradicate the Unification Church
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ABSTRACT: On September 22, 2024, the author sent a report to several United Nations personalities
and offices. It is published here leaving references to court cases and laws in an intertextual form.
The report deals with the procedure started by the Japanese government after the assassination of former
Prime Minister Shinzo Abe in 2022, which seeks the dissolution of the Unification Church (now called
Family Federation for World Peace and Unification) as a religious organization. The request is based on
civil cases the Church lost, some of them filed by ex-members that had been previously “deprogrammed,”
and on faulty anti-cult theories of “brainwashing.” The report argues that the actions taken in Japan
against the Unification Church and other groups stigmatized as “cults” are incompatible with the
country’s international obligations under the International Covenant for Civil and Political Rights.

KEYWORDS: Unification Church, Unification Church in Japan, Family Federation for World Peace and
Unification, Assassination of Shinzo Abe, Dissolution of the Unification Church in Japan, National
Network of Lawyers Against Spiritual Sales.

The Family Federation for World Peace and Unification (hereafter designated
for ease of understanding as “the Church™ or “the Unification Church” or “the
UC?) is the subject matter of the following report.

1. Background—Application of the UN Special Procedures

We refer to our previous report on abductions and forced de-conversions (called
“deprogramming”) in Japan sent on behalf of the Victims® Association to the
Special Rapporteur on freedom of religion or belief on 23 July 2013.

The present report is a follow-up regarding those practices in Japan, which
resulted in an avalanche of tort cases against the Church initiated by
deprogrammed followers turned into apostates and made to complain against
“fraudulent and brainwashing evangelism” (see the ruling of the Kobe District
Court, page 83, upheld by Osaka High Court). Those tort cases were subsequently
used as the basis for the government to initiate proceedings for the dissolution of
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the Church, presently pending.

The report on deprogramming, which included documented cases with
allegation letters from victims of such practices, was also sent at the time to the
Human Rights Committee.

The Human Rights Committee took up the matter in its sixth periodic review of
Japan and, after a back and forth with the Japanese government that was pretending
to ignore the problem and our providing of evidence of the police and justice

refusal to take action, included the following recommendation in its Concluding
Observations on 20 August 2014 (CCPR/C/JPN/CO/6):

Abduction and forced de-conversion.

21. The Committee is concerned at reports of abductions and forced confinement of
converts to new religious movements by members of their families in an effort to
de-convert them (arts. 2,9, 18, 26).

The State party should take effective measures to guarantee the right of every person not

to be subject to coercion that would impair his or her freedom to have or to adoptareligion

or belief.

A few months later on 14 November 2014, for the first time, a victim of such
misdeeds, Mr. Toru Goto, was awarded substantial damages in a civil case against
his family and two deprogrammers by the Tokyo High Court for the twelve
year-illegal confinement and forced persuasion he was subjected to in a failed
attempt to have him recant his faith. The Court granted him compensation
commensurate to the harm suffered and ruled that the deprogramming itself, done
by Pastor Yasutomo Matsunaga, was illegal (Tokyo High Court 2014 [2023]); a
decision soon confirmed by the Supreme Court of Japan.

Even if this deprogramming practice seemingly ended thereafter, the attempt to
eliminate the UC and its members persisted and even drastically increased to date.

This report describes the following developments with the series of tort cases
leading to a threat of dissolution of the Church, stripping of its assets, the
enactment of two new laws tailor-made for the UC, implementation of a new form
of State organized deprogramming of its second-generation believers, and other
severe discrimination issues against its members.

It should also be underlined that throughout the years, the Human Rights
Committee regularly issued another recommendation to the Japanese government
concerning its illegal limitation of the right to freedom of religion or belief based

on “public welfare.”
In recurrent Concluding Observations in 2008, 2014, and 2022, the
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Committee recommended the following to the Japanese government (8 December
2008, CCPR/C/JPN/CO/5 §10, 20 August 2014, CCPR/C/JPN/CO/6, and
30 November 2022, CCPR/C/JPN/CO/7 § 37):

Restriction of fundamental freedoms on grounds of “public welfare.”

21. The Committee reiterates its concern that the concept of “public welfare” is vague and
open-ended and may permit restrictions exceeding those permissible under the Covenant
(arts. 2, 18, and 19).

The Committee recalls its previous concluding observations (see CCPR/C/JPN/CO/5,

para. 10) and urges the State party to refrain from imposing any restriction on the rights

to freedom of thought, conscience, and religion, or freedom of expression unless they

fulfill the strict conditions set out in paragraph 3 of articles 18 and 19.

Japan never complied with those repeated recommendations since the Japanese
Constitution still enshrines to date articles allowing restrictions to human rights
when they are based on the protection of “public welfare” (Articles 12 and 13).

Worse, the law article relied upon by the government to request the dissolution
of the UC refers expressly to the infringement of “public welfare™ (Article 81(i) of
the Religious Corporation Act).

11 knsuing Developments—Organized Avalanche of 1ort Cases

The over three decades of deprogramming of Unification Church members done
with carte blanche from the Japanese government resulted in an avalanche of tort
cases initiated by former members, who had been de-converted and persuaded by
the deprogrammers and the anti-cult lawyers’ association to file suits against
the Church.

This association, named the National Network of Lawyers Against Spiritual
Sales (hereafter “the lawyers” Association” or “the Network™), amovement close to
the socialist and communist parties, was established in 1987 to combat the
Unification Church at a time when the latter was openly fighting
against Communism.

In fact, the Network was created to prevent the enactment of the Anti-Espionage
Law, which was being promoted at the time by the International Federation for
Victory over Communism (IFVOC), an affiliate of the former Unification Church.
At the time, Attorney Hiroshi Yamaguchi, a key member of the Network, stated at
its inauguration that “Money made from spiritual sales is being used to fund the
Unification Church and the IFVOC’s efforts to enact the Anti-Espionage Law”

w
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(Fukuda 2023, 52). These lawyers alleged that the moneys made by the Church
through “spiritual sales” were then used to combat Communism.

Their name National Network of Lawyers Against Spiritual Sales, is inspired by
consumer law to designate sales that used to be done by some Church members
(mostly from their own private companies) of items such as seals, statues, vases,
miniature pagodas, and others at prices significantly higher than their intrinsic
value—a practice that can be found also in some traditional religions such as the
Catholic Church.

The lawyers’ Network used the label “spiritual sales™ also for the donations made
to support the Unification Church and its functioning. They claimed that the
Church was “selling” eternal salvation and creating anxiety in its followers to
obtain donations—although the concepts of hell and redemption are beliefs
common to most religions.

“Spiritual sales™ is a term coined by anti-cult advocates to make donations made
to religious minorities considered as consumer law matters and allow their claim
for a refund to the donors as fraudulent sales. This term was used by the anti-cult
movement in other countries, such as Germany where a bill was introduced in
1997 to regulate what they called “commercial services of assistance in

2

overcoming life’s difficulties™ (“life help”), referred to by the anti-cult associations
as “Psycho Contract Law.”

In the summer of 1997, Lutheran and Catholic Church representatives for
Germany sent a joint statement to the Federal Council, the Upper House of the
Parliament, expressing their concern that the severe restrictions in the draft
legislation would also apply to their Churches, specifically regarding the payment
of spiritual counseling services that they delivered. The bill was abandoned
thereafter (see Duval 2012, 214-15).

Network lawyers managed to persuade the Japanese courts that donations to the
Unification Church should be presumed to have been obtained through “creating
anxiety” based on those beliefs and depriving the donors of their “free will.”

With their reasoning based on consumer law, the Network lawyers ignore the
faith of Church members who raise donations and maintain that they are only
motivated by profit-making. The beliefs that they profess should be considered,
they allege, as just a cover for duping followers.

All the former followers who underwent confinement and forced de-conversion
were referred to those Network lawyers by the deprogrammers or their families,
once de-converted, to sue the Church for tortious soliciting of donations and
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proselytism and obtain damages.

Masumi Fukuda, a trained sociologist and renowned freelance journalist, did a
thorough investigation of the whole phenomenon and interviewed numerous
“deprogrammed” followers. She then sent a letter to the government with her
findings, asking them to drop their dissolution claim (Fukuda 2023).

She gave a figure of over 4,300 believers in Japan who have been abducted by
physical violence or deception, locked up for long periods of time in apartments or
other places, and not released until they abandoned their faith.

She concluded that most of the claimants for torts were followers who
underwent such process and had to prove their real will to quit the Church by suing
for damages.

She described in detail the process of deprogramming followed by civil lawsuits
for tort. She explained:

In the 17" century persecution of Christians in Japan, to save their life it was not enough

for them to tell the authorities they had abandoned Christianity. They were asked to

trample a painting of Jesus underfoot to prove they were no longer Christians.

Similarly, now it was not enough for deprogrammed believers to state they were no longer

members of the Unification Church. They should prove they had really left the church by

claiming they had been “victims of spiritual sales,” and filing lawsuits demanding that the
church return the money they had paid for the items they had purchased, such as marble

vases, two-stories pagodas, seals, and other items (Fukuda 2023, 54-5).

She also pointed out that the Network of anti-UC lawyers was deeply involved in
the deprogramming issue, and all those who finally accepted to recant their faith
were systematically referred to them for suing the Church.

She wrote,

The Network. was thus deeply involved in this abduction and confinement business

because they were the attorneys in the subsequent lawsuits filed by former believers

against the church. There were lawyers who became rich through these cases, as did

deprogrammers and Christian pastors involved in the abductions, who received

substantial amounts of money from the relatives of the believers they deprogrammed

(Fukuda 2023, 55).

Actually, the Network’s lawyers were sometimes involved in the process in the
first place as they were those who advised the families to de-convert their kin
through deprogramming.

When the lawyers were consulted by the believers” parents, they first introduced them to

the deprogrammers. If and when deprogramming was successful, the lawyers took over

from the deprogrammers as “handlers” of the former believers, made them plaintiffs, and
filed lawsuits. The anti-Unification-Church group, including Attorney Kito and journalists
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Yoshio Arita and Eight Suzuki, still defends deprogramming to this very day, and claims it
was performed to “protect” the former members of the Unification Church (Fukuda
2023, 55).

In one of the tort cases relied upon by the government to request dissolution of
the Church, the three claimants had been abducted and confined by their families
and subjected to deprogramming by two Protestant pastors, who tried to
“persuade” them that true Christianity differs from the teachings of the UC (Kobe
District Court, decision of 10 April 2001, case #9; the Court dismissed the claims
but the Osaka High Court reversed the judgment and granted damages to the
claimants on 21 May 2003).

They were claiming damages for “fraudulent and brainwashing evangelism.”
After deprogramming, the claimants came to believe that the Church’s doctrine was
nonsensical and decided to leave.

One of the two deprogrammers, Pastor Mamoru Takazawa, was questioned and
cross examined during the Court hearings and stated the following (Kobe District
Court, Minutes of court hearing, 26 March 1996, page 81):

Q: Are you aware that the defendant UC has criticized your rescue activities as kidnapping

and confinement?

A: Yes, I am aware of that.

Q: What are your thoughts on such criticisms?

A: Ibelieve thatitis not kidnapping or confinement because the parents are involved, so it

should be considered protection.

He went on stating:

Q: When did you start using physical restraint?

A: As I mentioned earlier, I believe it was around 10 years ago. However, it wasn’t just me;

it was generally a unified practice among pastors involved in rescue activities nationwide

(Kobe District Court, Minutes of court hearing, 21 May 1996, page 25).

Then the deprogrammer admitted to the Court that he knew that this practice
was normally illegal but intended to continue with the following justification (Kobe
District Court, Minutes of court hearing, 26 March 1996, pages 81-2):

Q: Are there any people who leave UC on their own without undergoing rescue activities?

A: Once someone has firmly embraced UC’s beliefs, I believe it is impossible for them to

leave naturally.

It is precisely to break the unswerving faith of UC believers that the
deprogramming has been created and has flourished into a nation-wide family
activity under the auspices of the government.
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To invalidate the good faith and strong beliefs of the followers, the theory of
undue influence or “brainwashing evangelism™ has been forged and underlies all
the claims for torts filed by the Network of lawyers who advised the parents to
practice this kind of “protection.”

The problem is, apart from the fact that those lawyers apparently participated in
an illegal activity under international human rights law and still advocate such
practice to date, that they have succeeded over the years to obtain from Japanese
courts a series of tort sentences which were then used for a dissolution request
against the Church.

The Japanese courts have endorsed the theory of an alleged “undue influence”
of the Unification Church to justify ordering the refund of donations to the
claimants, even after hearing their deprogrammers explain their initial strong faith
at the time of the donations.

On this basis of “undue influence” they have ruled the Unification Church
activities “illegal” and the rulings, based on the deprogrammers’ hearings, are
included in the government claim for dissolution.

111 Recent Developments: Abe Assassination and Media Blitz

Although the Unification Church had been ostracized in the past with
accusations of “spiritual sales” from the lawyers” Network, it was the assassination
of former Prime Minister Shinzo Abe (1954-2022) on July 8,2022, that triggered
a resurgence of the media campaigns against it.

Prime Minister Abe manifested sympathy for the peacebuilding activities of a
UN accredited NGO affiliated to the Unification Church, the Universal Peace
Federation (UPF), on some occasions, by participating through a video in 2021
and by sending a message in 2022 to two UPF events.

His murderer, Tetsuya Yamagami, accused Shinzo Abe of supporting the
Unification Church. He was the son of a woman member of the Unification Church
who made large donations some 22 years ago. He justified his crime by stating that
his mother went bankrupt because of her donations to the Church. Why it took him
22 years to react he did not explain, nor did he mention that in 2009, upon the
family’s request, half of the donations were returned to them. What or who incited
him to attack the Minister after this long time-lapse, no one seemed to question.
One fact for sure is that Yamagami had ties to the anti-cult movement.

After the murder and his arrest, a media blitz started against the Unification
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Church, initiated by the lawyers” Network. At a press conference held by the
Network on July 12, 2022, in response to the assassination, the lawyers, one after
another, vehemently condemned the UC. They stated that, “As far as the former
Unification Church is concerned, Tetsuya Yamagami (Abe’s assassin) and his
mother are 100% the victims, and the cult is 100% the perpetrator.”
They described the Unification Church as “anti-social” and “great evil” (Fukuda
2023,51).

As a result of these media reports, loudspeaker trucks from far-right groups
surrounded the headquarters and churches of the UC in major cities, blaring “Get
out of Japan!™ at high volumes. Threatening letters, including death threats, were
sent via postcards and email. Church members faced discrimination at school,
work, and society, while some were opposed by family members over their faith.
In some cases, women were subjected to domestic violence from their husbands,
resulting in injuries, or were forced to divorce.

The ensuing media frenzy put pressure on the Japanese government to cut any
ties with the Church and, under the accusations from the lawyers’ Network making
them responsible for the disaster, the government officials initiated a dissolution
procedure and passed several laws to eliminate the Church from the Japanese
landscape.

The lost tort cases were used by the lawyers” Network to fuel heavy accusations
in the media and request dissolution, and in turn the media attacks put the courts
under pressure to adopt more rulings to the Church’s disadvantage.

Finally, on 19 October 2022, Prime Minister Kishida changed the
interpretation of the Religious Corporation Act (RCA) on the requirements for the
dissolution of religious corporations. Article 81 of the Act provides:

When the court finds that a cause which falls under any of the following items exists with

regard to areligious corporation, it may order the dissolution of the religious corporation

at the request of the competent authority, an interested person, or a public prosecutor,

and by its own authority: (i) in violation of laws and regulations, the religious corporation

commits an act which is clearly found to harm public welfare substantially...

The Prime Minister decided overnight that civil findings of tort would constitute
a “violation of laws and regulations” and a dissolution procedure was started
against the Unification Church.

The Japanese Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science, and Technology
(“MEXT”) which oversees religious corporations, filed for dissolution. In the
Japanese acronym, the “M” stands for Ministry, the “E” for Education, and the “T”
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for Technology. The “X” is used to represent “cross,” indicating the Ministry’s
responsibility for the intersection of different fields such as culture, sport, science,
and religion.

The MEXT started requesting information from the UC, which under Japanese
law is the preliminary step to seek the dissolution of a religious corporation.
From November 2022 to July 2023, the MEXT exercised its right of question to
the UC seven times. A wide range of inquiries were made, covering organizational
and operational matters, but also legal matters such as lawsuits, complaints, and
settlements, and the types of donations received. The inquiries also included a part
on the religious doctrines and beliefs themselves, and how they could be used to
have followers make donations to the Church.

Finally, on 13 October 2023, the MEXT filed a lawsuit at the Tokyo District
Court requesting the dissolution of the Church, based on 32 lost tort cases.
The first hearing on the merits of the dissolution claim will be held at the Tokyo
District Court in December 2024.

V. Tort Cases—The Rulings by Japanese Courts

The courts have unconditionally adopted the reasoning based on consumer law
from the lawyers’” Network, as detailed above. Under this reasoning, they ignored
the faith of the Church members who raised donations and presumed that their
purpose was only profit-making. The courts considered that the beliefs that they
professed was just a subterfuge for duping the new followers, in spite of
recognizing the strong faith of UC members under “undue influence.”

In its plea for dissolution, the Ministry (MEXT) maintains the following:

From around 1980 to 2023, UC believers caused significant damage to many people by

making them donate or buy goods by restricting their free decision and preventing their

normal judgment, which resulted in disrupting a peaceful life of many people including
the family members of the guests [attendees of seminars or conferences].

The grounds for this accusation are that the UC lost 32 court cases and was
sentenced to pay damages. MEXT concludes that the UC violated the law and
committed acts which can clearly be “found to harm public welfare substantially,”
pursuant to Article 81(i) of the Religious Corporation Act.

Apart from the fact that this provision of the Act contradicts blatantly UN
recommendations as it is not a permitted limitation under Article 18.3 ICCPR, the
reliance on the 32 court cases is flawed by at least five factors:
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I-In many of their findings, the courts mention that the “victims” were
“rescued” or “protected,” another word for deprogrammed, which means that they
were coerced into abandoning their faith and persuaded to sue the Church. It can
be concluded that those cases were fabricated against the UC and the former
followers” faith at the time of their donations established for fact, since coercion
was needed to have them recant their beliefs (note that out of the 32 tort cases, 121
claimants have been deprogrammed pursuant to court findings).

2-The courts use the debunked theory of mental manipulation to reject evidence
provided by the defense that the former believers chose at the time to donate on
their own free will.

3-The facts involved are very old (between forty to twenty years ago) but the
courts used the same theory to deny the plea by the defense that they were
time-barred (over three years old); they refused to apply the statute of limitation in
force for civil suits, finding that the “victims” were not aware of being victims until
they met with the anti-UC lawyers” Network, as they were under the undue
influence of the Church. This is a discriminatory application of the law.

4-The courts applied a presumption of guilt if donations were deemed by them
to be superior to what is “socially acceptable,” an arbitrary and vague notion used
to rule the soliciting of donations illegal.

5-The courts condemned the “use of the spiritual world” to obtain donations
for the Church, i.e., the content of the doctrine related to the belief in karma, hell,
and redemption, which is however inherent to religion itself and the right to
establish and maintain religious institutions.

The 32 tort cases referred to by MEXT contain the same general theory on
illegality:

When believers of a particular religious organization engage in the sale of goods, which is
essentially a solicitation of donations, as part of their religious activities, such actions are
not considered illegal as long as the methods, manner, and amounts are reasonable by
social standards. However, if these actions are carried out under the name of religious
activities with the sole purpose of gaining profit, increasing the anxiety or confusion of
those solicited, and making them to spend excessively large amounts of money relative to
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their social status and assets, thereby significantly exceeding the socially acceptable scope,
such actions must be deemed illegal.

The argument of social acceptability, which is a vague and discriminatory
notion, is used by the Japanese courts to restrict the right to proselytize of the UC

and turn its proselytism into a tortious act.
The High Court of Tokyo, in a decision of 13 May 2003 cited by MEXT
amongst the 32 tort cases supporting its dissolution request, ruled as follows:

The plaintiffs were then led to participate in a series of seminars (workshops) or training
sessions and other activities in stages, allowing the doctrines, “Divine Principle,” to
gradually permeate their understanding. Furthermore, under the name of practicing the
doctrine, they were engaged in specific missionary and economic activities. Even when
the plaintiffs began to harbor doubts about the process by which they were recruited or the
activities they were currently engaged in, they were made to believe that abandoning their
faith would result in them and their entire family being deprived of salvation in this world.
This created a psychological barrier, making it difficult for them to leave the UC (High
Court of Tokyo, page 6, upholding the ruling of the Niigata District Court of 20 October
2002, page 147).

The very manifestation of belief through spreading the faith of the Unification
Church is found to be tortious by the court, and deemed to infringe the victim’s
free will. The court found:

In general, acts of soliciting and proselytizing to spread a religion, as well as engaging
believers in various activities and soliciting donations, are considered within the scope of
legitimate religious activities protected by the freedom of religion, as long as they are
based on socially justifiable purposes and are reasonable in terms of methods and
outcomes according to social norms. However, if these acts, when judged
comprehensively in terms of purpose, method, and result, significantly deviate from
socially acceptable scope, they should be deemed illegal. This holds true even if the
solicited believers superficially appear to have joined the religious organization and acted
based on their faith in its doctrine; such solicitation and proselytizing may still constitute
tortious acts against believers who were persuaded to engage in missionary activities and
make donations.

This ruling was confirmed by the Supreme Court on 12 November 2004.

It must be concluded that, under the influence of the anti-UC Network of
lawyers and the media, the courts have accepted the theory of mental manipulation
to condemn the Church members for proselytizing and spreading their faith, in
violation of their right to freedom of religion or belief.

The presumption of guilt against UC members is so strong amongst Japanese
courts that, even if the defense can prove that the claimants gave donations on the
basis of their faith, this evidence is disregarded and invalidated by the judges under
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the theory of undue influence. Thus, the Church and its members are unable to
make their voice heard and obtain justice before the domestic courts in Japan.

V. Violation of Japan s International Commitments

Recurrent recommendations from the UN Human Rights Committee have
reminded the Japanese government of the only permitted restrictions to the right
to express one’s religion or belief, as provided at Article 18.3 of the International
Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR or Covenant):

3. Freedom to manifest one’s religion or beliefs may be subject only to such limitations as

are prescribed by law and are necessary to protect public safety, order, health, or morals,
or the fundamental rights and freedoms of others.

— Social Acceptability and Public Welfare

As the Human Rights Committee stressed, public welfare is not included in the
list of possible restrictions, nor is social acceptability.

On the contrary, the Committee in its Comment no. 22 on Article 18 gave the
following guideline for its interpretation:

Article 18 protects theistic, non-theistic and atheistic beliefs, as well as the right not to
profess any religion or belief. The terms “belief” and “religion” are to be broadly
construed. Article 18 is not limited in its application to traditional religions or to religions
and beliefs with institutional characteristics or practices analogous to those of traditional
religions. The Committee therefore views with concern any tendency to discriminate
against any religion or belief for any reason, including the fact that they are newly
established, or represent religious minorities that may be the subject of hostility on the
part of a predominant religious community.

Therefore, the fact that some religious beliefs or practices would not be
considered as “socially acceptable” cannot be a criterion for Japan to be legitimate
in its attempt to eliminate the Unification Church from its religious landscape.

And the argument used by the Ministry of Education in its dissolution request
that UC believers made the tort claimants donate by “preventing their normal
judgment, resulting in the disruption of the peaceful life of many people including
their family members” is totally irrelevant.

International human rights law does not take in consideration the “disruption of
peaceful life” of family members due to the conversion of their kin to new
religious movements.

It is the same with the infringement of “public welfare.” It is not listed in the
possible limitations to freedom of manifesting one’s religion or belief under Article
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18.3 of the Covenant that Japan has committed to. Actually, Article 81(i) of the
Religious Corporation Act providing for dissolution in case of substantial harm to
public welfare should have long been cancelled following the various UN
recommendations received by the Japanese government.

— Proselytism

In addition, the right to proselytize is part of the right to manifest one’s religious
beliefs and is protected as such.

Former Special Rapporteur on freedom of religion or belief, Heiner Bielefeldt,
devoted part of his 2012 Interim report to the Human Rights Council (13 August
2012, A/67/303) to “the right to try to convert others by means of non-coercive
persuasion” and reported that some

States impose tight legislative or administrative restrictions on communicative outreach

activities. This may unduly limit the right to try to convert others by means of non-coercive

persuasion, which itself constitutes an inextricable part of freedom of religion or belief.

There is no doubt that the invitation by UC members for newcomers to
participate in seminars or training sessions “allowing the doctrines, “Divine
Principle,’” to gradually permeate their understanding,” as it was described in the
above court decision, falls into the category of “non-coercive persuasion” and
legitimate proselytism.

The Special Rapporteur added that “many such restrictions are conceptualized
and implemented in a flagrantly discriminatory manner,” and that

members of religious communities that have a reputation of being generally engaged in

missionary activities may also face societal prejudices that can escalate into paranoia.

This is precisely the situation of the followers of the Unification Church in
Japan who are facing societal prejudices which have escalated into paranoia and
have led to their proselytism to be seen as an “anti-social activity.”

In particular the Tokyo District Court ruled on 15 January 2008 (a decision
included in the government request for dissolution):

However, when solicitation activities or the sale of goods, as described above, are carried
out by unduly instilling anxiety or fear in the other party, exploiting their psychological
state, and when such donations or purchases of goods are conducted in a manner that
cannot be said to be based on the free will of the person in question according to societal
norms, or when they involve the expenditure of an unreasonably large sum of money,
considering the actor’s social status, assets, or circumstances, thereby significantly
deviating from what is generally considered acceptable by society, such solicitation or
sales activities must be deemed antisocial.
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To avoid those prejudicial situations, which infringe the rights protected by the
Treaties, the Special Rapporteur concluded that
Any restrictions on missionary activitics deemed necessary by States must therefore meet

all the criteria set out in article 18 (3) of the International Covenant on Civil and
Political Rights.

— Soliciting Donations

Inherent to the right to manifest one’s religion or belief is also the right to
establish and maintain religious institutions, which includes the right to solicit
donations as spelled out by the 1981 Declaration of the UN General Assembly:

Art. 6 (b): The right to freedom of thought, conscience, religion, or belief includes the

freedom, “to establish and maintain appropriate charitable or humanitarian institutions.”

Art. 6 (f): The right to freedom of thought, conscience, religion, or belief includes the

freedom, “to solicit and receive voluntary financial and other contributions from

individuals and institutions.”

It is therefore totally legitimate for UC members to solicit donations and other
contributions for the functioning of their Church, as long as they are not extorted
by violence.

On the practice of soliciting donations and sale of religious artifacts by the
Unification Church, we refer to the in-depth review published by Massimo
Introvigne, a prominent sociologist of religions and former OSCE Representative
for combating racism, xenophobia, and religious discrimination (Introvigne 2022,
80-82; see also the article on this subject by Masumi Fukuda: Fukuda 2024).

In the absence of any element of violence, the lawyers of the anti-UC Network
have coined the concept of undue influence, adopted by the Japanese courts to find
that the contributions were obtained through infringing the donors’ free will.
Influence by a religious organization is deemed to be “undue” and not “socially
acceptable” when it comes from the Unification Church.

In her letter sent to the Ministry in December 2022, Masumi Fukuda quoted a
statement by Attorney Yoshihiro Ito, a member of the Network who said:

The courts tend to accept easily claims that would never be accepted in other cases if they

are directed against cults... In civil lawsuits, there is a kind of unwritten rule that if a cult

is involved, it will lose the case (Fukuda 2023, 64,).

In conclusion of the above, the government’s request for dissolution of the UC,
based on biased tort cases and a flawed article of law on “public welfare” constitutes
a serious violation of Japan’s commitments under the Treaties.
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VI. Enactment of New Laws

In parallel to the dissolution request and tort cases, two new laws have been
passed to target specifically the Unification Church, even though it is not
expressly mentioned in the text: one to prevent “unjust solicitation for donations”
and one to help the alleged victims to file for damages and freeze the assets of
religious corporations subject to dissolution.

— The December 2022 Law on “Unjust Solicitations™

Act no. 105 on “Preventing Unjust Solicitation for Donations by a
Corporation” (hereafter “law on unjust solicitations” or “donations law”) was
enacted on December 16, 2022, to amend the existing Consumer Contract Law.
Article 3.1 of this law makes itan obligation for those who solicit donations to make
sure that they do not “suppress the free will” of donors, a provision adopted to
enshrine the vague and discriminatory concept of undue influence in the law.

The new law contains a provision specifically designed for religious donations:
Article 4: When soliciting donations, a corporation, etc. must not confuse the individual
who is being solicited to donate by engaging in any of the following acts: ... (vi) indicating
to the individual that psychic sense or other special abilities that are difficult to be
reasonably verified have shown that a serious disadvantage would occur to the life, health,
property, or other significant matters of the individual or their relatives, unless the
individual takes certain measures to fuel their fear, and then, informing the individual that
the serious disorders can be completely avoided if the individual donates and the donation
will be essential.

The mention of hell or karma in briefings to potential donors, such as the
“karma talks” by the UC, could then be considered as confusing the individual to
obtain donations.

The Catholics and Buddhists have such practices, but needless to say this
provision is not intended to be applied to traditional or “socially acceptable”
religions, but only to new religious movements derogatorily labeled as “cults,” and
more specifically the Unification Church.

If Article 4 is found to apply and the donors have been “confused,” then the
donation can be rescinded. In case they were confused after being taught about hell
or karma, the time limit for rescinding is increased from five to ten years from the
time when the donors manifested their intent to donate.

In addition, the law provides that rescission of the donation can also be claimed
by the creditors of a regular financial support obligation such as husband, wife,
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children, or those towards whom the donor has a duty of support under the
Japanese Civil Code, such as ascendants and brothers or sisters. Lastly, the new
law provides support for the persons who donated to obtain rescission and recover
damages through a special help from the Japan Legal Support Center
(procurement of legal advice) and a user-friendly consultation system (a hotline for
these specific victims).

In case of “unjust solicitation,” the Ministry can order the religious organization
to stop such soliciting of donations and in case of non-compliance with the order
the individuals involved are liable to penal sanctions of imprisonment.

All these measures make it now very risky for new religious movements to solicit
donations since they are liable to penal sanctions if any donor later complains to
have been made anxious by a briefing on karma or divine punishment. But above
all, this State apparatus is designed at inciting those who donated to the Church to
rescind their donations and claim damages, with the help of lawyers paid by
the State.

— The December 2023 Law on Relief of “Victims of Specific Torts™

On December 30,2023, Law no. 89 was enacted. Itis called the “Law on Special
Provisions for the Operation of the Japan Legal Support Center for Prompt and
Smooth Relief of Victims of Specific Torts, and Similar, and Special Provisions of the
Disposition and Management of Property by Religious Corporations.”

It contains special provisions for the operation of the Japan Legal Support
Center (legal aid) for the relief of “Victims of Specific Torts,” and special
provisions for the “Disposition and Management of Property by Religious
Corporations.” Law 89 is also referred to by Japanese Officials as the “Act on
Victims of Specific Torts” or “Special Measures Act” or “Special Act.”

It has been adopted to target specifically the Unification Church and has
two objectives:

—one is help to the “victims of specific torts™ for filing suits to obtain damages,
and

—second is surveillance of the assets of any religious corporation against which
a claim for dissolution has been filed by the government, that is to say the
Unification Church as it is the only one in this situation to date.

“Specific torts” refers to torts that have given rise to a specific request of
dissolution order, i.e., soliciting donations through “preventing the donors’
normal judgment” and disrupting public welfare, per the dissolution request
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of MEXT.

Pursuant to Law 89, religious corporations against which a dissolution request
has been filed are classified in two categories: “designated religious corporations”
and “specially designated religious corporations.”

If there is a “substantial” number of “victims™ a group will be listed as a
“designated religious corporation™:

Article 7.1: The competent authority may designate a target religious corporation as a

designated religious corporation if it finds that the target religious corporation falls under

any of the following: (i) It is expected that there will be a significant number of victims of
specific torts, etc., related to the target religious corporation. (i) It is necessary to grasp
the status of disposal and management of the target religious corporation’s assets.

Then, if a corporation is labeled as “designated religious corporation” and if
there is a risk that its assets may disappear, it will become a “specially designated
religious corporation” (Article 12).

The organizations in the “specially designated” list are those suspected of
disposing of their assets pending dissolution. They will be under stricter
surveillance, and the victims’ lawyers would have an easier access to their
inventories and accounts to let them take legal action to secure their claims.

To clarify the designation of designated religious corporations and specially
designated religious corporations by MEXT pursuant to these provisions, the
government has issued Guidelines on 15 February 2024 “Ciriteria for Operation
Concerning the Designation of Designated Religious Corporations and Specially
Designated Religious Corporations Under the Law on Special Provisions for the
Operation of the Japan Legal Support Center for Prompt and Smooth Relief of
Victims of Specific Torts, and Similar, and Special Provisions of the Disposition
and Management of Property by Religious Corporations.”

According to the Guidelines, a “victim of a specific tort” is a person who has or
may have a legal right to claim damages. Victims of a specific tort are not limited to
victims recognized by the claimant when requesting a specific dissolution order,
butalso victims of the same type of act that was not known at the time of the request.

They also include persons “whose intention to file a compensation request is not
yet clear.” This means potential victims which would come forward later on.
The Guidelines also provide that the “significant number of victims” will be
determined on a case-by-case basis but however, in general cases, it will be enough
that there are several dozens of them.

Regarding the second requirement of Article 7.1, the Guidelines provide that if
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the religious corporation is expected to have a significant number of victims, then
it is generally recognized that there is a need to understand the status of asset
disposal and management.

In summary, if a religious corporation subject to dissolution has several dozens
of victims or potential victims, including all the members who have not yet
complained, under Article 7.1, then itis systematically suspect of possible evasion
of assets and its finances should be monitored, under Article 7.2.

Therefore, there is no doubt that the UC is considered by the government as a
designated religious corporation, which assets are under surveillance, pending the
court decision on its dissolution. As a matter of fact, financial institutions have
become reluctant with any remittance abroad and other money transfers.

The lawyers of the victims, i.e., the Network of anti-UC lawyers, are watching
the state of Church’s assets for their claims for damages. Even the Japan Federation

of Bar Associations made a statement about the enactment of the new law on victims
of specific torts (Law 89) on 14 December 2023:

In addition, the special provisions for the services of the Legal Support Center should be

implemented flexibly so that many people, including those who have already used the

Legal Support Center to request the services of the National Unification Church Victims

Defense Lawyers Group, can be fairly exempted from repayment. Furthermore, the scope

of civil proceedings for specific torts should not be limited to the recovery of economic

damages due to so-called donations but should also broadly cover domestic cases and

other related civil cases resulting from the breakdown of family relationships.

So, the National Bar Federation is supporting the anti-UC lawyers” Network in
their fight. The potential victims, who are the lawyers’ clients, are exempt from
financial expenses to sue the Church. Their “burden” is alleviated to have more
claimants to strip the Church of its assets.

Not only do these lawyers go for the refund of donations, but they also incite
families to claim punitive damages for family splitting due to the conversion of their
kin to new religious beliefs.

VII. Return of a New Form of Deprogramming

— Mental Manipulation

All the tort cases against the Unification Church are built on the concept of
undue influence and mental manipulation. In all these cases, the courts assume that
the UC has an undue influence and review the cases to find any elements to support
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their ruling that the soliciting of donations or proselytizing was not “socially
acceptable™ and thus tortious.

This theory of mental manipulation has no scientific basis and has been rejected
by scholars internationally, as the European Court of Human Rights spelled out in
its decision Jehovah's Witnesses of Moscow v. Russia on 10 June 2010
(1C-302/02, 10 June 2010).

In this case, the association Jehovah’s Witnesses of Moscow had referred to the
European Court the decision of a Russian court to dissolve their community.
The Court specifically reviewed the validity of the accusation by the Russian
authorities that the right of citizens to freedom of conscience was violated because
they were submitted to psychological pressure and “mind control” techniques.

After noting that members of the religious denomination testified before the
Russian courts that they had made a free and voluntary choice of their religion and
therefore followed its precepts of their own will, the Court found that

there is no generally accepted and scientific definition of what constitutes “mind control”

and that no definition of that term was given in the domestic judgments (§ 128 and 129).

Accordingly, the Court ruled that “the findings of the Russian courts on this
point were based on conjecture uncorroborated by fact” and found a violation by
Russia of the right to freedom of religion or belief of the Jehovah’s
Witnesses members.

In spite of this evolution in democratic countries, Japan brings back this
debunked theory and, as Russia did against the Jehovah’s Witnesses, uses it to seek
dissolution of the Unification Church. The Japanese authorities have now designed
awhole legal apparatus forged on this theory to eliminate new religious movements
from its religious landscape, starting with the dissolution of the
Unification Church.

This includes the fact of including in the notion of “victims™ the believers who
might file complaints in the future—meaning implicitly when they are persuaded to
do so—as they are deemed to not yet be aware of being victims.

Invalidating the free will of believers of new religious movements is equivalent
to no less than denying them the freedom to choose to adopt new beliefs and
considering them as mentally incompetent as concerns religious choices.

Using this theory, the State is then entitled to make choices for its citizens in
their place in the name of protecting “public welfare.” This constitutes a violation
of the right of Japanese citizens to freedom to adopt a new religion or belief, and a
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blatant violation by Japan of its obligation of neutrality in religious matters under
the international treaties it has signed and ratified.

— Family Break-ups

Under the same reasoning and the concept of undue influence, the families are
entitled to rescind donations pursuant to the new donations law, in lieu of their
kin believers. They are also entitled, according to the chairman of the National
Federation of Bar Associations, to sue for damages claiming that the UC broke
down their family relationships.

The European Court of Human Rights was faced with the same kind of
accusation of family break-ups by the Russian government against the Jehovah’s
Witnesses in the above-mentioned case. And the Court found:

Nevertheless, as long as self-dedication to religious matters is the product of the believer’s

independent and free decision and however unhappy his or her family members may be

about that decision, the ensuing estrangement cannot be taken to mean that the religion
caused the break-up in the family. Quite often, the opposite is true: it is the resistance and

unwillingness of non-religious family members to accept and to respect their religious
relative’s freedom to manifest and practice his or her religion that is the source of

conflict (§111).

This was precisely the case for the thousands of Japanese believers who were
abducted by their families, locked up, and forced to undergo anti-UC
indoctrination until they would accept to recant their faith.

After letting this practice continue for decades, Japan is now providing the
possibility for the families who committed such acts to sue for damages due to the
family break-ups caused by the conversion of their kin to the Unification Church
in the first place. And all this is possible with Unification Church money since the
damages will be paid by the assets seized when the dissolution is decided to pay the
“creditors,” i.e., all the potential claimants for the years to go.

This brings the following question: do adult citizens have the right in Japan to
convert to new religions if their families disagree? The facts tell us that they do not,
and this constitutes again a blatant violation of their right to choose and adopt the
beliefs of their choice protected by international instruments.

— State Organized Deprogramming

Article 18.2 of the Covenant provides: “No one shall be subject to coercion
which would impair his freedom to have or to adopt a religion or belief of his
choice.” Coercion to recant one’s beliefs is clearly forbidden under the
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commitments made by Japan.

After the scandal of illegal abductions and enforced persuasion and the
publication of pictures of Toru Goto emaciated and ill after his release from a
twelve year-confinement, it seems that the Japanese state is now trying to organize
anew form of “deprogramming,” without the embarrassing element of abduction.

However, the term “coercion” mentioned at Article 18.2 does not only refer to
physical constraint but can also designate psychological pressure, such as in
mandatory “counseling” against one’s faith.

On January 18, 2024, Nikkei Shinbun, one of the major newspapers in Japan,
reported on a Cabinet meeting which took place on the same day entitled
“Ministerial Conference on Supporting the Victims of the Former Unification
Church” (Nikkel Shinbun 2024).

During the conference, a support plan was finalized based on the Special
Measures Law passed in December 2023 (Law 89). The new support measures
focus onvictim relief, beyond the asset transfer monitoring and legal assistance for
damage claims already enshrined in the Law. Later, the government announced the
main points of its support plan on its website (“Ministerial Conference” 2024).

The relief measures are expressly designed for the Unification Church and relate
to the special “counseling™ to be delivered to “victims™ or potential victims not yet
aware of being victims, like the second-generation believers or children of the
Unification Church members.The government establishes a new system in which
former followers of the Unification Church, critical apostates, serve as instructors
to provide “advice and guidance™ to government counselors.

This system is based on the idea that,

Many victims under mind control are often unaware of their distress. Former followers will

share their insights based on their experiences during training sessions for counselors

(“Ministerial Conference” 2024).

The training by apostates is supposed to “make it easier for counselors at child
guidance centers and mental health and welfare centers to address these issues.”
The plan is tailor-made to deliver counseling to the UC believers and their
children—second-generation believers—to make them aware that they have been
manipulated and turn them against their Church.

In particular, the government will

expand the number of counselors and social workers stationed in schools to make it casier

for children and young people from second-generation believers to seek help (“Ministerial
Conference” 2024).
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According to the plan posted on the government website, the Ministry of Justice
1S to

expand the number of schools where “Human Rights Classes™ are held (from elementary

schools to junior high schools and high schools) and distribute the “Children’s Human

Rights SOS Mini Letter” to elementary and junior high school students (“Ministerial

Conference” 2024).

If the Human Rights Classes are held by counselors trained by apostates from
the Unification Church, one can figure out their content. The “SOS Mini Letter”
is an envelope distributed to the children to allow them to send an “SOS” to the
authorities (Ministry of Justice 2024).

After inciting a help demand from the kids/students, the government plans to
support them to leave home. The new measures provide that they will be offered “a
temporary living space away from their parents or other believers, facilitating their
path to rebuilding their lives.”

Under the cover of helping problem children, the State is organizing an “exit
counseling™ at school to pressure second-generation believers to recant their
beliefs and escape from their families; this is the new form of “deprogramming”
that Japan has planned in January this year.

This institutionalized “counseling” to indoctrinate the children against their
parents’ faith represents not only an infringement of their right to freedom of belief
pursuant to Article 18.1 of the ICCPR but also to Article 14.1 of the Convention
on the Rights of the Child (CRC): “States Parties shall respect the right of the child
to freedom of thought, conscience and religion.”

It also constitutes an outright violation of their parents’ right to educate their
children according to their own faith pursuant to Article 18.4 of the ICCPR:

The States Parties to the present Covenant undertake to have respect for the liberty of

parents and, when applicable, legal guardians to ensure the religious and moral education
of their children in conformity with their own convictions.

And to Article 14.2 of the CRC:

States Parties shall respect the rights and duties of the parents and, when applicable, legal
guardians, to provide direction to the child in the exercise of his or her right in a manner
consistent with the evolving capacities of the child.

The plan tailor-made by the government for the Unification Church also
includes that the Children and Families Agency should provide support at child
guidance centers, “based on the “Q&A regarding responses to child abuse related
to religious beliefs.”
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The Q&A they refer to are the Guidelines on child abuse related to religious
beliefs, published on 27 December 2022 by the Ministry of Health, Labor, and
Welfare. We refer here to the report made by the Jehovah’s Witnesses (Watch
Tower Bible and Tract Society 2024) on those Guidelines and the Special
Rapporteurs’ letter to the Japanese government expressing their concerns on the
matter (Special Rapporteur on freedom of religion or belief et al. 2024).

Conclusion

“Brainwashing evangelism™ is a concept that has been coined in Japan to
discriminate against the Unification Church’s faith-based activities. The criterion
of societal acceptability has been used and is being used by Japanese courts to find
its activities “anti-social” and tortious, including the spreading of the faith and
soliciting of donations to maintain the Church institutions. This in turn has been
used by the government to file for the dissolution of the Church in the name of
“public welfare.”

Pending dissolution, and through the enactment of two tailor-made laws, the
Japanese authorities have endeavored to hinder its activities and organized the
plundering of the Church’s assets through fostering claims for damages from
deprogrammed members.

Under the theory of undue influence, happy believers are stripped of their legal
capacity in religious matters and their families are entitled to rescind their
donations in their place, and to sue for damages for the alleged family break-up.

After endorsing the illegal deprogramming of the UC members for decades, the
Japanese government is now organizing the reeducation of their children and the
estrangement from their parents like in totalitarian States.

All these human rights violations result in a dramatic situation for the
Unification Church believers and second-generation believers in Japan.

If nothing is done to stop this alarming trend of discriminatory repressive
measures from the Japanese authorities, this religious movement will disappear,
and its members will have to either relocate to another country or accept to recant
their faith under coercion.
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Introduction

On July 8, 2022, former Prime Minister Shinzo Abe (1954-2022) was
assassinated in Nara, Japan. The assassin, Tetsuya Yamagami, claimed he wanted
to punish him for his cooperation with organizations connected with the
Unification Church (now called the Family Federation for World Peace and
Unification). Yamagami said he hated the Unification Church because his mother,
amember, went bankruptin 2002, allegedly because of excessive donations to the
religious movement. He confessed he had also planned to assassinate Dr. Hak Ja
Han Moon, the leader of the Family Federation.

Anti-cultists and the media managed to persuade the Japanese public opinion,
and the government itself, that the Unification Church was responsible for
the crime. An unprecedented campaign against “cults” followed, with the
enactment of new anti-cult laws and regulations and a governmental lawsuit
seeking the dissolution of the Family Federation as a religious corporation
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(Nakayama 2023; Duval, this issue of 7%e Journal of CESNUR). The twisted
argument was that, if Yamagami’s mother had not become a member of, and
donated significantly to the Church, the assassin would not have had a grudge
against the religious group and its supporters, including Abe, and would not have
killed the former Prime Minister.

Obviously, the argument does not make sense. It is reminiscent of the defense
often used by lawyers representing rapists that, if the girl had not showed herself as
beautiful and sexy, she would not have been raped. Acting against the Unification
Church and seeking its legal dissolution, as the Japanese government is doing, also
means that in Japan crime pays. Through the government Yamagami is achieving
precisely what he wanted, i.e., destroying the Unification Church.

This paper is an attempt to explain what is seemingly inexplicable. How is it
possible that Japan, a respected democratic country, has decided to carry out such
a travesty of justice, targeting also other movements stigmatized as “cults” such as
the Jehovah’s Witnesses, and ending up being denounced in a statement by the
United Nations’ human rights Rapporteurs (Special Rapporteur on freedom of
religion or belief et al. 2024)?

There is not a single nor a complete answer. However, I will propose, if not
answers, at least six suggestions for future research: Japan’s historical hostility to
exclusivist religion; religious liberty as a foreign imposition; the decline of
mainline religion; widespread hostility to religion in general and new religions in
particular; the role of the Japanese Communist Party; and anti-Korean racism.

1. Hosulity to Exclusivist Religion

First, I suggest considering Japan’s historical hostility to exclusivist religion. In
Japan, as in China, the notion of religion as a separate field from politics and culture
only appeared in modern times because of interaction with Western thought.
The political authority was also the religious authority. The holder of the supreme
political authority was divinized as a main God. This applied to the emperor but in
the Tokugawa period (1603-1868), when emperors were figureheads and the
military leaders called shoguns ruled Japan, the shoguns or at least some of them
were also divinized. They were not the only Gods. A pantheon of lesser deities was
allowed and Japanese, to use a terminology that will become common only later,
“belonged” to different religions and worshiped many different Gods. To this very
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day, the number of official adherents to Buddhism and Shintoism is greater than
the total population of Japan as many Japanese belong to both (Tanabe 1999).

Under the Tokugawa shogunate it was mandatory for all families to register with
a Buddhist temple, which did not prevent communities to also venerate the local
Shinto clan Gods («zgame). This state of affairs may seem strange to Westerners
but may be compared, without overlooking the very different context, to the
Roman Empire. There the emperor was also divinized, but Romans were allowed
to worship a great number of Gods, which continued to grow as new populations
with their deities were incorporated into the Empire.

The Pantheon was both a building that still exists in Rome and a concept that the
Empire was welcoming all Gods. With a condition, though: each new God should
accept to coexist with all the others without claiming exclusive worship. Jews first
and Christians later refused to play this game. The Biblical deity was a jealous God,
requiring exclusive worship and denouncing all the other Gods, not to mention
divinized humans, as usurpers and imposters or worse. Psalm 95 said it in quite
brutal terms: “omnes dii gentium daemonia,” “all the Gods of other people are
demons” (Psalms 95:5).

While other religions in the Roman Empire were welcomed into the Pantheon,
the Temple of Jerusalem was destroyed, many Jews were killed, and Christians
were mercilessly persecuted for three centuries. They refused to enshrine their
God into the Pantheon on an equal footing with all the other deities and to worship
the Roman emperor as a God. The same happened in Japan. Christians, who had
been initially successful there, claimed exclusive worship for their God, refused to
belong to Christianity and other religions at the same time, and to regard the
emperor or the shogun as God. Thousands were killed, some of them crucified.
Notonly Christians but all Japanese were compelled to go through the fuumie ritual,
stepping on a sacred Christian image thus proving they were not Christians, or face
execution (Clements 2008).

The Meiji Restoration of 1868 gave power back to emperors and supplemented
the registration at Buddhist temples with the creation of a nationally unified
Shinto system. Threatened by the cannons of Western warships, Japan slowed
down the persecution in the 19" century and the Meiji Emperor had to grudgingly
legalize Christianity in 1871. However, antipathy for the exclusivist Christianity
persisted and statutes against witchcraft were used against Christians. In the
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infamous 1827 Osaka incident, six Christians were tortured and executed
aswitches. It was not the only case (Miyazaki, Wildman Nakai, and
Teeuwen 2020).

Of course, nobody is executed for being a Christian in Japan today, but antipathy
toward exclusivist religion remains deeply ingrained in the Japanese mind.
Christian missionaries report that to this very day it is difficult to convert Japanese
to a religion that demands exclusive allegiance. Christians operate prestigious
educational institutions but less than 1.2% of the population in Japan is Christian
(Statista.com 2024), compared for example with slightly more than 20% in South
Korea (Statista.com 2023). This background of hostility to religions that do not
allow their members to belong at the same time to other faiths extend to new
religions, many of which, including some new Buddhist sects, are also exclusivist.
This hostility is a sleeping dog, which may be awakened by incidents such as the
Abe assassination.

2. Religious Liberty as a Foreign Imposition

The second element to consider is religious liberty as a foreign imposition
in Japan. As mentioned earlier, in the 19" century tolerance of Christianity was
imposed by the military might of the Western powers. After Japan lost World War
II, the American legal experts who imposed in 1945 the so-called Shinto Directive
believed that the divinization of the emperor and the state control of religion had
been at the core of the Japanese nationalism and militarism. The Americans
prohibited to worship the emperor as God and compelled the Japanese to proclaim
religious liberty and enshrine it in their new Constitution (O’Brien 1996). As a
leading scholar of Japanese religion, Mark Mullins, wrote, secularization and the
acknowledgement of religious liberty are generally

regarded as an inevitable and unintended process that accompanies the modernizations of

societies, but it is important to recognize that in the case of Japan it was an intentional

process that was promoted and implemented by policies enacted by the foreign occupiers

(Mullins 2023, 116).

These policies were never popular, Mullins noted, and were regarded as unfair
American imperialist impositions, except by religious minorities. These very
different history and approach to freedom of religion with respect to other
countries explain why a strong pro-religious-liberty reaction did not manifest itself
in Japan after the post-Abe-assassination crisis.
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3. The Decline of Mainline Religion

A third feature, this one of more recent origin, of Japanese society is the decline
of mainline religion. The first cause of this decline is the dramatic demography of
Japan, which shares with Italy the lowest birth rate in the world. This leads to the
depopulation of rural areas, i.e., the parts of the country that, like almost
everywhere in the world, are the most religious. In 2015, specialized journalistand
Buddhist priest Hidenori Ukai published a book dramatically entited Jir
shometsu (The Disappearance of Religious Institutions: Ukai 2015).
Ukai examined how demographic trends were affecting the future of rural shrines
and temples. The demographic statistics suggest that approximately 49.9 percent
of the rural municipalities nationwide may vanish by 2040.

Scholar Kenji Ishii, quoted by Mullins, pointed out that around 35.6 percent of
all religious corporations are situated in these vulnerable municipalities. It is
plausible that religious institutions in these areas might collapse as well.
Ishii estimates that this would impact 41 percent of Shinto shrines (meaning that
some 31,000 out of 76,000 may disappear: Mullins 2023, 124). A similar fate
could befall many Buddhist congregations, with the potential loss of between 22 to
45 percent of their temples (Ukai 2015, 40-1; Ishii 1996).

It is a well-known sociological principle that declining mainline religious
institutions and their followers become more aggressive towards
religious minorities. They tend to attribute to their competitors, mistakenly,
problems that are in fact due to other causes. This is another factor to consider
when assessing how easy it was for activists and media to quickly spread an
exceptional animosity against certain minorities in the aftermath of the
Abe assassination.

4. Widespread Hostlity to Organized Religion

A fourth element is widespread hostility to organized religion in general in
contemporary Japanese society. In the late 20" century, 50% of Japanese
expressed distrust and antipathy to religion. As Canadian scholar Adam Lyons
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argues, these numbers continuously increased in the 21 century (Lyons 2023).
American political scientist David M. O’Brien (1951-2018) wrote that in Japan,

Strong religious beliefs, sharply defined creeds, and concerns about other-worldly
salvation appear not merely unnecessary disturbances but foreign and abnormal (O’Brien

1996, 21).

In a recent book about the decline of the use of ancestors’ altars (butsudan) in
private Japanese homes, Australian anthropologist Hannah Gould suggests that
excessive financial demands by Buddhist priests are a factor explaining this attitude
(Gould 2023). Others believe that the religious establishment, with rare
exceptions (including Soka Gakkai leaders, who opposed militarism and went to
jail), was co-responsible of the tragedies of World War II.

This hostility targets organized religion and coexists with the strength of private
beliefs in supernatural phenomena and beings, which many Japanese would not call
“religious”—but outside observers and scholars would (Sumitomo 2000).

Although the hostility existed before, a crucial event reinforcing it were the
crimes and deadly terrorist attack with sarin gas against the Tokyo subway by the
new religious movement Aum Shinrikyo in 1995 (Beckford 1998, Reader 2000).
Although many Buddhists would prefer Aum Shinrikyo not to be called a “Buddhist
movement,” it was endorsed as such by leading international Buddhist authorities,
including the Dalai Lama (something Chinese propaganda never allowed him to
forget: Reuters 2007).

Aum Shinrikyo also organized events attended by leading Japanese scholars
of religions. They were obviously unaware of its crimes, but some lost their jobs,
and all were vilified by media. One consequence is that, while in most democratic
countries of the world, scholars of new religious movements criticize anti-cultists
and defend the religious liberty of groups stigmatized as “cults,” Japan is the
exception to this rule. Most specialized scholars support the post-Abe-
assassination anti-cult campaigns. A main reason for this is that, after the Aum
Shinrikyo case, many concluded that jumping on the anti-cult bandwagon was the
only way to protect their careers.

Adam Lyons has added the idea, spread by media and intellectuals for decades
and that has gained widespread acceptance in Japan, that a strict religious
education harms the well-being and prospects of career of children. Lyons has
studied the rhetorics about the alleged misfortunes of the nésez, second-generation
members of high-intensity religious organizations, which plays a large part in the
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current campaigns against the Jehovah’s Witnesses and the Unification Church
(Lyons 2024).

Lyons has also called the attention on a a multi-volume fictionalized memoir
published between 1962 and 1968 by Kojiro Serizawa (1897-1993), a prolific if
controversial writer who gained a sizable following in Japan. Entitled Human Faze
(Vingen no Unmei), an award-winning epic in three parts and no less than 14
volumes (Serizawa 1962-68), Kojiro Serizawa’s novel as summarized by Lyons

describes the life of hif alter ego, Mori Jiro, beginning with the difficult circumstances of

Jiro’s (and Kojiro’s) birth. When Jiro was a baby, his parents effectively abandoned him to

the care of his grandparents because his father relinquished household responsibilities

and donated the family’s wealth to the Tenrikyo religion [an “old” new religion of Japan]

in order to take up a spiritual career as a missionary at the turn of the twentieth century

(Lyons 2024).

Similar stories fuel the Japanese belief that high-demand religion is by definition
harmful to children. This tradition explains why even demonstrably apocryphal
tales by second-generation Unification Church believers such as the one using the

pseudonym “Sayuri Ogawa” (who may even have been received by Prime Minister
Kishida) were quickly believed, despite being false (Fukuda 2023a).

5) The Role of the Japanese Communist Party

A fifth factor is the role of the Japanese Communist Party. Outside of Japan, not
many know that it has been for many years among the largest non-ruling
Communist parties in the world, and may well be today the second largest after its
Indian comrades. The Japanese Communist Party has stated that it considers itself
“at war” with one specific religion, the Unification Church (Sunday Mainichi
2022), although later the war extended to a broader concept of
“conservative religion.”

In 1968, Unification Church founder Reverend Sun Myung Moon (1920-
2012)  created the International Federation for  Victory  Over
Communism (IFVOC). Through its thousands of volunteers supporting anti-
Communist candidates in local and national elections, it played a key role in
containing the Japanese Communist Party and its Socialist allies. For decades,
IFVOC had also a prominent role in calling the attention on the activities of Soviet
spies in Japan and advocating for effective anti-espionage legislation.
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After the fall of the Soviet Union, documents in the Soviet archives confirmed
that claims about an extensive network of Soviet spies operating in Japan with
connections with local left-wing politicians were accurate. In the 1970s, however,
the Socialist Party claimed they were part of an IFVOC conspiracy, and was sued
by IFVOC. To avoid a humiliating defeat, the lawyer for the Socialist Party had to
persuade its clients to pay IFVOC two million yen and settle.

That lawyer never forgave IFVOC or the Unification Church. His name was
Hiroshi Yamaguchi. In 1987, writing in a Socialist publication, he called other
leftist lawyers to join his efforts to establish an association against “cults” and the
so-called “spiritual sales,” i.e., the sales of certain religious artifacts at exorbitant
prices members of the Unification Church were accused of. He wrote that

the money obtained from this is used to finance the Unification Church and IFVOC’s

campaign to enact the National Anti-Espionage Act (Fukuda 2023b, 52).

This is the origin of the main Japanese anti-cult organization, later called
National Network of Lawyers Against Spiritual Sales, which organized the massive
campaign of slander against the Unification Church/Family Federation after the
assassination of Shinzo Abe. It was started to destroy IFVOC and its support for
anti-espionage legislation.

In November 2022, journalist Soichiro Tahara and Communist Party
Chairperson Kazuo Shii discussed the Unification Church/Family Federation
issue and presented the post-Abe-assassination campaign as the “final war against
the Unification Church.” “This time, he said, we will fight thoroughly and
completely until we win over the struggle” (Sunday Mainichi 2022).

0. Anti-Korean Racism

The sixth factor, which concerns the Unification Church, is Japanese
anti-Korean racism. A 2023 report by the U.S. Institute of Peace discussed the
issue after the false rumor was spread that the assassin of Shinzo Abe and his family
are of Korean descent (they are not). The report noted that

In Japan, racism is a powerful underlying social force that shapes many issues, including

the government’s general orientation. It has many targets,... but anti-Korean racism has

been particularly salient over the past two decades (Chatani 202.3).

There is, according to the document, an “underlying tendency among many
Japanese to view Koreans as “inferior’ and “untrustworthy.” Although anti-Korean
racism has older roots,
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In the 2000s, a new type of anti-Koreanism emerged in Japan. Many elements contributed

to it, including the largely unregulated internet, a sense of disfranchisement due to

long-term economic stagnation, South Korea’s rise as a new economic giant and North

Korea’s aggressiveness (Chatani 2023).

Some Japanese bookstores have entire sections of books against Koreans, some
of which would not be allowed and banned as “hate speech’ in most European
countries (Yeo 2017). This prejudice certainly extend to religions founded in
Korea and whose leaders are Koreans.

In conclusion, I am conscious that the above six factors do not fully explain the
witch hunt against the Unification Church (and the Jehovah’s Witnesses) currently
changing the image of Japan as a peaceful country friendly to human rights we were
accustomed to for many years. However, each of them offers some context

and background. And each deserves further study.
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ABSTRACT: Opposition to groups stigmatized as “cults” has (re-)emerged in recent years as a
significant social force in countries as diverse as China and Argentina. The article examines six national
situations—United States, China, Russia, France, Japan, and Argentina—and the different interests
inspiring the local anti-cult campaigns. In its second part, the article argues that, while remaining
different, anti-cult campaigns also have common elements and are supported by the lobbying efforts of
diverse social actors such as the umbrella anti-cult federation FECRIS, the research consortium Invictus,
the international diplomatic action of France, Russia, and China, international TV networks that have
allied themselves with the anti-cult movements (primarily Netflix), anti-trafficking agencies interested in
expanding their activity to “cults,” and private individual and corporate donors. While there is nota single
“hidden hand” coordinating the anti-cult activities throughout the world, the role of these coordinating
agencies should not be under-estimated.
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Introduction

The opposition against groups stigmatized as “cults” manifests itself in
countries as diverse as China and France. This paper examines the question
whether in its present form this new/old “anti-cult movement” is international,
and organized as such, or is governed by national logics only.

In the first part, [ will present six national examples—the United States, Russia,
China, France, Japan, and Argentina—which show that there are
obvious differences. In the second part, I will argue that these differences are
compatible with the existence of an international cooperation and coordination.
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1. Partl: Six National Examples

A. The United States

The anti-cult movement was born in the United States in the late 1960s
and 1970s. These were the years in which many in the younger generations, for
different reasons, rebelled against the dominant values. Some expressed their
rebellion by embracing new religions very different from the Christianity or
Judaism of their parents, both Asian such as the Unification Church or the Hare
Krishna movement and indigenous to America such as the Church of Scientology
(Bromley and Shupe 1981).

To thousands of young Americans, primarily college students, these movements
appeared exotic, new, and exciting. To their parents, they looked dangerous,
sinister, and incomprehensible. Why would reasonable boys or girls abandon the
university to serve as full time volunteers for a controversial group?
Some psychologists and lawyers had an answer. The choice of these young men and
women, they said, had not been free, no matter what they told their parents.
They had been “brainwashed™ by “cults” (Introvigne 2022).

What could the parents do? It soon became clear that the American legal system
would resist proposals for new laws against “cults” and lawsuits based on the
dubious theories of “brainwashing.” Deprogramming was also declared illegal.
Thus, the American anti-cult movement moved from courts of law to the court of
public opinion, as it managed to persuade hundreds of journalists that stories about
evil “cults” “brainwashing” their followers were sexy and would sell well.

Recently, cable TV has emerged as the media most interested in an alliance with
anti-cultists, since its market is highly competitive and needs scandals to sell.
Netflix in particular has become specialized in producing lurid series about “cults”
and their sins.

At the core of this version of anti-cultism is an individualistic idea of freedom.
Surrendering a substantial part of our liberty to a religious organization or leader
is not regarded as an admissible choice. It is denounced as a “bounded choice”
(Lalich 2004) from which “cultists” should be “liberated,” that they want it or not.
The American model wants to protect “cultists” from themselves.
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B. China

China boasts that it has the largest anti-cult movement in the world. Indeed, the
China Anti-Cult Association has local organizations and representatives in every
area of the country, including remote villages, and millions of members.
However, it is not really a voluntary or private group. Itis a branch of the CCP, the
Chinese Communist Party, directly organized and controlled by Party bureaucrats.

“Cult” in the English official name “China Anti-Cult Association” translated the
Chinese “xie jiao.” In fact, “xie jiao” since the Middle Ages is an expression used
in the Chinese Empire to indicate “heterodox” religious movements.
“Heterodox”always had a political meaning, to designate an organization that does
not support the state and its leadership, the latter being incarnated in the emperor
in past centuries and in Xi Jinping today (Wu 2016, 2017).

Thus, the Chinese model, while borrowing from the Western anti-cult
rhetorics, does not protect the individuals from themselves but the state from the
“cults” or “xie jiao.” If you are active in any capacity in a movement listed as a “xie
jiao” in China, you go to jail. While the anti-cult association organizes massive
propaganda campaigns, ultimately the main tool China relies on to eradicate
“cults” is not propaganda but the police: in fact, a specialized anti-xie-jiao police
with more than 6,000 agents.

C. Russia

The Russian model of anti-cultism has in common with its Chinese counterpart
the use of the police to crack down on “cults” but there is an important difference.
The leaders of the China Anti-Cult Association are atheists. The leaders of the
Russian anti-cult movement are Orthodox priests or laypersons employed and paid
by the Russian Orthodox Church.

“Cults,” as it has already happened in 2017 to the Jehovah’s Witnesses, are
raided by the police, declared “extremist,” and “liquidated” by courts of law, which
play the key role in the anti-cult fight in Russia. Their properties are confiscated.
While the latter measure can hide the transfer of prime real estate from “cults™ to
government-connected oligarchs, or even relatives of the top leaders, what the laws
protect is the religious monopoly of the Russian Orthodox Church, which in turn
lives in a symbiotic situation with the Putin regime (Soryté 2020).
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D. France

This year 2024 France made its bad law of 2001 against the “cults” worse,
making “psychological subjection” allegedly practiced by the “cults” a crime
punished with heavy jail penalties (Barker 2024). The new law also reinforces the
role of the MIVILUDES, the governmental agency whose mandate is to combat
“cultic deviances™ and that also acts as an ATM machine distributing taxpayers’
money to private anti-cult organizations.

Followed on a smaller scale by Belgium, France is one of the rare countries that
uses as its main weapon against the “cults” a specialized governmental agency.
What France wants to protect is clearly indicated by another law passed in 2021,
against “separatism.” Although the law primarily targeted Islam, the government
explained it also offered a framework to fight the “cults.” As its final name
indicated, the law wants to protect the “republican values™ against those who would
deny them, at least implicitly, by joining a “separatist” organization, i.¢., one that
lives “separately” from the majority and according to different values. This is
regarded as not tolerable in France (Introvigne 2021).

E. Japan

In 2022, former Japanese Prime Minister Shinzo Abe (1954-2022) was
assassinated by a man who had a personal grudge against the Unification Church
(now called the Family Federation for World Peace and Unification), with which
Abe had cooperated through the years. The assassin’s mother, a member of the
Unification Church, went bankrupt in 2002, allegedly because of her excessive
donations to the movement. A campaign against “cults” followed the assassination,
targeting both the Family Federation, which the government is now seeking to
dissolve (Nakayama 2023), and the Jehovah’s Witnesses, who had nothing to do
with the Abe assassination but are a typical target of anti-cult campaigns in all
countries (Watch Tower Bible and Tract Society 2024).

As a statement by four Special Rapporteurs on human rights of the United
Nations on the issue, unusually strong worded considering that it criticized a
democratic country, has recently noted, the campaign against the Jehovah’s
Witnesses and the Unification Church reveals the reluctance of Japanese society
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and politics to fully accept international standards of freedom of religion or belief
(Special Rapporteur on freedom of religion or belief et al. 2024).

In Japan, the notion of religious liberty was imposed as part of the Constitution
and of the laws by the legal experts that came with American General Douglas
MacArthur (1880-1964) after World War II (O’Brien 1996). Despite these laws,
the idea that religion should conform to the prevailing social mores and that those
who live differently from the majority threaten the all-important value of social
harmony remains very strong in Japan. Every time an incident reveals that
something connected with religion can disrupt social harmony, as it happened with
the terrorist sarin gas attack in the Tokyo subway by the new religious movement
Aum Shinrikyo in 1995 (Reader 2000), or the Abe assassination in 2022,
draconian measures are introduced to expel from society what are perceived as
“foreign” religious bodies threatening stability.

F. Argentina

In Argentina, an anti-cult movement existed for decades but remained
comparatively small and not very influential. It suffered a crucial defeat when the
first case against the Buenos Aires Yoga School collapsed in 2000 (Juzgado de
Instruccion Criminal n° 46 2000). However, more recently Argentina has
emerged as a laboratory where a new strategy is being tested. “Cults” are attacked
through the use of laws against trafficking. It is argued that just as prostitutes and
immigrant slave laborers are victims of traffic even if they may not realize it, so
are “cultists.” The fact that “victims” deny that they are victims is thus regarded
as irrelevant.

Based on these theories, the Buenos Aires Yoga School was raided again in
2022 (Amicarelli 2024). Although in some anti-trafficking cases connected with
religion courts have ruled against the prosecutors (Introvigne 2023, 2024a), the
model is tested in Argentina with a strong support from international anti-cultists.
They have started cases claiming that “cultists™ are “trafficked” in several other
countries, including the United States and the United Kingdom, and are very
interested in the outcome of the Yoga School case in Buenos Aires.
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2. Part [1: International Coordination

From what we have discussed so far, it may seem that national situations are
totally different. However, while domestic peculiarities should not be neglected, it
is also true that campaigns against the “cults” are increasingly coordinated at an
international level, although this coordination is not always visible. I will mention
six examples that deserve further attention.

A. FECRIS

As early as 1994, several anti-cult organizations came together to establish an
umbrella organization called FECRIS (European Federation of Centres of
Research and Information on Cults and Sects), with headquarters in Paris. It has
correspondent organizations outside of Europe too. It is and always was financed
by the French government. For more than twenty-five years, one of its largest and
most active components, which also contributed financially, was its Russian
branch, which was controlled by the Russian Orthodox Church and financed by the
Russian government. In March 2023, reasons connected with the war in Ukraine
suggested a separation from the Russian branch, although forms of cooperation
have continued discreetly even after that date (Introvigne 2024b).

FECRIS has also supported anti-cult campaigns in China (Berzano et al. 2022,
38-44), and its propaganda can be found behind anti-cult activities and proposals
all over the world. FECRIS also cooperates with the American-based ICSA
(International Cultic Studies Association) as evidenced by the conference held on
July 3-6, 2024 in Barcelona putting together ICSA, FECRIS, and Japanese anti-
cultists, although it should be acknowledged that some American ICSA leaders are
somewhat more moderate than their European counterparts.

B. Invictus

Much more discreet than FECRIS, but not less dangerous, is a group called
“Invictus” (“Undefeated” in Latin), headquartered at the University of Barcelona
with the ambition of putting together those in the academic minority who support
brainwashing theories and the anti-cult movement. It was also represented at the
Barcelona conference. None of its members and co-workers is a scholar of religion.
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They are all psychologists who still support brainwashing theories. Interestingly,
one of them is a Japanese psychology professor and anti-cult activist called Kimiaki
Nishida (Invictus 2024). He is the person who drafted in Japan after the Abe
assassination the controversial regulations on “religious abuse of children.”
Hisrole was explicitly criticized in the United Nations statement (Special
Rapporteur on freedom of religion or belief et al. 2024).

While Invictus is in part a money-making enterprise, using the support of
psychology schools in several universities to get European funds, italso plays a role
in organizing attacks against the Jehovah’s Witnesses and other movements and in
trying to keep alive the discredited brainwashing theories.

C. The French Government

The French government devotes a specific budget to promote the activities of
its anti-cult agency MIVILUDES abroad through the French diplomacy.
Even Argentinian anti-cultists have boasted about their contacts with the French
Embassy (Salum 2023 [2013]). Japanese anti-cultists’ relationships with France
started in the late 1980s (Yamaguchi 2000) and continue to this day.

From the point of view of France, this activity is primarily defensive and aimed
at countering American criticism of French anti-cult campaigns. But it also
promotes French “grandeur,” as local politicians have often hailed MIVILUDES
as a model the whole world should imitate.

D. Russian and Chinese Disinformation

Research has traced fake news targeting the Jehovah’s Witnesses, Scientology,
and other groups to Russian disinformation TV channels such as Sputnik (see e.g.,
Spunik.kg 2018). They are also spread on social media by both Russian and
Chinese trolls. Like France, these governments are interested in defending their
repression of “cults” at home against international criticism. But there is also an
interest in creating disorder and social unrest, which has led to increased troll
activity after Russia’s 2022 invasion of Ukraine.

In Japan, solid evidence has emerged connecting the attacks against the
Unification Church, who was active in political anti-Communist campaigns, and
the very foundation of a Japanese anti-cult movement in the 1980s to the Japanese
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Communist Party and left-wing organizations, supported by China and at that time
by the Soviet Union (Fukuda 2023, 52-3).

E. Netflix

Although other TV networks have now jumped on a lucrative bandwagon,
Netflix remains the strongest media partner of anti-cultists. Headquartered in the
U.S., it has branches in 45 countries and some 300 million subscribers.
Its branches obviously communicate with each other, and we have seen vitriolic
series against “cults” produced in South Korea, Mexico, and the United States, and
distributed worldwide. Few reputations can resist these concerted attacks.

F. Anti-Trafficking Agencies

Obviously, fighting the international traffic of human beings is a
laudable enterprise. However, it is also true that anti-trafficking agencies are
competing with other branches of the governments for funds and have a vested
interest in continuously expanding their sphere of activity. Although some
Argentinian excesses have been criticized (Fautré 2023), ultimately there is an
international anti-trafficking lobby that looks with interest at the experiment in
Argentina of expanding the mandate of anti-trafficking prosecutors to “cults” and
defend these prosecutors when they are attacked internationally. It is probably
behind some strange and misleading American coverage of the Buenos Aires Yoga
School case, including in 77%e New York Times (Lankes 2024).

G. Private Donors

American scholar Holly Folk is conducting a study about private donations
supporting anti-cult campaigns. It is a study in progress, but as presented in
international conferences (e.g., Folk 2022) it shows that very large amounts of
money were donated by certain billionaires and large corporations. Some may be
ideologically motivated, but it is also clear that pharmaceutical companies, for
example, are interested in supporting actions against Scientology, which in turn
runs successful campaigns exposing the negative effects of psychiatric drugs, and
other movements critical of certain medicines.
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This lobby action obtained a spectacular success this year 2024 in France,
where a new Article 5 was introduced in the anti-cult law punishing with long jail
terms those who for religious or other reasons dissuade their followers from using
medicines and vaccines generally recommended by the medical profession.

3. In Conclusion

There is notasingle “hidden hand” guiding diverse national anti-cult campaigns
throughout the world. However, there are visible and less visible international
forces promoting them, whose role should not be underestimated.
This international action against religious liberty requires an international
reaction in favor of it. As anti-cultists join forces putting together atheists and
Russian Orthodox priests, Communist activists, and Big Pharma corporate
executives, who overcome their different ideologies to unite against what they
perceive as a common enemy, so women and men of good will should learn to
cooperate, going beyond their theological differences and affirming freedom of
religion or belief as a universal value.
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ABSTRACT: This paper analyzes the experiences of ten practitioners from different yoga centers, all
members of the International Federation of Yoga and Meditation ATMAN. The objective is to detect
the meanings that the interviewed members attribute to their experience based on  their
autobiographical reconstructions. They are examined in the light of a multidisciplinary model developed
within the framework of the psychology of religion for the study of the conversion/affiliation process.
This model will be complemented by the perspectives of humanistic and transpersonal psychology.
Based on the data collected, an evaluation of the psychological consequences of attending schools
following the teachings of Gregorian Bivolaru on the personality of the informants will be proposed. This
project is also aimed at verifying whether, in the experiences of the informants interviewed, factors and
clements of the above-mentioned multidisciplinary model are detected, which I already identified in
previous surveys carried out with twenty-three members of five other religious and spiritual movements—
and, if'yes, to what extent.
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1. Methodology and Framework

Methodological issues have always been debated in the psychological literature.
They are connected with defining the very object of psychology, as is generally the
case with all social sciences. The variety of concrete ways in which religious
experience is expressed in contemporary culture is well known and, for Italy, is
demonstrated by the data published by CESNUR (Introvigne and
Zoccatelli 2024). They show a very varied picture of groups and movements
present on the Italian territory. Some are born in the wake of Eastern religions and
philosophies, part of Hinduism and Buddhism with contaminations of other
religious and esoteric paths. The pluralistic society and the multiplicity of religious
offerings facilitate this phenomenon, as do the attitudes of many individuals who
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are in constant search of new spiritual experiences. The great variety and broad
spectrum of spiritual forms foster personal and social transformations and
continuous migrations between very different movements and groups.
The perspective in which I place myself when examining the experiences of those
involved is that of the psychology of religion. This discipline understands the
spiritual and religious conduct of the individual in a dynamic sense, since it
constantly evolves, in relation to all other aspects and dynamisms of human
conduct, that is, to the individual’s personal history and maturation (Milanesi and
Aletti 1973, 13). According to Aletti, psychologists are interested

in the subjective movement by which humans lean beyond the boundaries of their earthly

existence and phenomenal experience with an attitude of hope, search, and/or attribution

of meaning. Spirituality and religion name this leaning out of desire and hope, and the

response that the believer sees in it. However, this signifying intentionality is anchored in

a cultural datum (Aletti 2010, 32).

Thus, the psychology of religion is not based on ontological principles.
It refrains from making judgments about truths of faith. Its main purpose is to offer
psychological value judgments about a given spiritual or religious experience
taking into account personal experience, the individual’s beliefs, and the historical
and cultural context in which the experience occurs (Milanesi and Aletti
1973, 9-13). Itis from this perspective that I intend to examine the experiences of
the informants of this investigation, referring to differentiated and integrated
approaches within a multidisciplinary framework. The reference model chosen for
this purpose is the one elaborated by Lewis R. Rambo (Rambo 1993), taken up and
developed by this author and Steven C. Bauman (Rambo and Bauman 2012) in
their article “Psychology of Conversion and Spiritual Transformation.” The text is
the result of the reflections that have emerged during more than twenty years of
study and research on the phenomenon of conversion.

A first new element pointed out by Rambo and Bauman is that, in the most recent
scientific literature, the term “spirituality” has been added to that of “religion.”
The change is due to the transformation of the very notion of “faith.” In the present
age, beliefis often no longer linked to a specific religious affiliation. It assumes the
features of a generic tendency toward spirituality and a yearning for something
beyond the material, which does not necessarily imply adherence to codified rites,
doctrines, and practices.

With this in mind, since the 2000s, a number of psychologists (see, e.g.,
Paloutzian 2014; Pargament and Mahoney 2002), have oriented their studies
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toward unconventional spiritual and religious experiences. They consider the
category of “spirituality” broader and more inclusive than that of “religion,” under
which adherences to traditional religious institutions are primarily included
(Rambo and Bauman 2012, 880).

I also take into account the classification of psychological approaches to the
study of conversion elaborated by Rambo (1993, 4-7). They are divided into four
basic orientations (Rambo and Bauman 2012, 880-81): psychoanalytic,
behaviorist or experimental, humanistic and transpersonal (James 1945), and
social-holistic (as defined by Rambo 1993, 7-8). The latter orientation is more
difficult to define, as scholars who place themselves in this category prefer an
eclectic and holistic approach, which would like to synthesize the other three
within the broader and more complex scope of human change processes. The most
representative authors of this fourth approach, who strongly influenced Rambo’s
(1993) holistic perspective, are Robert C. Ziller (1924-2022: Ziller 1971), and
Theodore R. Sarbin (1911-2005) and Nathan Adler (1911-1994: Sarbin and
Adler 1970).

According to Rambo and Bauman (2012), although each of these approaches
allows for the investigation of some important elements, related to the process of
religious or spiritual transformation, none of them can provide a complete
understanding of the phenomenon. Conversion is a process that occurs within a
field of forces in which complex people, institutions, events, ideas, and experiences
act together.

Hence the need to study the religious or spiritual choice of individuals by taking
into consideration not only the person but also the social, cultural, and religious
dynamics involved in the transformation process. In this sense, the “heuristic
model of conversion” (Rambo and Bauman 2012, 881) seeks to take into account
this complexity. It is configured in seven different stages and understands the
phenomenon of religious or spiritual change as a process that leads a person to
socially and culturally distancing herself from her social environment. It is this
“distancing” that qualifies her as a “convert” (Rambo 1993, 13).

Since the 1990s, Rambo had departed from the tendency present in previous
decades to deal only with conversions to mainline religious institutions, first and
foremost Christianity in its various denominations. He had also taken into
consideration a large amount of research on minority religious and
spiritual groups. In the 1970s and 1980s, they started being studied because they
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were considered controversial. Rambo was thus aligning himself with the trend of
most psychologists of religion, who had devoted themselves to the study of these
groups whose proselytizing was very successful, especially among young people.

Unlike the position of some scholars, who attributed the success of new
religious movements to undue techniques of persuasion and deceptive forms of
proselytizing and who defined them as “cults” in a criminological sense (Singer
and Lalich 1995), and in line with the mainline scholarly approach to the
phenomenon (Hood et al. 2001; Introvigne 2022b; Di Marzio 2014), Rambo’s
attitude values the complexity of the dynamics involved by offering a useful
paradigm of reference for testing the validity of his position. For this reason, I have
already chosen his model in previous exploratory investigations as a framework for
examining the experiences of twenty-three individuals who had joined five different
movements (the Italian branch of Soka Gakkai, Damanhur, the Church of
Scientology, the Hare Krishna movement, and the Archeosophical Association) to
verify whether the essential elements of the model could actually be traced, and to
what extent, in their experiences (Di Marzio 2023a).

In this investigation, | intend to apply this perspective to some concrete
experiences to elaborate an interpretative hypothesis of the process of adherence
to a particular spiritual path. I would describe it as a complex dynamism that is not
interpreted as the uncritical adherence of an individual subjected to various forms
of pressure (or undue influence) but, rather, as the continuously developing
outcome of the internal dynamisms and needs that the individuals experience when
they are in the situation of a “search for meaning.” In addition, the peculiarity of
the narratives of the yoga practitioners interviewed in this survey, compared to my
previous studies of other groups, calls for a closer examination of the psychological
meaning and significance of the term “spirituality,” which seems more suitable to
define their experiences.

The concept of “spirituality” has long been a subject of debate among
psychologists of religion. Several scholars have proposed a distinction between
religion and spirituality. They consider the former as a phenomenon that would
refer to a given object identifiable within a culture while,

Spirituality would better lend itself to a definition in terms of functionality for the purposes

of existential self-realization, internal potential, and facilitation of relationships

with others. Ultimately, according to some, spirituality would better respond to the

“psychological” dimension. Religion would be more static, anchored in tradition, while

spirituality would be more dynamic and personal, creative, based on experience and the
world of emotions, open to research and critical spirit (Aletti 2010, 33).
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Aletti criticizes this polarization of meanings and points out that in fact in the
psychology of religion there has long existed the approach of humanistic
psychology, which includes, among others, authors such as Erich Fromm
(1900-1980) and Gordon Allport (1897-1967). This current is articulated
around the concept of “religious experience.” By emphasizing emotion and
“religious feeling,” it “paves the way for the contemporary concept of spirituality”
(Aletti 2010, 34).

Among the authors who have made significant contributions to the definition of
this concept is Kenneth I. Pargament. He considers spirituality as the “search for
the sacred” and places it at the center of religion, as its true soul and essential
feature (Pargament 1999). The outcome of a long and articulate debate on the
point, which accepted his position, was the decision of the American Psychological
Association (APA) to change the title of its Division 36 from “Psychology of
Religion™ to “Psychology of Religion and Spirituality.”

In relation to these transformations, the psychology of religion, in recent
decades, has been increasingly moving toward a multidisciplinary and
interdisciplinary approach (Rambo and Haar Farris 2012). The new attitude is
particularly suited to furthering the understanding of the experiences of the
informants of this investigation, in an attempt to understand a phenomenon as vast
and multifaceted as conversion to “new” religions or spiritualities. For this reason,
in addition to the approach of humanistic psychology, additional keys suitable for
understanding the spiritual experiences described here come from
transpersonal psychology. Its precursors include William James (1842-1910),
Carl Gustav Jung (1875-1961) and Abraham Maslow (1908-1970). We owe to
them the study of altered states of consciousness, the effects on the body of
religious experience (McGuire 1990), brain activity during meditation, and the
characteristics of different states of consciousness (Kasamatsu and Hirai 2008).

This survey, which takes into consideration the experiences of ten practitioners
from different yoga centers, all members of the International Federation of Yoga
and Meditation ATMAN, is in continuity with my previous ones. It aims to provide
additional data that can, on the one hand, confirm the presence, in the ten yoga
practitioners interviewed as well, of factors and elements of the Rambo model
already found in previous surveys (Di Marzio 2023a). On the other hand, it can
identify the peculiar characteristics and benefits offered by the wide range of
knowledge and activities offered by the yoga schools considered here.

w
w
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The goal is to understand what factors have contributed to the consolidation and
integration of this peculiar spiritual experience into the personality structure of
practitioners, with outcomes that they describe, interpret, and evaluate in a
positive way, as will be shown in the part devoted to the analysis of the interviews.
The phenomenon we are concerned with, in addition to manifesting itself as a
process of transformation of the self and personal spiritual conduct (Rambo 1993,
183), is also characterized as an active and conscious adherence to a school and
association of individuals who share experiential goals and methodologies, in the
wake of the teachings of founder Gregorian Bivolaru (Introvigne 2022a). As will
be seen below, the existential transformation of individuals is not limited to the
personal sphere. It includes a strong motivation to deepen and experience the
inner and outer spiritual dimension and also influences the social context
of reference.

2. Conversion in the Model of Rambo et al.

The model developed by Rambo and his colleagues (Rambo and Bauman 2012;
Rambo and Haar Farris 2012; Rambo and Farhadian 2014) is structured in stages.
Unlike in the model of Lofland and Stark (1965), in which the stages were thought
of in temporal sequence, Rambo’s approach is not unidirectional. In fact, his seven
stages do not always follow one another temporally and may also interact with
each other. The term “model” refers to an intellectual construction aimed at
organizing complex data and processes. Although this “model” has been
developed through research, and its usefulness has thus been demonstrated, it
should not be regarded as universal and immutable, but, rather, as an attempt to
organize complex data and the vast literature on conversion (Rambo and Bauman
2012, 881).

The first stage is the context, that is, the dynamic force field in which the
individual lives. In Rambo’s model, the role of context in the conversion process
is decisive. It represents not only a stage through which conversion occurs, but is
the very environment in which it happens. Its influence constantly permeates the
other six stages. Moreover, context should be understood not only in an “external”
butalso in an “internal” sense. The “external” context encompasses two domains,
the macro-context and the micro-context. The first is the general environment,
which includes the political system, religious organizations, transnational
corporations, and economic systems. The second is the environment closest to the
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informant: family, friends, ethnic group, religious community, and neighborhood.
The “internal” context includes the complex of the individual’s motivations,
experiences, and aspirations. Conversion depends on all of these factors.
Those who would not consider both internal and external contexts would arrive
only at a partial understanding of the conversion process (Rambo 1993, 20).
There are four dimensions that constitute the context: culture, society, the person,
and religion, all aspects of human existence that cannot be separated from each
other, as they act synergistically.

The second stage is ¢7ésis (Rambo and Bauman 2012, 883-84), a phenomenon
that sometimes precedes conversion and can take on different connotations:
religious, political, psychological, cultural, and so on. It can cause either a sense of
disorientation and loss or, on the contrary, a tendency to search for new solutions
to revitalize one’s existence. According to their supporters, the research of
humanist and transpersonal psychologists offers an alternative viewpoint to that of
psychoanalysis, which generally sees conversion as an attempt to overcome
emotional problems. In fact, in addition to these reasons, there is also a different,
proactive motivation for self-realization that spiritual seekers are continually
growing, learning, developing, and maturing (Allison 1969).

The third stage is seeking. Human beings are constantly striving to find meaning
in their world, actively constructing and reconstructing it to better adapt to change
and safeguard their psychophysical balance. Religious or spiritual choice is part of
this search dynamism, which generally intensifies at times of crisis. Rambo and
Bauman define searching as a process in which people take action to give meaning
and purpose to their lives and find those resources that are useful for their human
growth and development, in order to “fill the void” (Rambo and Bauman
2012, 884).

The fourth stage is that of encounter, which involves contact between the
potential convert and the recruiter or missionary engaged in proselytizing.
This encounter occurs in a particular setting. Its outcome is influenced by many
factors, among which a determining element is the interrelationship between the
affective, intellectual, and cognitive needs of the potential convert and those of the
missionary (Rambo and Bauman 2012, 885-86). Studies going in this direction
emphasize the importance, in achieving conversion, of three factors: the influence
of friendship networks, affinities with already affiliated members (Stark and
Bainbridge 1980; Rambo 1982; Palmer 2003), and the strategy used by the

u
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missionary in the proselytizing stage. The latter, according to Rambo, has four
components: the level of emphasis, the strategic style, the method of contact, and
the possible benefits to the convert.

The fifth stage is the eraction stage, which refers to the period after the
meeting, when the potential convert gets to know the group better. This is a
particularly intense stage, so much so that it resembles a rebirth process in which,
thanks to encapsulation techniques, new relationships are developed and new
rituals, languages and roles are learned (Rambo and Bauman 2012, 887).

The sixth stage is that of comsmitment, in which converts make explicitand public
their involvement and participation in a new religious choice (Rambo and Bauman
2012, 888-89). In the process culminating in the decision to affiliate, an
important consolidating function is played by the acquisition of new roles, learning
and practicing the rituals and initiations that the individual undergoes (Galanter
1993, 135-37).

Finally, the seventh stage is that of the conseguences of conversion, the nature of
which depends on the intensity and duration of the process. According to Rambo
and Bauman, the initial change in the convert is only the first stage of a
transformation that may last longer or shorter. The process of change is not always
linear and occurs with varying intensity. In the psychological evaluation of the
consequences of affiliation, the problem concerning the influence that the
evaluator’s point of view might have is also pointed out. In particular, the
psychologist’s attitude toward the religious or spiritual choice, which could
positively or negatively influence the psychological assessment of the individual
case (Rambo and Bauman 2012, 889-90), should be taken into account.

The proposed multidisciplinary paradigm of Rambo and his colleagues (Rambo
1993; Rambo and Bauman 2012; Rambo and Haar Farris 2012; Rambo and
Farhadian 2014) does not have the ambition to be universally valid. However, it is
a useful tool for organizing and interpreting complex data and building on the
results already obtained by previous psychological research in the field.

3. Methodological Issues
The methodological choice made for data collection prefers an observational
approach, in line with that of the psychology of religion. It intends to observe the

psychic actin its concrete intentional exercise, noting the ways in which individuals
describe the genesis of a given religious or spiritual experience. Its aim is to
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understand how that experience influences the development of their personality
and, in particular, religious behavior (James 1945).

The psychology of religion studies the religious phenomenon understood as
observable and quantifiable conduct:

This discipline studies the psychological constants and variables of religious conduct,

such as can be grasped by the methods of positive observation (Milanesi and Aletti

1973, 10).

Studying religion from an empirical point of view means, therefore, relying on
observation, acquiring objective knowledge, and finding data that are accessible,
understandable, and reproducible by other researchers. This methodological
approach was further clarified by Antoine Vergote (1921-2013), who argued that
psychologists should use the same methods as cultural anthropologists.
They should study the religious conduct of those who adhere to a particular
religion in their cultural context, taking into account the specific characteristics of
that particular form of religiosity. This methodology is also important to safeguard
the neutrality of the psychologist when proposing psychological data and
interpretations of religious conduct (Vergote 1993).

A first consideration to be made, with reference to the limitations of this survey,
is related to the characteristics of the sample of interviewed informants. They were
all volunteers, who have been attending for years different yoga centers, all
affiliated with the International Federation of Yoga and Meditation ATMAN.
Their accounts take the form of autobiographical reconstructions, which, as such,
cannot be considered representative of a generality of cases. However, in relation
to some factors of Rambo’s model, they present common aspects comparable to
each other. Itis clear that the conclusions reached refer only to this specific group
of informants. This limitation is found widely in research conducted on the process
of conversion and deconversion. Researchers use samples that are easier to find
because they are uniform, including only satisfied members, or only critical
ex-members, or only ex-members with psychological distress, or only ex-members
deprogrammed or forced out of the movement in various ways, and so on. Such a
choice makes it possible to obtain useful data, but which concern, as in this case,
only selected groups of informants.

This survey is exploratory in nature. Although the results cannot be generalized,
they could nevertheless be useful in identifying factors, dynamics, and categories
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appropriate for initiating further research, including quantitative studies, aimed at
arepresentative sample of informants from a given population.

3.1. The Interview

In the context of qualitative research, the instrument chosen for this
investigation is the interview. In the face-to-face form, it is presented as a dyadic
interaction between the interviewer and the interviewee, flexible in the sequence
and form in which questions are asked. The pattern is flexible and based on a
defined, but not rigid, outline. The plasticity of the interview makes it a tool
capable of achieving high levels of insight for understanding the causes of a given
behavior and the connections between that behavior and an individual’s beliefs
(Bichi 2002).

In addition, the choice of the semi-structured interview, with open-ended
questions, makes it possible to use a proper psychological approach to the
religious issue. Eugenio Fizzotti (1946-2018) pointed this out referring to the
ideas of William James (1842-1910), who believed that the best way to proceed
was the existential one (James 1945).

To understand the psychological importance of religion, researchers should not start from

their own cultural needs using them as models in which to place, classify, and evaluate

different human experiences, but should stick to the experiences they encounter and
which are described to them, letting them speak for themselves in a way that allows them

to let their lived values emerge (Fizzotti 1996, 169).

Moreover, this type of interview also allows for the collection of data, due to the
type of relationship that is established between the interviewee and the interviewer,
an important element in the process of knowledge construction through the
collection of individual testimonies (Bichi 2002, 2007). In this special form of
conversation, the interviewee and the interviewer engage in a verbal interaction
aimed at achieving cognitive goals previously defined by the interviewer. Individual
histories can be reconstructed by paying attention mainly to the past, thatis, to the
period in which the choice to attend this specific yoga school matured,
retrospectively, without neglecting its repercussions on the present and spillovers
to other social contexts.

The general themes on the basis of which the objectives and questions of the
interview were developed are: religious or nonreligious context pre-existing the
choice, first contact with the movement, motivations behind the choice to attend
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classes, results already achieved and those potentially attainable in the future,
conceivable consequences for one’s life without the movement, motivations for
personal commitment to the betterment of the group, any second thoughts about
the choice made, description of the reactions of social reference groups (family
and friends), attitude toward the founder, meaning of Tantra Yoga and
€rotic continence.

To articulate the general objective of the interview, that of prompting
informants to describe their experience of affiliation, eight specific targets were
identified, on the basis of which twelve questions were formulated. The time
allotted for the interviews was not rigidly fixed. In general, thirty minutes were
sufficient, during which interviewees had the opportunity to add additional
reflections on their experience. The data collected from the examination of the
responses correspond to the seven stages of the aforementioned model of Rambo
and his colleagues.

3.2. Specific Objectives and Questions

The general purpose of the interview is to facilitate informants in the verbal
expression of their experience. Within this general purpose, eight specific
objectives were identified, on the basis of which twelve questions were formulated.

Each objective allows for the collection of information on these aspects:
. religious or nonreligious background prior to affiliation;
. first contact with the movement;
. motivations for membership;
. assessment of correspondence between expectations and achievements;
. degree of importance of the movement in the informant’s life;
. reactions observed in social reference groups (family and friends);
. attitude toward the founder;

CO IO Ul & WK =

. significance of Tantra Yoga and erotic continence.

Questions:

1. How long have you been practicing yoga in this school under the ATMAN
Federation?

2. Have you received a religious education?

3. How did you become acquainted with it?

4. Why did you decide to attend the first meeting?
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5. Why did you decide to continue?

6. What did it give you?

7. What do you think it can give you in the future?

8. What would happen to you if tomorrow all the yoga schools in this federation
disappeared?

9. Were there times when you thought about discontinuing this experience?
10. How did your family and the people you hang out with react when you
started practicing?

11. Who is Gregorian Bivolaru to you?

12. Can you explain what Tantra Yoga is according to the teachings of this school?

3.3. Finding Volunteer Informants and Conducting Interviews

To better clarify the context and purpose of the interviews, I contacted a
manager of the MISA school who pointed me to the Spanda Yoga Center in Rome
as a reference. Thanks to the cooperation of the head of this center, [ was able to
contact nine other yoga practitioners and teachers who were willing to be
interviewed, based on these characteristics: people of both sexes, aged between
thirty-three and sixty years, and who had been attending for at least three years.
The interviews were all conducted on a Zoom platform, on March 5-11, 2024,
audio-recorded with the consent of those involved, and then transcribed. It is also
important to specify that none of the movement leaders or informants were
previously aware of the questions they would answer, and no one else was present
during the interviews.

In this article, when I quote from the transcripts of the interviews, I reproduce
the answers of the informants verbatim. It cannot be expected that they always use
the rigorous terminology of Bivolaru’s writings. For instance, in the spoken
conversations, they sometimes refer to “sexuality” where Bivolaru would rather
use the word “eroticism.” However, they are well aware of the distinction, and the
general context is clear.

The names I use here are different from the biographical ones, while the age
givenis the actual age. The interviewees attend schools operating in different cities
in Italy and abroad. In detail: two attend the Tripura Sundari School in Bologna,
one the Amrita Yoga Center in Milan, four the Spanda Yoga Center in Rome, one
the ATMAN Yoga Center in Genoa, one Tara Yoga in Modena, and one the MISA
School in Bucharest. All these yoga centers are affiliated with the International
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Federation of Yoga and Meditation ATMAN. Below 1 indicate name
(fictitious), age, education level, profession, and time of attendance at the
ATMAN-affiliated school:
Paolo: 40, high school diploma, holistic practitioner, 20
Gabriella: 60, bachelor’s degree, literature professor and yoga teacher, 34
Giorgia: 48, bachelor’s degree, counselor, 9
Laura: 33, bachelor’s degree, teacher, 11
Giulio: 52, bachelor’s degree, teacher, 23
Violetta: 39, bachelor’s degree, research biologist, 3
Agata: 47, bachelor’s and doctoral degrees, dentist, 3
Giacomo: 55, bachelor’s degree, business executive, 3
Eleonora: 46, bachelor’s degree, yoga teacher, 23
Vera: 40, bachelor’s degree, translator, 11
The International Federation of Yoga and Meditation ATMAN recognizes
Gregorian Bivolaru (Grieg) as its master and the initiator of a new school of
spiritual realization (Introvigne 2022a; Melton 2017; Introvigne, Zoccatelli and
Di Marzio 2017). The organization’s website lists “personal development and
spiritual growth™ as the goal of teaching in the ATMAN tradition and clarifies the
lineage to which they are connected.
From the perspective of the yoga tradition, the integral esoteric yoga courses offered by
the member schools of the International Federation of Yoga and Meditation ATMAN are
aligned with the Gupta Maha Siddha Yoga lincage, described as an esoteric tradition of

high spiritual achievement and deep, ineffable communion with God ( ATMAN Centro
Yoga 2024).

4. Criical Analysis of the Expertences of Ten Yoga Pracutioners

An initial considered and critical reading of the interviews allowed me to identify,
in the responses to the twelve questions, dimensions and factors that can be traced,
to varying degrees, to the seven stages of the Rambo model illustrated above.
Their systematization was simplified into three stages:

1. First contact with the school, which includes data from the interviews related to
the first four stages of the model: context, crisis, search, encounter.

2. Consolidation of personal and community experience, which includes data
related to the fifth and sixth stages: interaction and engagement.
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3. Outcomes of the journey taken, which includes data related to the seventh
stage: consequences.

4.1. First Contact

Data related to the pre-affiliation and first contact stage will be first considered,
compiled from the first four questions formulated based on the first
three objectives. All informants came into contact with the association in their
youth and adulthood, between the ages of twenty and fifty-two. The responses
identified some key elements that Rambo and his colleagues place predominantly
in the first stage of their model: context. However, since, as Rambo and his
co-workers themselves point out, the stages are in a circular relationship with each
other and interact dynamically, the examination of the responses allowed me to
identify concepts and factors that are also found in the next three stages: crisis,
search, and encounter.

4.1.1. Stages of Context, Crisis, and Search

As mentioned earlier, the context stage manifests itself as micro- and
macro-context and has four dimensions, which act interdependently through the
operation of four mechanisms. Starting from the comparative examination of the
interviews, an attempt was made to see whether, in the informants” accounts, some
of the elements described by Rambo can actually be found. My question was
whether their presence can help to understand the choice to share the teachings
and participate in the activities of the yoga school, relative to the initial stage.
The separate description of the four dimensions of context proposed by Rambo—
social, cultural, personal, and religious—is only a search tool, as they are closely
related to each other. However, it can be useful to make the presentation of the data
collected easier. In addition, to further simplify the presentation of the results, I
have chosen three summary definitions to indicate the four dimensions. The term
“trends” refers to the personal dimension of the context, the term “society” to the
socio-cultural dimension (macro-context), and the term “family” to the
socio-religious dimension, i.e., the type of religious education received in the
family (micro-context).

Personal dimension (wrends). By the term “trends,” I mean the personal
dispositions, preferences, aspirations, desires, and conditions of discomfort, of
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various kinds, that informants attribute to themselves in the biographical
reconstruction of their personal situation at the time when the first contact
occurred and attendance at the school courses began. Three different groups of
trends emerged from the responses, as had been found in the twenty-three
informants of my previous surveys (Di Marzio 2023a). They are
“Self-improvement,” “Desire to cultivate alternative interests,” and “Personal
difficulties due to health problems, psychological distress, or tragic events.”

The examination of the responses revealed an additional trend that is
distinguished from the previous ones because the informants emphasize its
importance: “Search for authentic spirituality.” In the biographical reconstruction
of the period of first contact with the movement, these four tendencies are always
present, although each informant would give greater emphasis to one of them
rather than to the others.

Self-improvement and desire to cultivate alternative interests. These two
tendencies are found in the responses of all informants. Some examples: Paolo
comes to know the school at a time when he wants “to know himself, understand
who he is, and is looking for answers.” Violetta describes herself as a “seeker” and
sees in the school a chance for greater knowledge of herself and the world.
Agata feels a strong intellectual curiosity and sees in the school a chance to improve
“by going back to the true essence of things, even to ancient teachings.” Vera “is
curious to explore other states of consciousness.”

Personal difficulties due to health problems, psychological distress, or
tragic events. This is something the informants talk about when referring to their
emotional state at the time they first came into contact with the school. It is found
in the reconstructions of six out of ten informants. Some examples: Paolo saw
attending the courses also as a way to “continue the psychotherapy” he had
undertaken and suspended. Gabriella felt “confused and in pain,” felt inadequate,
and “did not like her body.” Giorgia experienced a “sense of emptiness and
loneliness.” Lauranoted that in her case “psychotherapy did not work™ and
approached the school at a time when she felt deeply dissatisfied. Eleonora came
out of a “love affliction,” “felt bad about things she had done,” and “was not
serene.” Vera suffered from a sort of “depression.”

It should be clarified that none of the informants was in a situation a forensic
psychologist would qualify as “weakness” or “vulnerability” capable of
compromising the subject’s free judgement. They were going through the personal
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difficulties that very often exist in the process leading to a change of worldview or
areligious conversion. As we will see, their choices were free and not the result of
an external manipulation exploiting their problems.

Search for authentic spiritualiry. This tendency is present in all the informants®
experiences, and is most emphasized in five of them. Some examples: Gabriella and
Laura were “dissatisfied with Catholic religious practice” and felt a “desire for
authentic spirituality.” Laura specified that she was in “search of a personal
spirituality” and rejected the Catholic religion because of its dogmas and because
it is “too boxed in.” Giorgia sought “emotional and spiritual experience.”
Agatawould like to recover “ancient teachings of the church such
as reincarnation.” Eleonora “missed the father figure and God.”

Socio-cultural dimension (society). Regarding the second dimension, “society,”
it refers to what Rambo calls the “macro-context.” In this investigation, “society”
means all those influences, coming from the social and cultural environment that
have, in some way, influenced the choice to practice yoga, in the peculiar form
proposed by the ATMAN Federation. From the results of my previous exploratory
surveys on other groups (Di Marzio 2023a, 111-12), the importance of this factor
in the informants’ responses had become evident, as the historical, social, and
cultural context significantly influences individual choices.

The ten yoga practitioners all affiliated in the period from 2001 to 2021, with
one exception, Gabriella, whose attendance dates back to 1990. Eight informants,
during the period of their first contact with the ATMAN school, report that they
found themselves in a social context that had fostered their approach to
yoga practice. They had been “intrigued” by yoga, but for different reasons: as a
“fad™ at the time, because of the proximity of a gym to their place of work, because
they attended gyms where yoga was used as a relaxation technique, or because
family members had already been practicing for some time. As for Giorgia and
Eleonora, however, the social environment in which contact with the ATMAN
school had occurred was, for the former, Biodance, and for the latter, a Catholic
social context experienced as restrictive, from which she felt the need to break free.

Family  dimension (family). This refers to what Rambo calls the
“micro-context,” i.e., the environment closest to the informant: family, friends,
ethnic group, religious community, neighborhood, and so on, which can greatly
influence the process of spiritual transformation. Also in this investigation, as in
the previous ones, analyzing the biographical reconstructions of the informants, |
chose to consider only the family unit, and no other social groups of belonging,
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such as peer groups, school, and circles of friends. In fact, the family is the only
social environment that the informants discuss as they trace the process that led
them to attend ATMAN school courses. In particular, the element that stands out
the most is the religious upbringing received in the family, which is, for all
informants, Catholic. They all received a Catholic education and the sacraments of
Christian initiation.

The role of pre-existing tendencies and inclinations at accession. At the end of
these initial considerations, it is important to emphasize an element that emerges
in the experiences of all informants. They perceive and describe the choice to
participate in the multiple activities promoted by the ATMAN school as the
“response” and fulfillment of pre-existing desires and inclinations that were “in
germ” or only partially realized.

Here are some examples of responses as informants expressed what they had
learned through yoga practice, meditation, and the study of texts and handouts by
the founder. Giorgia had already experienced the bodily and emotional experience
in Biodance, but the yoga school finally gave her the opportunity to “live the
emotional-spiritual experience” in a “spiritual group.” Laura, when she started
attending the ATMAN school, had already undertaken a change in eating habits,
had become vegan, and had been urged by some family members to practice yoga.
Choosing this particular type of practice allowed her to “clearly understand and
apply” knowledge and methodologies she had already heard about. Violetta was
“dissatisfied with the yoga schools she had attended” and was “looking for new
things in yoga.”

Finally, an aspect emerges from the accounts of most of the informants, which
will be discussed later, about the transformations that have occurred in their way of
living out their faith and relationship with the transcendent, without necessarily
abandoning the Catholic religion in which they were all educated.

4.1.2. Encounter Stage

In the “encounter” stage, contact takes place between the seeker and the one
who offers a possible resource, spiritual proposal, or methodology such as to
arouse the other’s interest. This encounter occurs in a particular setting and its
outcome is influenced by the interrelationship between the affective, intellectual,
and cognitive needs of the persons involved in this exchange (Rambo and Bauman
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2012, 885). Rambo (1993, 80-2) identifies several components present in this
stage of the process. Only two were noted in the informants” accounts: the metzod
of contact and the benefits to the convert.

Method of contact. The interviews offered detailed information from which
differentiated types of contact emerged (Snow, Zurcher, and Ekland-Olson1980).
In our case, five informants were involved through public channels
(mediated contact). Violetta, Giacomo, Paolo, Giorgia, and Laura found the yoga
school’s course offerings through advertisements that appeared on Facebook or
were received by email, by using certain applications, or through a web search.
The other five informants were invited to attend classes by friends, classmates,
or relatives. This finding confirms how important the role of people who already
attend classes and know about the movement is in the process of encouraging
individuals to practice and learn more about them.

This is confirmed by a fact that emerges from the accounts of all the informants.
Atsome point in their reconstruction, they always point to an event that stimulated
them (in different ways) to start an active process that ended, after avarying amount
of time, with the decision to attend the courses. This is a “triggering event” that is
embedded in the individual’s particular personal and social situation. It represents
a kind of catalyst capable of triggering a process of change that will end with the
decision to attend the courses. It is not always identified with an external person’s
promotional action. As it turned out, this was true for five informants only.

For the other five, the triggering event took different forms, as already specified.
However, for some of the informants interviewed, these external stimuli were
accompanied by an incentive of another nature. This is worth noting since it is of
great interest from a psychological point of view. Just to give one example, Giorgia,
who learned about the courses through an email advertisement she received, recalls
an event from her past that she considers important:

Itwas two or three years before [joining]. I remember that I passed on the street, saw a sign

that said “Tantra” and thought inside myself, as much as I was not at all specifically

interested... “I'will come here one day.” I don’t know why and how, however I felt like this

on that day, definitely, “I will come here.” But then, though, when I went to get the

massage from C. and he said, “Ah, [ think you could start the Tantra course,” I wasn’t

looking for that. There were a series of events, let’s say, which somehow I feltled me there.

Laura tells of hearing from a person, not from the ATMAN school, the word
“Tantra,” which stimulated her curiosity:
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I got on Google, | said, what is that? Then precisely, maybe I had written “Tantra in

Bologna,” and so I found it like that. I felt like a memory. I said: but I like this thing...

Because there was maybe an event?... Or maybe it was explained on the website that this

meeting was for women and from the description, just, it seemed like something that could

help me. I'said to myself, let’s try, and yes... I booked it. I went, three hours of meeting and

I still remember minute by minute... And from there then it all started.

Giacomo remembers the first lesson after finding the contact on the Internet.
He immediately noticed something new:

It was something different, it wasn’t just yoga, like stretching, doing gymnastics.

Because even though in the private classes there wasn’t the theory part, which they did in

the group classes in the school, still the method was what we use in the school. Thatis, you

do the awareness after each asana. I mean, yes, it’s all there, you can see that it’s not just

one dimension, it’s not just physical. And this immediately attracted me.

Similar feelings and emotional states were experienced by all informants during
the first class, the first massage they received. or the first time they attended a
movement gathering. They certainly played an important role in the decision to
continue the path they had started. In conclusion, in spite of the different modes of
contact, for these informants, as for others interviewed in other surveys, the
encounter between the individuals in search and the person who motivates and
encourages them to get involved always remains decisive. In fact, there is no
conversion without encounter (Rambo 1993, 86).

Benefits for the convert. Possible benefits for the convert are another
component identified by Rambo, who distinguishes five basic categories (Rambo
1993, 81-6). Three of these were identified in the informants’ accounts and were
also present in the interviews of previous surveys (Di Marzio 2023a, 116-24):
meaning system, emotional gratifications, and new ways of living. The analysis of
the responses, however, revealed an additional category of benefits that was thus
added to the other three: p/ysical well-being.

The first category relates to the meaning system and includes benefits at the
cognitive level. The ability to understand the human enigma, the origin and destiny
of the world, is a strong incentive to choose to become a yoga practitioner and delve
deeper into the ancient teachings and, in particular, those transmitted by
the founder. This benefit is described in different but convergent ways.
The ATMAN school is defined by Violetta as a complete and at the same time
always new experience, capable of providing the appropriate tools “to understand
problems in depth and overcome them.”
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Agata, since she started attending, felt an ever more intense
“mental well-being.” Vera appreciates the “discovery of the mysteries of the
universe.” Giacomo states that the school “teaches spirituality through personal
experience.” Eleonora mentions some techniques that have enabled her to achieve
a deep knowledge of herself and the world: “consecration,” “blessing,” and
“erotic continence.” Paolo says he is able to “center more on problems to solve
them,” and also to make sense of the grief over the bereavements that have
affected him.

Gabriella insists that, in addition to the exercises,

the school gave us alot of information about yoga, about the principles of yoga, about how

the universe works, the basic principles of the universe which are those of

“correspondence,” “resonance”... Being a fairly mental person, I needed this knowledge,

but also needed the practice.

Laura received the knowledge that “everything is One.” Giulio appreciates that
the school integrates other teachings, such as “Chinese medicine” and
“Christian angelology.”

The second category of benefits concerns the emotional rewards offered by the
spiritual path proposed by the yoga school (Rambo 1993, 83-4). This type of
benefit was also mentioned by members of other religious or spiritual groups I had
previously interviewed (Di Marzio 2023a). However, it was emphasized even more
by the ten informants in the ATMAN survey.

One of the most significant examples is the experience of Giorgia who, referring
to the emotion of anger, stated:

When you have such a strong emotion, the risk is to be trapped in this emotion. And so

somehow it’s like, I don’t know, a horse without reins. It drags you, it drags you, blind

rage... maybe at one moment | see everything dark... That is, the light is nowhere to be
seen at that moment. And instead the possibility of transformation really means to
transform that energy. So, okay, I stay inside that anger and that anger makes me feel in
that moment my suffering. So I get reacquainted with me and somehow I feel that it’s my
thing, I fecl where it’s coming from, I feel what I really miss in that moment. So, everything

is transformed. It’s no longer the other. I feel that thing is of me and I can take care of it.

Or even just sublimation techniques, where you know very well that if you start doing yogic

practices, where you can sublimate energies, all those heavy energies that you have, it can

be anger, it can be fatigue, it can be anything that anyway in that moment doesn’t make you

feel good, you can detach yourselves from them. In some way you live in a state

of detachment. It doesn’t mean I don’t care about anything, but I don’t identify with that

feeling anymore, which maybe before I felt as totalizing.

Reflections similar to this one, related to the emotional state and the control of
instinctive reactions in the face of daily events, also emerged from the experiences
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of other informants such as Paolo, Violetta, Agata, Giacomo, Eleonora, and Vera.
They emphasize the effect of the yoga practice on their ability to face reality with
“detachment,” governing it, without feeling “at the mercy” of events, as had been
the case in their past.

Another benefit presentin the experiences of all informants is exemplified in the
words of Paolo. He describes this feeling he experienced upon returning home
after the first evening’s practice at the yoga school:

Something happened inside me. This thing worked on me and really gave me the feeling

of purifying myself in some way, purifying a certain aspect, getting rid of something that

had been there, and then I felt good. I feltlike I released a weight. I didn’t know which one.

I had not become aware of what it was. However, I felt that it had done me good. It was

really a deep experience on a physical level.

Emotional states and phenomena also emerge in the experiences, which the
informants describe with intensity, participation, and an emotion that in some of
them was manifested through crying. Below are three emblematic examples.
Giorgia described in this way the benefits she gained from attending the school:

Anotherview of life, access to adeeper meaning of life... L have also experienced states that

I never thought I would experience, inner states I mean... that made me feel unimaginable
love and states of expansion.

Giacomo states:

Of the yoga sphere I have experienced, I have really personally experienced things that I
previously thought did not exist: sensations, inner states, and so on... This is a first aspect,
really quite shocking because I have also seen cases where it seemed almost as if there was
like a telepathic connection between people... that is, hand movements that, without
touching, cause physical reactions in somebody else’s body.

Vera reports receiving insights and revelations through dreams and personally
experiencing paranormal phenomena. Other emotions that the informants link to
attending the school and participating in activities there include: enthusiasm for
life, the ability to empathize, joy in life, hope, mental and physical balance,
confidence, and a sense of self-worth and security.

The third category of benefits refers to physical well-being. All informants
attribute numerous and obvious health benefits to the yoga school. Six of them
claim to have overcome foryears, and without relapse, addictions to alcohol, drugs,
smoking, and coffee. Emblematic in this regard is Eleonora’s experience:

I started a kind of spontancous purification whereby [ started to stop drinking coffee, 1

didn’t feel like eating meat, drinking alcohol, and taking substances, just
absolutely nothing. But it was not like I was forced.
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These are some of the effects that the informants experienced through the
practice of the exercises, massages, and other activities. Paolo mentioned
“physical purification.” Laura said: “I immediately feel great with this group of
women and [ start to feel a lot of sensations at the physical level and at the mental
level, even vibrations.” Violetta added:

In this last period I had the intuition that it was time to practice more, so to intensify my

yoga activity and I notice improvements first of all, of course, physical. However, they go

beyond that, because the transformation, the improvement I notice is also very much at the
emotional, spiritual level.

According to Agata,

I do here three different types of yoga. So 1 felt anyway in doing precisely these postures,

I felt an opening of the chakras and so I really felt, I physically felt it was okay.

Regarding the change in eating habits, Paolo, Gabriella, Giacomo, Eleonora,
and Vera became vegetarians or vegans after they started attending the
ATMAN school. The other five already had “healthy” eating habits before they
started attending and were vegetarians or vegans.

The fourth category of benefits referred to by all interviewees is the one I called
new ways of living. It is the belief that the path taken is a global progress, affecting
all aspects of existence, including especially spiritual growth. Considering the
peculiarity of the school’s teachings regarding Tantrism and erotic continence, the
topic was further explored during the interviews through a specific question on
this issue.

The positive effects described by the informants can be divided into a
few categories.

- Acquisition of a new frame of reference.

In general, all informants express themselves, describing the positive effects on
their lives due to the participation in the yoga school activities, with expressions
that indicate a change in perspective, the acquisition of a new frame of reference,
and a new key to understanding reality.

For all, the new frame of reference mainly refers to their own
spiritual experience. The Catholic faith in which they were educated was not
abandoned. Being Catholic remained a sticking point, and the yoga school was not

seen as an alternative, but as an aid, a “possibility to recover the relationship with
God” (Paolo). Gabriella said she found in the school
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a way to understand more of my being Catholic... Relaxation, centering, inner
concentration, detachment from everything around us makes us move to a much deeper
prayer, which clearly gives you satisfaction.

According to Laura,

ATMAN generally proposes an integrated approach of all the various faiths. So, actually
by taking ATMAN’s courses I have only amplified that base that was already there and for

which I am very grateful. And now here I don’t deny the Christian God, Jesus, the saints,

or the Virgin Mary.

Violetta confirmed that

In our school the connection with God is amplified a lot. I think that is the main reason

why... I am sure that the school is suitable for me, because I have always had a strong

connection with God.

Giacomo said that, “Precisely the world of spirituality opened up to me because
yoga teaches you spirituality through personal experience.” Eleonora added that,

Thanks to the school and thanks to the teachings of Grieg, who is a Tantric master, |

started to hear about God again in another way. I heard that the erotic fusion is actually a

moment of communion with God, if it is experienced in a certain way.

Regarding other aspects of existence, many benefits are attributed to attending
the ATMAN school. Paolo reported: “It has helped me develop a perspective on
life that is not, as it were, linear, but more three-dimensional.” Gabriella said: “All
this practice, all this knowledge has given me this harmony, balance with myself
first and then with others, a social integration.” Laura mentioned “new
perspectives, new answers to questions [ used to ask myself,” a “rebirth every day.”
Giulio found a “school of life. Exploring, that’s just that one phrase that kind of
sums up the motto of the [ ATMAN] Federation.” For Vera, “the school has been
away of salvation.”

- Tantra, sacred eroticism and erotic continence

In their responses to the question about Tantrism and erotic continence,
practitioners expressed what these teachings and related practice mean to them.
Below are the informants’ reflections on this aspect.

Paolo: In the meantime I would tell you that Tantra as it is presented is not just sexuality.

And this already in my opinion is a very important aspect, because very often even at the

level of the collective unconscious, the collective imagination, there is a lot of insistence

on this aspect that Tantra is sex. In fact, it is as if we want to limit the existence of human

life only to the sexual function. Tantra is a path that helps you to bring consciousness to all

your components, not just about sexual energy, and we are not just made of that.
However, it is also true that this is the strongest energy we have because it is the energy
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that is able to generate life. So what Tantra proposes, it seems to me that actually
Christianity also talked about it. If one goes to study Jesus well, Jesus also talked about it.
It brings attention to this energy, to use this energy consciously. It can create life, butitis
also an energy that can nourish other aspects of our being, if used correctly through what
[Sigmund] Freud [1856-1939] called sublimation. So, it can be channeled, reintegrated,
channeled in specific ways, without being dispersed anymore, because clearly it is not that
we have children every day... And most of the time, when we don’t have children, we take
this energy and waste it because we don’t know what to do with it. Actually, Tantra tells us
that this energy is very, very important. It is a potential, that is, precisely, it is capable of
giving life. Imagine how strongitis. So, instead of wasting it, when we don’t have children,
this energy can also be used properly in the context of amorous fusion. So, there is a
conscious use of this energy to transform it, so that it can be used for purposes that are
not sexual. That is, the same energy, controlled even during the amorous fusion, can
amplify, for example, our willpower, our ability to love, our communion with God.
Normally, we give it a downward direction, but here it is given an upward direction.
This aspect of the teaching that Tantra insists on alotis not so much sexuality as eroticism,
and this is an important aspect because it involves love. This is the starting point and it is
a key teaching, that is, the starting point to really learn how to use this sexual energy
correctly, is love. And this, from a social point of view, can be somewhat revolutionary,
because today this energy is untied. Not necessarily when people come together in a
fusion, they are making love, and very often love is excluded, it is more a genital drive.
Tantra is not about having sex, it starts from the physical, but it goes to a more soulful,
deeper level.

Gabriella: The real meaning is the spiritualization of the erotic manifestation, in all senses.
But the manifestation of the erotic plane is in a spiritual way, it is a means. It’s not
apurpose. It's a means to speed up your spiritual evolution and realization, because
Tantra is not only erotic practice, it’s also your whole way of life. Because in the end, if 1
understand correctly, before yoga was Tantra. Yoga would be a branch of Tantra.
Maybe I'm wrong, but that’s how I see Tantra, it’s life itself, all of it. Yoga includes Tantra,
they are one.

Giorgia: Now I was coming up with definitions. When you say Tantra, you say yes to life.
I think it is life. Tantra is understood as a network, it is the possibility of connections, of
experiences between us and life. The sexual aspect can be part of Tantra, of course, and it
is actually what strikes us the most, because itis the most usable, consumable in some way.
This is like saying: of the cake I like the cherry, but the cherry alone is not the cake and it
is absolutely not that, in the sense that sexuality is away to get to deep states of connection
with God.

Laura: First of all, I would start by not going to deny what is already known about Tantra.
I’s true, Tantra also includes an aspect of erotic energy. It’s true that in Tantra this kind
of erotic energy is used. Tantra is so well-known precisely for this aspect. However, Tantra
is making us aware that in addition to sexual energy, there are many other kinds of energy.
The erotic energy is definitely the strongest one and helps us to govern energy along with
all the others. So we become aware of all the other energies with the erotic one, because
that is the one we are also made of—we are here in this world.
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Violetta: I start from the end and then get to the beginning. Tantra for me is a discovery,
in the sense that initially I also didn’t know what Tantra was. In Modena, in our school, we
don’t do Tantra classes because there is no Tantra teacher. So we only do esoteric
integral yoga. I had not had a chance to approach Tantra, letalone take a class in the course
to be able to understand what it was. I knew it was a very important discipline, though, and
by the way, it’s one of the main ones in our school, but I didn’t know anything else until 1
started a class last year. Anyway, I'm now part of a Tantra group for women, so I got closer
to Tantra and in fact today we have our meeting. And I must say that for me it is a
rediscovery, because we all think that Tantra is something taboo. Actually it is not so for
me, the way [ am experiencing it and especially in the Tantra groups for women, the Shakti
groups that our school gives us the opportunity to join. It is a way first of all to rediscover
one’s own femininity, and that is a very important aspect, especially in the age we live in.
So in itself the term Tantra indicates a discipline, which allows us first of all to recognize
our erotic energy and amplify it, sublimate it, and then transform it. This is a very
theoretical aspect, very complex, but important. However, if we want to get alittle bit more
practical, Tantra for women, as I see it, | experience it, is a discipline that allows us to
amplify our femininity, but at the same time our sisterhood, and to rediscover our erotic
energy, butata sublime level, thatis, in avery gentle way. And this is absolutely not taboo.

Agata: [ would say that Tantra is definitely a form of pure love, that is, it has nothing to do
with sex. In the sense that, currently, in the year 2024, in this modern age, sex is a
vulgar thing. Instead, Tantra is really the union of two people trying together to achieve a
form of ecstasy. This loving fusion is Tantra. I am convinced of the fact that, however, we
really have to go back to a long time ago. I mean, we have not evolved, we have regressed,
I think, on everything. Nutrition is bad, we cat bad, industrialized, over-processed foods.
We need to go back to a simpler diet, and the same thing | think is true about love, because
love is not what we are being fed in porn movies or on the Internet. This is also part of my
quest to want to come to an evolution. Tantra is an attempt to go back to an age-old
tradition that presented the love relationship in a completely different way, very spiritual.
In my opinion, the problem of the modern age is its quest for just a momentary pleasure.
And instead this is very different, it is much more, a union on all levels, including the
spiritual one, between two people—physical and spiritual.

Giacomo: Tantra means “technique,” so it is an even older doctrine than yoga.
Tantric texts go back before yogic texts and are still texts that teach ways of
spiritual realization. In  many cases, though, spiritual realization comes
through asceticism. In the case of Tantra, however, spiritual realization does not
necessarily come through asceticism. The sex drive, which at its own low level is very
strong, can be used to get to higher states. The idea of Tantra is to take these, which are
primal drives, therefore extremely powerful, and channel them to higher ideals.
One interesting thing about Tantra is the intimate moment of love fusion. The relationship
between a man and a woman is always a sacred moment. It is not that it is done so, just for
fun, lightly, but it is preceded anyway by a series of stages in which one is oriented toward
the divine, in which one transfigures another person. Thus, a dimension is reached that is
certainly very beautiful, very elevated, very noble. Yoga in general, apart from Tantrayoga,
focuses on always being super conscious, so at a higher level of awareness than normal.
With appropriate techniques this concept can also be carried within the erotic sphere.
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And then there’s a whole discourse that I couldn’t even explain to you well, because I'm
not that good at it, of the importance of male and female polarity, of the fact that all of us
have our own opposite. I have my inner woman as you [as a woman] have your inner man.
If the Tantric couple relationship really reaches the highest stages, you are also able
through that channel to reach your own completion, thatis, to find the androgynous state.
You will then realize that sense of completeness that the humans have, which is the drive
that mobilizes all the various spiritual quests.

Eleonora: Tantra, because yoga is derived from Tantra, is a thousand-year-old
philosophical system that encompasses all aspects of life: life at three hundred and sixty
degrees, including the erotic aspect, because it is an aspect of life. What has happened is
that because other spiritual paths normally pretend that eroticism doesn’t exist, and Tantra
doesn’t do this, over time it has become famous only for that. But it is actually a spiritual
path that includes all aspects, including the erotic one, which is important because eros is
the very energy of life, it is perhaps the greatest energy we have. Tantra teaches us not to
squander this potential, but to use it for non-sexual purposes. It also teaches techniques
of erotic continence, of loving fusion that are used to get to God. From there, for example,
comes the fact of not ejaculating for the man, not having explosive orgasms for the woman,
because those are forms of energy that one wastes by emitting them externally.
Tantra teaches us not only not to waste, but also to accumulate those energies to use them
on other levels. So it is an extremely enriching path. Personally, my strongest spiritual
experiences have all been erotic experiences. When you learn to integrate that aspect into
your life, it also transforms you so much. We already in the firstyear, after ten weeks of the
course we talk about erotic continence. Then we teach techniques of so-called
transmutation and sublimation. Because you use this energy, if you don’t disperse it, you
still have to transform it because otherwise it stays there. People when they start working
on themselves, and they start to feel these energies going up and filling the other levels of
their being, intellectual level, affective level, etc., most of them stay interested and then
want to go deeper.

Vera: Tantra is a spiritual path. That would be the dry answer if I take into account the
points you made about Tantra being associated with sex. I could say that it is a spiritual
path that includes eroticism and love fusions as a means to achieve enlightenment.
Eroticism is not sex, or you can say it is similar from the physical point of view, it is the
exercise of the sexual function of the physical body. However, it is not sex from the point
of view of, as it were, the animalistic, instinctual connotation, but it is the sublimation, the
elevation of so-called sex into a loving fusion. The instinctual aspect is at the bottom, it is
in the form of attraction. However, it is not the animalistic sexual aspect, it is what brings
us close to each other for the purpose of procreation. What we consider, if we are on a
Tantric spiritual path, is, when we feel affinity toward another human being, itis attraction
from the sexual and erotic point of view. We should not give in to this first impulse of
attraction, but wait and sce if there is the love component that is combined with this feeling
of attraction. Only then do we say that the love fusion takes place. Then it can be said that
itis no longer merely instinctual. Itis already a more conscious choice. Itis very complex.
If we really want to practice Tantric lovemaking, it means not jumping into lovemaking
with a person, as so many people do to have casual relationships. It means waiting some
time for the true nature of the relationship to be revealed. Tantra, as a spiritual path, is one
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that requires the practitioner to be, as the master says, in full control of all his or her
encrgices. To let oneself go into spurts like that would not be part of the spiritual path. Ifit
happens to us, it would be a deviation, a mistake.

Giulio: In general, that Tantra equals sexuality, that’s already what Grieg showed us [as
wrong]: the term “Tantric sex,” for example, is improper because only if it is eros can it
be Tantric. Sometimes it is said: Tantra is amoral, so it does not distinguish between an
energy, alower emotion, and a higher one. Tantra says: where there is a lot of energy there
is more possibility of transformation, and therefore it can be a dangerous path, because
you are on the threshold. Classical yoga was the yoga of renunciation: the world is illusion,
and this body is illusory, so I close myself in the cave and meditate. It was saying no
to everything. People recognized that most of the misfortunes in their lives were also the
occasions that led them to make important decisions and that they actually then improved
because of those crises. So eventually those misfortunes became, in hindsight, blessings.
So Tantra s like it’s telling you from the beginning: don’t call them misfortunes, even the
lower emotions, become aware of them, don’t deny them, and try to see what they are
actually hiding, what they want to communicate to you always from the perspective of a
possible growth. And so that, in my opinion, is the really great message of acceptance.
When Osho [Rajneesh, 1931-1990] said, “Do whatever you want,” then people forgot
the second part: “But be aware of it.” He would say, Do you want to smoke? Light your
cigarette, feel everything. Stay aware of that, then yes you can be free, because you are not
only on a pattern that goes into reaction, but also because from there you realize:
everything is possible, but not everything is allowed. This is said in Tantra: where there is
so much energy, there is so much possibility for transformation. In those couples where
the sexual aspect is very important or where there is a certain intensity on that side, you
move a lot more energies, but you move mostly the aspect of the lower chakras, meaning
the animal instinctual part. It is the classic dimension of the couple with possessiveness
and jealousy. Today all this is amplified, sex has become violent. Just as sex has become
even more vulgar, the dynamics operate much more on a low plane of consciousness.

Practitioners’ reflections on sacred eroticism, a pillar of Bivolaru’s teachings
(Introvigne 2022a, 59-99) indicate a deep conviction, based on direct
experience, of the validity of the theories and techniques taught by the
ATMAN school. The informants also show a sincere desire to disseminate these
teachings as much as possible. They consider them indispensable for improving
people’s existence and their interpersonal relationships and, consequently, for
promoting physical and mental well-being in society.

4.2. Consolidation of the Experience
After the first contact with the group, a period of intensified interaction begins,

during which the student has a deeper experience of the yoga practice and the
knowledge of the teachings on which it is based. In this part, processed data are
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collected from the fifth to tenth questions formulated on the basis of the fourth,
fifth, and sixth objectives. This stage, in which informants consolidate and confirm
their decision to attend the ATMAN school, has many elements that Rambo

includes in the fifth and sixth stages: interaction and commitment (Rambo 1993,
102-41).

4.2.1. Interaction Stage

A number of processes identified by Rambo are found in the
informants’ experiences. One of them is encapsulazion, which Greil and
Rudy (1984) noted in new religious movements, but which can, partially and
differently, also be applied to the case of the informants of this investigation.
Encapsulation fosters the involvement of individuals in group activities and has
four interacting components: relationships, roles, ritwals, and rhetoric, which
Rambo (1993, 107-8) borrows from the studies of Ziller (1971) and Sarbin and
Adler (1970). In this part, only relationships and roles will be considered, as the
rhetorical component was examined at the “first contact” stage about “new ways of
living,” while the rizual component will be examined in relation to the
commument stage.

- Components of encapsulation

Relationships have the function of creating and consolidating cognitive and
emotional ties. The type and importance of new relationships established while
attending a school were inferred from the informants’ descriptions of their
emotional experiences and interpersonal relationships developed during
school activities.

To indicate the type of relationship established with other practitioners, Giorgia
uses the expression “spiritual family.” Giulio mentions a “sense of fraternity and
connection with others.” Giacomo uses the words “fellowship, support.”
Eleonora attaches great importance to the collective experiences she had during
the gatherings and conferences she attended in Romania. She reports her feelings
about the course she attended:

[ felt an authenticity, something very, very intense... Tales of experiences of people who

nevertheless experienced transformations. I realized that what I was basically looking for
was that. It’s not just a course, it’s much more than that.

Laura said:
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For me, it’s important to meet people who resonate with me. We realize we have a certain
kind of common goals, cultivate a spirituality, and also a certain kind of attitude, not a
fatalistic or pessimistic attitude to life, but a joyful attitude of responsibility.

Giulio also recalls gatherings in Romania:

Being at gatherings or activities with thousands of people, extremely simple-hearted

people, was really a connection, and I felt totally comfortable in a fraternal condition.

For all informants, the founder played and still plays a relevant role in the
decision to join and remain in the school that is based on his teachings.
Throughout the interviews, most informants referred to the importance of the
relationship with the founder and constant “communication” with him.
The peculiar aspect of this relationship lies in the fact that this “communication”
is not necessarily to be understood in a “physical” and personal sense, but is
experienced in a spiritual way, “at a distance,” without, however, losing intensity
and effectiveness.

The founder of MISA, in fact, has not been physically reachable by most students
since 2004, when the police raid on the school’s headquarters in Bucharest
occurred (Di Marzio 2017). The persecution against him has had alternating
phases and has involved years of exile and isolation. For this reason, only four of
the ten practitioners interviewed knew him personally.

Nevertheless, the attitude toward the founder, whom the practitioners call
“Grieg,” inferred from the answers to the question “Who is Gregorian Bivolaru
to you?” is positive for all informants. Itis also marked by deep feelings of affection
and esteem.

According to Paolo, who has met Grieg only once, he is his “spiritual guide,”

in the traditional sense of the term, that is, the one referred to in all Eastern literature and
actually also in the Western tradition, a spiritual guide, that is, the one who guides you.

For Gabriella, who also met him personally, Grieg is the “master.”

He is the master because—and I am speaking personally, but I think this is true for

everybody, although some maybe don’t even realize it—the master is present at all times in

your consciousness. If you think of him, you feel he is near you and he helps you, he

supports you, but this happens only if you want it to happen.

Giorgia, who has never met Bivolaru in person, said: “I perceive him as a guide,
a guide understood as the one who can help me and has helped me to live and
improve aspects of me.” For Laura, Grieg is the one who was able to develop
theories, applied in the school’s courses, that come from a “very very ancient”
Indian tradition. Therefore, she insisted, Bivolaru has not discovered anything, he
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has only “studied before us and reported and essentialized for us, from the very
ancient Indian tradition.”

Giulio met Grieg in person in Romania in 2001:

I see him as a father, so as a loving figure. He is a guide, although I have not established an

intimate relationship with him, in the sense of dealing with him in more personal moments.

For Violetta, Grieg is the students’ guide, although she has not met
him personally:

He is our guide, so I follow his lectures and I also follow the activities that are proposed.

For example, we now have an online spiritual retreat, an online spiritual camp, so I'm

following him.

Agata does not know the founder personally and was also disturbed by the news
about his arrest. However, she has great confidence in the head of the ATMAN
school she attends, who instead has known Grieg personally. Thanks to her, she
has been able to overcome the moment of crisis related to the scandalous reports
in the media.

Giacomo, who has not met Grieg in person, said:

I think he is an authentic guide, because that’s what exudes, emerges, from his writings,

from his thoughts. And I liken him quite a bit to what I've read, of other realized masters

of the twentieth century, who left so many writings, like [Paramahansa] Yogananda

[1893-1952], there is consistency at the level of content.

For Eleonora, who personally met Grieg during a gathering in Romania, he is a
He is the person who filled the void of love I had all my life.”
Of the words she heard from him, she particularly remembers these, “Remember

2, ¢

“Tantric master”:

that the tree is seen by its fruits, the man by his actions, and the yogi by his states
of mind.” For Vera, Grieg is the “spiritual master,” “in the sense that he is my
person of reference, toward whom I have total trust, much respect, and whom I take
as amodel.”

All informants, therefore, regardless of whether they have met Grieg in person,
claim to consider him a “spiritual guide,” a “teacher,” a “Tantric master,” and to
place the utmost trust in him. This element, at a stage such as the interaction, when
the decision to affiliate is taking shape, is decisive in motivating the person to
definitely commit to the group. This peculiar relationship of the practitioners with
Grieg will be explored further in section five.

The interaction stage also defines the roles people play in the movement.
They solidify involvement by reinforcing the belief that their role contributes to the
school’s aims for the benefit of the practitioners who attend it. The examination of
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the experiences revealed the description of well-defined roles in all informants,
who always characterize themselves as practitioners. In addition, four of them,
Paolo, Gabriella, Giulio, and Eleonora, are yoga teachers and run yoga centers
in Italy. Giacomo is starting the course to become a teacher. Two of them, Paolo in
Bologna and Vera in Bucharest, have chosen to live in an ashram.

- Types of encapsulation

Greil and Rudy (1984, 266-67) distinguish three types of encapsulation:
physical, social, and ideological. To detect whether these types emerge in the
informants” accounts, responses to questions about family’s and friends’ reactions
to their decision to attend the ATMAN school were examined. Through the
informants’ comprehensive and detailed responses, it was also possible to infer
information about the occurrence of conflicts and how they were dealt with.

First, the presence of a form of p/ysical isolation from the outside world does
not appear. On the contrary, the experience of these people suggests the opposite
scenario, even for the two living in an ashram. Socia/ encapsulation, which, in some
movements, manifests itself as a strategy aimed at limiting the members’ contact
with people outside the group, also does not emerge from the analysis of
the interviews.

Here are a few examples. Paolo has not only experienced no negative reactions
from his family, but has been encouraged by his sister to continue his attendance.
His father often turns to him for advice on a healthier eating style. In addition, his
relations with his relatives have improved because they see improvements in him
that they attribute precisely to his attending the yoga school. Gabriella’s parents
have noticed that their daughter is more serene and are happy with the effect the
school has on her. Giorgia’s parents consider her “strange™ because of her eating
habits and the fact that she has images of Hindu deities in her home, but they see
her as “more harmonious,” and they respect her choices. In her case, despite the
difficulty in meeting her parents, who live in another region, her relationship with
them has improved thanks to the path she has taken in the school, partly because
she is now able to deal with them on topics that were taboo in a way before, such as
death and illness.

Laura is supported by the whole family who, like her, are vegetarians.
Some attend yoga schools other than ATMAN. Her parents are reassured because
they see her as happy. Giulio’s mother has expressed fears in the past that her son
would be “manipulated,” but she did not show hostility. Her fears were
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extinguished when she saw the positive effects of the school on her son.
Violetta and her husband both attend the ATMAN school and this unites them.
Some of their friends also attend the classes. Their parents have not shown any
reservations, apart from a certain curiosity generated by the fact that the ATMAN
school engages them alot.

Agata’s parents have never criticized her choices. Giacomo’s parents sometimes
express irony about his abstinence from alcohol and smoking and his eating habits.
However, they see him convinced of what he does, and their reaction is positive.
Giacomo has two young children and reports that his relationships with them,
thanks to the path he took, have improved significantly in the last couple of years.
Eleonora, before starting the path in the ATMAN school, no longer communicated
with her parents. She later started talking to them again, and after eight years of
practice, her parents started attending the school as well. She believes that sharing
these experiences helped to reestablish relations between them. Vera also reports
no conflict, and in fact says that her mother always encouraged her to
continue attending.

The third type of encapsulation, ideological, consists of the indoctrination of the
potential convert to strengthen his or her faith in an “oppositional” mode in
relation to the outside world (Greil and Rudy 1984, 267-68). It is carried out by
some movements through an almost total involvement of members in group
activities, which would occupy all their time.

Regarding this aspect, the informants did state that they have changed their
attendance and habits since their journey in the ATMAN school began.
However, they also clearly expressed the reasons for their choices about the
amount of time to devote to school activities and changes in their friendships.

Here are some examples. Laura, over time, has decreased hanging out with
people who have habits like the ones she had before she started this path, including
evenings at clubs with alcohol consumption. She feels that this is a natural
occurrence and not an attitude of reject toward those who do not share her
life choices:

Perhaps it may sound a little snobbish. I say: I only want to hang out with people who are

part of ATMAN. However, I realize that’s really the attitude, the purpose. And so honestly
to go out at night to go drinking, no, thank you, that’s not something I’'m interested in.

Violetta adds:

Definitely when you enter this school it’s like you open up aworld, in the sense that it then
becomes automatic to insist on some actions, some activities that you know are good for
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you and abandon others that are unnecessary. This is not obvious, and initially may be
even difficult. But then, over time, it becomes automatic to devote weekends to doing yoga
activities rather than going to a restaurant or going to a movie. That is, it becomes
automatic to prioritize some yoga activities rather than some recreational activities.
Gabriella agrees:
After the end of the second year of yoga, I changed all my friendships, all of them. So my
friends, the ones I went to see every weeks to drink coffee, to smoke, to chat, to waste
time... to put it simply, after two years, it is not that I quarreled with them, but slowly |
didn’t feel the need to meet these people anymore. I made other friendships with people
engaged in much more serious and deeper inner searches, because those were the ones
that satisfied me, nourished me.

For the informants of this survey, then, attending the ATMAN school and
participating in its multifaceted activities, which involve not only classes or
meditation times, but also gatherings, ceremonies, festivals, conferences, and so
on, reinforced their sense of belonging to a movement that offers them a spiritual
path in tune with their expectations and needs. Itis something we have already seen
in the examination of the motivations for membership. However, none of them
experienced conflicts with their family or friends caused by attending the school.
On the contrary, in many cases the opposite occurred.

In addition, a consideration that often emerged from the responses concerns the
fact that their personal transformation also elicited other changes, such as that of
the type of friendships. It is an entirely normal effect that occurs in anyone who, at
some point in his or her life, decides to embark on a different path from the one
previously traveled.

4.2.2. Commitment Stage

The interaction stage culminates in the next stage, commitment (Rambo and
Bauman 2012, 888-89), in which Rambo identifies five elements: decision,
witnessing, rituals, abandonment, and reformulation of motivations. To test the
correspondence with these five factors, the informants’ responses to questions
about their assessment of their achievements and the degree of importance of the
movement in their lives were examined. With the exception of abandonment, the
other four factors all emerged from the responses. The factors “decision” and
“witnessing” have already been extensively explained in the summary of the
responses to the question “Why did you decide to continue attending?” discussed
in the section on benefits as part of the new ways of living.
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Rituals. Individual and collective rituals make available integrative strategies for
people to identify and connect with the new way of understanding life offered by
the group. In the informants’ experiences, the importance attached to numerous
activities that take place in the ATMAN school, both individually and as a group,
emerges widely. They include exercises, meditations, seminars, lectures,
ceremonies related to annual or religious holidays, festivals, performances, and
similar, whose meanings are described by the informants in different but
converging ways.

Among the “rites” on which informants have dwelt most is that of consecration
(Introvigne 2022a, 64). Here are some examples, emblematic in their own way:
“Every day, when I get up, I consecrate the day to God and offer him what will be
the actions of the day” (Giacomo); “Thanks to some techniques that have been
taught, such as consecration, the art of blessing, I have begun to have my own
relationship with God again” (Eleonora).

Giulio offers more details on the practice of consecration, which has helped him
more than others in his spiritual transformation:

I find consecration to be a really important thing that helps us in our daily lives to be more

centered and feel part of something larger... Consecration is a practice that is not an

invention of the school, because it is present in various traditions. It is indicated in
the Bhagavadgia. Orthodox monks also practice it. It is the way we, before we start
something, whether it is starting the day, starting work, starting the course, or even before
we eat, we consecrate. So we bring a state of sacredness to what we are about to start doing,

but offering the fruits, that is, detaching from the results. It is what is called karma yoga,
which is the mode in which we act by trying to be instruments of service.

Giacomo also attaches great importance to consecration:

[ wanted to tell you that I have found that during the class, although of course I teach
people who have been doing yoga for a short time, because I'm in my third year myself,
however, you can feel that a special atmosphere is created and what you do, maybe alone
at home, when you do class has a dimension, a different response. It is a communion, I
think also a support, a part of energies coming from the universe. Clearly we consecrate
every lesson, so it’s not that we do it so much for... and I think a response comes. We have
a little invocation formula that we repeat inwardly, so it’s not said out loud. Then, again
inwardly, we offer all the results of the yoga class to God after we say this thing. Always with
a certain formula, in silence, we wait to receive a response. This is a short thing, not
particularly structured, however, it works. We also use it in other contexts, that is, in
other areas. For example, if one has something in front of him at a particularly challenging
time, if he has to speak, has an important talk with someone dear to him, things like that,
he does it.
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Giulio, learned about the MISA school in 2001, when it was the only yoga school
available to him. He had gone to Romania for a social project dedicated to
abandoned minors, and had the opportunity to attend workshops when there were
“spiral meditations” (Introvigne 2022a, 29). Here is his account:

[ in that meditation there felt as if my heart was uncorked like a bottle and suddenly my
perspective was transformed by one hundred and eighty degrees. And I could understand,
I mean I could really get that vision of the deeper meaning than what I was seeing before,
of why certain things were being done, or why certain practices were given and so on...
When we are in the heart, there is one vision and often, when we are in the mind, it’s a
wholly different thing. It is said that the heart has the unifying vision. Instead of looking at
differences and separation, it embraces, so it is much more loving and welcoming,
less doubtful.

In sharing these experiences, all informants described an effect frequently noted
in studies on the importance of ritual in the religious or spiritual experience. In the
life of the convert, the power of ritual informs one’s attitude toward life, other
people, the world, and God (Rambo 1993, 115).

Reformulation of motivations. The last element present in the commitment
stage is the reformulation of the motivations why the informants decided to
persevere in their journey along the path laid out by the founder’s teachings. All the
informants interviewed look at the present and future of their spiritual
journey dynamically. This is evident across the board by examining the answers to
the question, “What do you think the school can still give you in the future?”
Following are some significant excerpts from the responses.

Paolo: There are still parts of me that somehow I haven’t fully explored... every once in a

while, I stop and look back and say, look at everything I've done so far, and marvel at the

fact of how I feel that actually so much still can be done. Considering how this inner

transformation, this self-knowledge works, in fact, there is no limit, so it is a journey that
will go on and cannot end.

Gabriella: First of all, in my opinion, [it can give me| health. Honestly, even though I am
only sixty years old, I am convinced of my intention to acquire that wisdom of the older
woman, the female balance, to be prepared to realize this passage after the so-called death.
This is a moment that I look forward to very serenely. I want to do it as harmoniously and
spiritually and consciously as possible.

Giorgia: The possibility of continuing to transform things about me that I feel are not yet
harmonious, primarily my relationship with my femininity. Being on a spiritual path for me
means deciding that I want to see what is holding me back from happiness, which means
there is a new challenge every time. And so that’s what I expect: somehow to amplify more
and more certain harmonious resonances in my life, and gain more and more confidence,
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and surrender to something bigger than myself. Somehow I feel that this school has helped
me amplify a sense of trust toward life.

Laura: I don’tknow, in the sense that whatit could definitely give me, because I'm working
on it, even applying techniques that I learned through the courses, is definitely a greater
stability from the point of view of emotions, working on my anger. So precisely a basic
serenity, and also work on my femininity.

Giulio: I hope to grow in wisdom and understanding, so to continue to work on aspects
that are still the limiting parts and the fears or the dark parts of each of us. I see this as
my path. And then as a teacher. The day I found myselfleading a class I said, I get it, this is
what I want to do. This is the reason I also work as a translator. One thing that I really enjoy
is producing these books or translating the books and so I mainly hope that the school can
grow and get to be known especially for the effectiveness of its courses.

Violetta: I don’t know, because I am convinced that the school can give me even more than
what it has given me so far, in the sense that it is a continuous discovery. I am obviously
different from three years ago, when I started the school, and different from two years ago,
when I had just integrated a little more into the school. I am convinced that as I continue
this path, I will be different in the years to come and obviously with the same spirit, that is,
the spirit of transforming myself into a better person. So I think the school will give me
this chance. Of course I have to be able to take it and continue to practice, that is, to put
into practice all the notions that are given to us.

Agata: For me one point is fundamental, which is the evolution of my soul. So I think this
school helps me in this evolution, in the sense that it gives you tools to be balanced,
centered, to try to be as positive as possible towards others. It also gives you weapons,
meaning good weapons, for becoming a better person, and this every day.

Giacomo: In my opinion, it can still give me a lot, because I realize that I have discovered
the spiritual dimension, but that I am absolutely at the beginning of the path, both in the
yoga course and even more so in the Shivaism course. Actually with the practice of yoga,
with the whole meditation part, but not only that, I actually believe that I am getting much
closer to true peacefulness of mind, the ability to take in what comes from the world so that
I am not too, how should I say, disrupted, overwhelmed by it? There is this concept that
really like: that of being detached while remaining within the world, but not sucked in by
the world.

Eleonora: If I speak ideally, I hope to achieve the state, between brackets, of “perfection,”
when you get to fully awaken and live in the spiritual plane, as in the so-called state of
holiness, which we will achieve sooner or later. [would like to merge with God in this state
of eternity.

Vera: Every day gives me so many things, So what I hope is to one day get to the level of

consciousness of my spiritual guide. That would be my greatest hope.

Trying to summarize these comments, we can conclude that all practitioners are
united by the confidence in the validity of the path they have taken and the
enthusiasm resulting from the discovery of new possibilities for inner research and
personal development. In addition, another interesting and cross-cutting aspect is
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that of the dynamism of motivations. The reason that initially prompted informants
to begin yoga practice gradually transforms over time in connection with the
progress made and the results achieved.

Degree of importance of the movement. To encourage the verbal expression of
the degree of importance of the path taken in the ATMAN school, informants were
asked a question about the consequences of a hypothetical demise of the group:
“What would happen to you if tomorrow all the yoga schools in this
federation disappeared?” Following are some significant excerpts from
the responses.

Vera: I have full faith that God would show me, give me signs of what’s to come next. No, |
mean, [ am also quite certain that before this hypothetical demise abruptly happens, the
signs and insights would come to me that [ would already have an alternative.

Paolo: 1 think that I received tools that allow me to walk alone, principles, points of
reference that would still allow me to continue doing what I am doing beyond the school.
Because this quest that I can also call precisely a spiritual quest is, first of all, a
personal quest. That is, first of all this relationship that I have, that has been created with
God, is a relationship that is mine, it is his, there is a relationship between us, regardless
of school, context, space, and time.

Giorgia: On the one hand, I would definitely feel very disoriented because for me it’s really
a spiritual family. On the other hand, I would say I would try to treasure everything I had,
because anyway my relationship with God goes beyond that. It’s also important for me in
this journey to have confrontations with people. On the other side, | think anyway what it
gave me [ have, I think I would use the tools that [ have.

Agata: | think itwould be a sign that I may stop, in the sense that nothing bad would happen
to me. Maybe I would keep practicing the asanas, but on the physical level of course, there
would not be the theoretical part. We have handouts. I could just reread those, I mean.

Eleonora: I would go forward with my personal practice, let’s say we received so many
techniques, many more than we could work with. I would go ahead with my spiritual
practice, and if anyone wants to join anyway, [ will put people together.

Laura: Initially I would be like if I were on a map, in the middle is me, and this map at a
certain point, that is at a moment, you open it and it becomes white. There is no point of
reference anymore. That was also the first reaction I had to your question. But now I say to
you: no, it would not matter. Maybe it will be more complicated for me to “redraw,” so to
speak, that map. However, I know that inside me that map is there. It is inescapable.
I realize that I can no longer do some things unless I integrate them with a certain kind of
spirituality that I have, with methods that I have acquired, with techniques that I have,
because they are mine now.

Violetta: I actually have a hard time thinking about the school disappearing. In fact, |
struggle alot. More than imagining that the school might disappear, I imagine that maybe
I might end up in a part of the world where there is no school, for example. I actually think
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that for me and for everyone who started a path in this school, if you imagine a limited
period of physical absence from the school you can still go on. So I don’t see this problem.

Giacomo: I of course would be sorry, but I think I would continue in the track that was
laid out. In these three years of information, of inputs, of texts to read I've really received
a lot, so I might as well spend some time, I think even a few years, digging in and
assimilating better what I've been offered so far. And then, being almost at the end of my
path to become a teacher, of course a teacher is not a master, so I don’t have any claim to
replace anybody, however, I think I might also still try to start the school again.
To somehow start doing things again, recreating the school. I mean, a new foundation by
starting again from the beginning.

Giulio: I don’tknow, because that would be something, as it were, that only by living it one
can experience. Surely, I would lack that support and yet at the same time [ think I would
still continue. That is, I practice every day precisely because I feel that it is good for me and
the fact of teaching for me was mainly the fact of sharing something that I saw that is good
for me. So I would miss that nourishment that comes from the various gatherings, the
various materials that are continually offered. However, I hope that because of all that 1
have already acquired, I will continue.

Gabriella: Nothing wrong with that. Because right now I have a flood of tools to continue,

to go on my way. This school has given me everything, everything I have received, and it

has given me diamonds, and gold, and treasures of this world, of this universe. So I am

sorich. I have received so much. I have everything I need, even in the case of a

world catastrophe. [ would never give up these accomplishments of mine, achievements

that will remain in me even beyond death. No one can steal anything from me.

What certainly emerges from these responses is the enormous importance that
the school has in the lives of practitioners and the gratitude they feel for all the
benefits they have received. However, the eventual “disappearance” of the school
would not mean for any of them the end of an experience or a fall into
discouragement and despair. Each of them will find a way to continue the journey
individually, thanks to the teachings they have already received and assimilated.

Some may even try to recreate the school experience with other people.
4.3. Psychological Consequences of Yoga Practice

In the last stage elaborated by Rambo, that of consequences (Rambo and
Bauman 2012, 889-90), a psychological assessment of the repercussions of the
religious or spiritual choice on the informants’ existence is attempted, starting
from their autobiographical reconstructions. At this stage, Rambo suggests that
the psychologists should ask themselves some questions. They can be answered by
starting, first of all, with the persons and their experiences. Secondly,
psychologists should place themselves in the positions of external observers who,
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in light of the data collected, try to evaluate the effects of the spiritual path the
persons observed have chosen.

Some of the questions to be asked are: what aspects of existence have
been affected? What changes have occurred in  personality and
interpersonal relationships? To what extent has the individual become isolated or
reconciled with the world? Does the effect of spiritual choice on the person
represent progress or regression in a psychological sense? In the line of these
indications, and taking the ten interviewees’ experiences as a starting point, it is
possible to conduct areflection, in a psychological sense, on the consequences that
yoga practice and adherence to the founder’s teachings had on them.

First, the decision they made was reconstructed and interpreted by all of them
as a choice that was grafted into their lives and inclinations, as if it were the
crowning of a path, or the integral development of potentialities present in germ.
In particular, the choice to attend the ATMAN school was not experienced as a
“change”™ or an “opposition” to the religious upbringing received in the family,
which for all was Catholic, but as an enrichment and deepening of a faith and
practice that, previously, were formal and lukewarm. All the informants received
the sacraments of Christian initiation, most of them define their families as
“practicing Catholics,” and some still go to Catholic churches to attend services or
to pray in solitude. In their reconstructions, however, there emerges an awareness
that their membership, by birth and upbringing in the Catholic Church, was not
really deep and conscious.

The yoga school gave the possibility to these persons, for whom the relationship
with the Absolute and spirituality play a decisive role, to recover that personal
relationship with God that had been lost over time or even to deepen their Catholic
faith that had become exterior and superficial. In addition, relaxation techniques,
meditation, inner concentration and detachment enable a deep prayer in which the
person inwardly perceives the “presence” of God. In general, a conception of God
as “One” emerges in the informants’” experiences and is manifested in various
spiritual ways, all of which they declare authentic, including Christianity.
God, therefore, does not have a defined identity, but is considered the “principle”
of all spiritual manifestations of which each person is a part.

For this reason, the spirituality of these practitioners is inclusive and open to
all possibilities. The ATMAN school offers an integrated approach to all religious
and spiritual experiences, even traditional ones such as the Catholic faith.
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Jesus, Mary, and the saints of the Catholic tradition remain in the faith of these
individuals as “spiritual lights” to look at while grasping dimensions and aspects
that can be grafted into ancient spiritual traditions of Hindu and Buddhist origins.
Lived spirituality is essentially experiential, and is an integral part of their daily
existence, including the sphere of affective and loving relationships.

This is particularly evident in the way the informants express the meaning of
Tantrism, their personal experiences, what they have learned from the founder’s
teachings, and the practice of erotic continence, aspects that have been amply
illustrated in the section devoted to the fourth category of benefits called by Rambo
“new ways of living.” Just to give one example, Eleonora states that she
understood, thanks to the school’s teachings, that the “loving fusion is actually a
moment of communion with God, ifitis lived in a certain way.”

The informants’ responses are very articulate and thorough, revealing a deep
conviction of the theoretical and practical validity of the founder’s teachings, which
he himself summarized in 37 points (Bivolaru 2020-21):

In 2021, Bivolaru presented a synthesis in 37 points of the difference between what he

called respectively “raw sexuality” and “pure eroticism.” [t was a useful primer of how, for

MISA, true eroticism lies outside the sphere of sexuality and is something totally different.

(Introvigne 2022a, 78).

The concepts expressed by Bivolaru return frequently in the experiences of the
ten students. This means that, over the years of attendance, an interesting
transformation occurred from a psychological point of view. The founder’s
teachings, the benefits of which the informants personally verified, became a pillar
of their existence and life project, grafting itself, where it was still present, into the
Catholic education they had received. Informants attribute to the founder the
extraordinary wisdom of having understood, taking cues from ancient Eastern
wisdom, how energy should be sublimated and oriented to the spiritual dimension.
Tantra is the spiritualization of every action, and it manifests itself through all the
senses, which become the “keys” to open the doors of spirituality.

Gabriella, for example, reports:

Even if you eat an orange, at that moment, you experience an orgasm of pleasure, that

is Tantra. To reduce it only to the sexual sphere is a very serious mistake, because it is

much more, it is a way of living, practically every act of yours, even when you go to the

bathroom to pee, that is a sacred spiritual act and that is Tantra. In yoga classes, for more
than one year we talk about Tibetan Tantrism, and there they say that we are a diamond in

the beginning, but we are covered with mud, and just by being aware of that you can burn
that mud and clean yourself, just by sublimation. Itis an alchemy.
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All informants have developed an attitude that ascribes to the inner and outer
world and to the entire existence a spiritual value and meaning, even to aspects
commonly considered secondary or reprehensible. This effect is most evident in
those who have been in the school the longest, but is also present in the others. Itis
an inner disposition that involves both a cognitive and an emotional factor,
psychologically adaptive. It is able to dilute, and in some way soothe, the suffering
resulting from guilt and shame generated by the internal or external factors that, in
some way, have affected one’s self-esteem.

Another interesting effect, discernible from the examination of the responses,
is closely related to the complex articulation and decisive importance, in Bivolaru’s
teachings, of the concepts of “Tantra™ as a set of energies governing the microcosm
and macrocosm, aimed at improving personal and social life, and of
“erotic continence.” In Giulio’s words,

Tantra embraces everything, especially at the level of inner work. One begins to

understand this relationship between microcosm and macrocosm in stages, and it is

important to use the practices of postures and become aware of the energies coming from
the states of mind.

These ideas, shared by the practitioners, and put into practice through yoga,
enable them to feel like active and awakened individuals who face difficult or
stressful situations rather than merely suffering them. The psychological
consequence that can be observed, examining their responses, is the strengthening
of a sense of security. The individual feels able to achieve the balance necessary to
manage even the most instinctive drives and intense emotions.

Examining, however, the totality of the experiences shared during the
interviews, it was possible to detect an even deeper and more significant
consequence that these beliefs had, and still have, on the informants’ personalities.
This is what Allport described as the sixth and most important capacity of the
individual who has reached psychological maturity: the unifying conception of life
(Allport 1973). Bivolaru’s teachings, particularly those on Tantra and erotic
continence, provide a unifying frame of reference for the ten practitioners, into
which the physical, cognitive, emotional, and spiritual dimensions of their
personalities converge.

Giulio’s experience is an example of the psychological process just described.
He places Tantra at the basis of the fundamental principle of the universe
possessing two qualities: consciousness and energy, which he relates to the “play”
between Shiva and Shakti. Based on this awareness he states that
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everything that happens always has meaning. The more we are able to grasp it, the more

that experience is no longer a good or bad experience, but an opportunity

for transformation. Grieg says it is a necessity.

The firm belief in the truth of this teaching guides the students in their daily
choices and balances emotional reactions to situations that are out of their control.
On the one hand, one can do without the pleasant ones, without suffering. On the
other hand, one does not reject the unpleasant ones because, as Tantric
teachings state:

Stay, observe and try to remain centered because, if that situation is happening, there is

areason. But that reason is, in a way, always related to a higher purpose.

In this way, misfortunes have become, in hindsight, blessings, and even the
lower emotions, once students become aware of their existence without denying
them, can communicate something useful for their personal growth to those who
experience them.

This way of dealing with reality, even and especially when it is conflictual,
stressful, or painful, undoubtedly has consequences for the lives of individuals.
It can certainly contribute to attributing meaning to suffering and, in general, to
the problems of existence. Research on this process represents one of the most
important areas of investigation in contemporary psychology that studies different
religious or spiritual experiences. It concerns the relationship between adherence
to religious or spiritual movements and coping, a term introduced into psychology
by Richard S. Lazarus (1922-2002: Lazarus 1966).

The concept is closely related to that of stress. It indicates the set of cognitive
(or mental) and behavioral strategies implemented by a person to cope with a
difficult situation. There is much research on the correlation between specific
individual characteristics and needs, and the benefits offered by certain types of
new religious or spiritual movements. The results of this research can help to better
understand the motivations that lead people to choose to affiliate with a particular
movement among the many existing ones, or to start practicing disciplines related
to spiritualities of different philosophical and historical origins (Namini and
Murken 2008, 2009; Di Marzio 2016, 2023).

Another important area of psychological research concerns the positive effect
that faith, spirituality, or practices such as meditation, Zen, and yoga have in
overcoming various types of addiction (Tiebout 1944a, 1944b, 1949).
These positive effects emerged very clearly from the experiences of five students
who attributed their decision of attending the ATMAN school to their desire of
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overcoming addiction, more or less pronounced, to alcohol, narcotics and
excitants, smoking, and sex. Some recalled previous unsuccessful attempts
undertaken with the help of professionals in the relevant fields. They claim that the
ATMAN school’s activities, exercises, meditation, and even reading the founder’s
teachings, helped them to strengthen the decision to abandon old habits.
They acquired a new vision of themselves and the world, of which they feel they are
an active part. Now, they say, they intend to help release those energies that help
spread well-being and happiness not only for themselves but also for others.

A further impetus for this personal transformation is the belief that for all there
is a God who unifies the energies of the universe, with whom it is possible to have
a deep personal relationship, in which infinite love is given and received. In this
particular psychological context, renouncing something to which one was
previously addicted becomes less difficult. The goal to be achieved is not limited to
that particular outcome. It goes beyond it and becomes the yearning for a profound
transformation of the self, in which the spiritual dimension takes on a
decisive importance.

The ATMAN school has consistently influenced the way practitioners
experience eroticism and sexuality, an area in which “itis not possible to hide what
oneis” and it is very important to become “aware of one’s dark sides.” In the words
of Giulio:

There we bare ourselves, and there, things also come out, because the body does not lie

and therefore you cannot hide. They say: as you make love so you are in life and so is the

way we relate to problems, to situations, to the way we want to create something together

or we want instead to consume it, use it, and then when we are fed up we move on to

something else. And so, the sphere of sexuality is important because there the most

powerful laws are revealed.

The way practitioners experience the couple relationship, from the affective and
erotic point of view, has transformed substantially as a result of attending the
ATMAN school and studying the founder’s teachings. Once the new perspective is
embraced, the couple encounter becomes the union not only of two bodies, but
also of two divine parts, in a state of deep respect and love. This can take place even
if the erotic act does not occur. The latter becomes marginal, just a means, and is
no longer understood as pleasure in and of itself.

In their experiences, the informants frequently pause to insist on the meaning
of “erotic continence” and the “erotic revolution” that the school would like to
bring about. They know it meets with opposition, especially in some cultural and
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religious contexts (Di Marzio 2017). In summary, they define erotic continence as
“a way of making love, but without the man losing the seed.” It is not, however,
simply a matter of “withholding” but rather of “amplifying” and “sublimating.”

These comments can only be understood if one refers to the distinction that
Bivolaru makes between “erotic energy” and “sexual energy” (Introvigne 2022a,
64-6) and the consequences that this teaching has on the lives of the practitioners
who share it and try to put it into practice. They claim it allows them to live in
harmony, health, and to make the couple relationship something much deeper, not
only in terms of what concerns the physical union. Eros is present, for them, in
everything that is realized, in life projects and important choices that allow us to
fully realize our spiritual potential.

It is, however, a path that is not understandable and possible for everyone, but
only for those who follow a certain spiritual discipline. Transformations in couple
life, according to the experiences of the informants, occur through the acceptance
of “male and female polarities,” and the recovery of reciprocity, which makes the
experience of both partners more satisfying by elevating it to a higher level. In fact,
erotic continence can only be practiced if both partners are aware that a loving act
involves several planes: physical, etheric, mental, and spiritual. Only when all these
dimensions are involved does an authentic loving fusion take place.

Particularly interesting and dense with meaning in this regard is the reflection
of Giulio. In his ATMAN school, he leads a group of men and thus has the
experience necessary to communicate effectively about what is happening there.
He states:

With the typical ejaculation what happens is an energetic short circuit. One moment

before the man was all happy, eager. Then the next moment it is as if there were a sudden,

drastic lowering of energy. This energetic short circuit generates a polarization between
the man and the woman over time. If the semen is not emitted for procreative purposes and

is lost, over time it causes an energetic alteration that undermines the relationship by

making it unsatisfactory and conflictual. With sacred eroticism, the perspective changes

radically, since the partners are aware that it is souls that meet each other. The pleasure
experienced does not remain as such on the physical level only. It penetrates into the
depths of the souls. Then, in addition to becoming secondary, getting to a certain point
causes the energies, especially for the man, instead of remaining focused at the level of the
genital area, to spread, that is, to expand throughout the whole body and even beyond it.
So there is no longer that need that the man has at a certain point to let out the semen.

There is this energy exchange that happens by making love, and at some point you decide
together that you can end it.
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Giulio calls this process “transmutation and sublimation.” It occurs
spontaneously and, in the case of the person in love, the energies, at least in part,
are sublimated at the level of the heart. Sublimation, however, can occur in very
different ways depending on the persons experiencing them, their inclinations, and
the state they are in. The recurring conceptin Tantra is that where there is so much
energy, there is so much possibility of transformation, and if humans constantly,
unknowingly continue to lose their energies, then they do not have anything
to transform.

Giulio emphasizes that erotic continence is possible only within a path that
provides practical tools, such as the techniques of hatha yoga. They are useful for
amplifying energies, for transforming them, and bringing them to higher planes.
The “energy meltdown,” that is, the feeling of “emptying and exhaustion™ that
practitioners experience after ejaculation, does not occur. The exhaustion happens
if the most powerful energies available to men and women are not used with
sacredness and awareness. In this case, the sexual act is reduced to the instinctual
level, as mere satisfaction of a physical need. In the Tantric vision, the love
encounter, on the contrary, is an expression, in a small way, of what can be achieved
when encountering the divine. Those who experience the love fusion can compare
it to a mystical experience. Giulio, in reporting these intimate feelings and
experiences states:

One thing that I have experienced, which brings me so much joy, is precisely the fact of

considering God as love. Starting from pleasure, even gross pleasure, which can be even

the pleasure of enjoying a chocolate, sublimating it into something that refines

consciousness, we become aware that everything that exists originates from a

creative principle. Therefore, every experience can become a bridge that brings us back

to the One.

In the reflections of the students, the dissimilarity often emerges between
Bivolaru’s teachings on sacred eroticism and the conception, which some of them
encountered in the Catholic education they received, in which sexuality is
considered a sinful act if not aimed at procreation. On the other hand, they are also
capable of self-criticism by admitting the inadequacy of their past experiences.
Their existence, they say, was punctuated by short and troubled emotional
relationships or casual sexual relations with people who were almost or
completely unknown. The two opposing ways of looking at love relationships and
sexuality, as taboo or “sin” and as pleasure without restraints and inhibitions, are
both excluded in the new perspective, which wholeheartedly follows the founder’s
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teachings, the validity of which is constantly affirmed by the practitioners. By
attending the ATMAN school, they learned a “method,” which is also a
“discipline” through classes, yoga exercises, meditation, theoretical lectures, and
SO On.

Also overcome in Bivolaru’s teachings is the antithesis between “spirit” and
“body,” an idea, rooted in the Greek conception, that the pleasures of the spirit
had a higher dignity than those of the body. This concept was sometimes equated
with the theory that the body was corruptible, while the exercise of the
mental faculties, through reason, constituted the path to enlightenment
(Bottomley 1979). Early Christian ascetics added to this the idea that the body
could interfere with the attainment of mystical union with the divine.

The consequence of this process was the association of the body with sexuality and the

denial of reason and, ultimately, with evil and sin, which, by definition, are opposed to

reason (Hood etal. 2001, 157).

In the vision of MISA’s founder, shared by the practitioners I interviewed, this
philosophical paradigm is abandoned to be replaced by the notion of “sacred
eroticism” (Introvigne 2022a). It is an esoteric discipline in which the loving
fusion not only is not “sinful,” but becomes a privileged way to achieve union
with God. Tantra is a spiritual path, and sacred eroticism and the amorous fusion
are means to achieve enlightenment.

Pure Eros for MISA is a Godly Attribute. It is a sublime subtle energy coming from God,

and has its distinct frequency of vibration. Sacred eroticism is the occult resonance

process through which the energy of Pure Eros and the energy of Love, another and indeed

a key Godly Attribute, are attracted and accumulated in the student’s inner field

(Introvigne 2022a, 61).

Sexual identity is also rediscovered and valued. Interesting, in this regard, is the
experience of the group of female practitioners attending the Tantra course
for women. They feel comfortable there, and their experiences in the wake of
ancient teachings and practices allow them, to some extent, to identify with the
figures of ancient Tantric priestesses. In this new frame of reference, they feel that
their gender identity is valued as a means to higher spiritual states. In the meetings
dedicated to women, there is no “vulgarization” of Tantra, as is the case when it is
understood only as learning positions to assume during the sexual act. In the
course of these meetings, the practitioners rediscover the importance of their own
erotic energy and the way, pure and delicate, in which to manifestit. They feel more
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aware of their femininity, of the meaning of the masculine-feminine archetypes,
and of sisterhood.

From the experiences of the teachers and leaders of the different schools, there
also emerges the positive reaction they have observed in the people who start
attending the school.

Another element that emerges from the analysis of the interviews, is that
attending the ATMAN school and transforming the habits of life and the way of
living one’s spirituality did not result in difficulties or conflicts in
interpersonal relationships.  Social relations and insertion into the work
environment do not seem to have been affected, except for the need to carry out all
the activities related to the purposes of the path undertaken, a commitment that
requires dedicated time and strategies. Such a commitment, however, not only
does not preclude other interests and friendships outside of school, but seems to
have improved the life of the informants. They speak widely of the progress
perceived by them and observed by relatives and friends, and of benefits and
gratifications at the emotional, intellectual, spiritual, and physical levels and in
their work relationships.

Belonging to a community that aims to achieve universal spiritual progress is a
powerful motivation that drives practitioners to strive, every day, for the
betterment of themselves and, consequently, of the entire universe conceived
as “One.” Taking Lofland and Skonovd’s (1981) theory as a reference, the
adherence of these individuals to the ATMAN school was the result of different
motivations: “intellectual,” “experimental,” and “affective,” converging and
enhanced by a “mystical” motivation. The latter adds to an undoubtedly positive
and psychologically enriching experience a peculiar spiritual connotation.

When spiritual or religious choices take place on the basis of these motivations,
it is possible to say that they are essentially free, that practitioners play an active
role, and do not passively submit to pressure from the leader or group. In these
cases, encapsulation (Greil and Rudy 1984) occurs in a way that respects
the individual. In this type of movements, members are encouraged to
independently seek their spiritual goals. In his model, Rambo calls them
intellectual and experiential conversions, in which involvement within the spiritual
community occurs in an active and creative way (Rambo 1993, 105).
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5. Ineffable and Totalizing Spiritual Experences

The ten practitioners interviewed shared numerous experiences they had during
the courses, gatherings, celebrations, and various activities offered by the
ATMAN school. They attribute to them a very important significance in relation
not only to the spiritual path they are on, but also, more generally, to
their existence. As they describe these experiences, they always include physical
sensations and intense emotional reactions that they describe as “shocking,”
“unthinkable,” “

To understand what factors contributed to the consolidation and integration of

: 2 G c 2 I . . .
overwhelming,” “exciting,” and “surprising.

these peculiar cognitive-emotional experiences into the personality structure of
practitioners, with outcomes that they describe, interpret, and evaluate as
substantially positive, reference will be made in this part to the theories of other
branches of psychology, i.e., the humanistic and transpersonal ones.

The following are descriptions of some particular spiritual experiences that the
informants shared during the interviews. They relate both to situations connected
with the school’s activities and some that occurred outside of them. In this part, we
chose to call them “ineffable” and “totalizing” to summarize the multifaceted
definitions that informants shared when describing them.

Here are some examples. Paolo, once back home at the end of a rehearsal
evening at the yoga school, had this experience:

During the rehearsal class we did some yoga practice in which a massage is included, more

or less at the mouth of the stomach, which is a point where a specific meridian passes.

There is an energy channel there. As a result of this massage, I really felt a liberation, a

kind of physical purification as well, and I had a gag reflex, just that. I really had the inner

physical feeling that my body was letting me know that there was something that was

being purified. So it was really a very bodily experience. Somehow it affected me on a

decper level, it made me realize that there was something working on me.

Giorgia approached the ATMAN school after receiving a massage from
a teacher:

I received this massage and it was a very powerful experience for me. I feltI'had to go there.

I don’tknow why, butljust feltit... I had a feeling. And then on June 21, so abouta month

later, there was the international yoga festival organized by the school in Bologna, and the

various schools. I had gone to this festival and there had been a show, they had done
exercises, or experiences. During one of them, called the tunnel of angels, where you go

through and all the people are stroking your face and your hair, Paolo put his hand on my
head and I felt a sensation that I have never felt in my life.
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Agata, describing the different types of yoga she practices at the school, dwells
on hatha yoga to emphasize the effect it had on her: “In doing these postures I felt
an opening of the chakras, I felt physically that it was okay.” Giacomo recounts
witnessing in classes what he calls

telepathic connection between people, that is, hand movements that, without touching,
cause physical reactions in someone else’s body. Things of this kind that, frankly, I never
thought were possible.

Verareports this episode:

The practical class always begins with warm-up exercises. The first two or three are head
rotations in which we focus on fecling the energies in a certain areca. When it was time to
feel the neck area, the activation of what we now know is the chakra force center, I just felt
this magnetic manifestation, these vibrations, and I was surprised. And then I don’t know
if it was at that very moment or during the class that I had this inner intuition that said: here
we discover the mysteries of the universe.

Experiences similar to these, though much more intense and emotionally
engaging, were described by the informants when they answered the question
about their relationship with the founder, mentioned earlier. Among those who
met Grieg personally was Paolo. There was only one meeting, in 2004, and,
thereafter, he had an epistolary correspondence with him, or received his answers
on audiotapes:

I can tell you something that particularly touched me, the fact that when there were

situations where I asked for advice, it was always given to me and in a free way, so never as

an imposition, but always as a suggestion of practice. So I never felt compelled to do what

he suggested I do. It was just a suggestion where I really felt that he was leaving me free to

choose, and for me that aspect of inner freedom is extremely important. And the thing that

particularly touches me is also the fact that I have always felt loved for who [ am.

Gabriella met Bivolaru and had a few meetings with him in Romania as she has
been attending the school since 1990. Thereafter, for many years she continued to
feel his presence, which she described as “an inner spiritual presence”:

The master is present at all times in your consciousness, if you think of him, you feel him

being near you and helping you, supporting you, but it is only if you want him.

Otherwise he never comes and pulls your ears. When [ think of him or ask him for

inspiration, for support, I feel him. And I would add that it is an infinite grace to have a

master alive with us, because he is an authentic master. He remains a human being with an

extraordinary, spiritual realization, a continuous channel of inspiration, of energy that

supports you, that protects you even. But that always comes from God, it doesn’t come
from him as a person.
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Gabriella also recalled in great detail a car accident in 2007, in which she was
severely burned. She recalled that while she was in a medically induced coma, her
consciousness awakened and she asked Grieg for help:

To him I said, I implore you, I beg you, help me now or never. And in fact I felt him right
away and he guided me in some actions while I was in coma: dreams, strange trips I felt that
he worked on my whole body also energetically, on the chakras, that he helped me to heal.
For example, he took me to Tibet, I was fecling the ice coldness of Tibet. That was my
interpretation at that time. In that level of consciousness, he fed me with yak milk
to revitalize. But all these we have to look at as symbols. So, he was working on me to help
me at that time. Finally, I received a letter in which he said, congratulations, you have
passed your test and [ am giving you a house. And he was giving me a house in the Tibetan
meadows, which had been a Tibetan monastery, which was mine. I knew that it was a
symbol because the house is a symbol of the soul. The soul is him. So, he was helping me
at that time to awaken my soul. These are states that I cannot forget, and I really
experienced them. Despite the tranquilizers and everything they were giving me for
eighteen days, because basically the first five days they didn’t even know if I would survive,
they didn’t know the reaction of the internal organs. I am convinced, though, that his help
was there. But the condition was that I, on the plane of consciousness, realized that |
needed his help—it was me.

Giulio knew the MISA school well because he stayed five years in Romania. He
recounted his experience during a spiral meditation in which he felt “connected”
to Grieg: “In that situation there was really a passage in the heart, and I realized
that if | connected to him [ felt peace.” After returning to Italy, he continued his
correspondence with Grieg from a distance, whenever he needed to ask questions,
to which he always received precise answers.

Being ayoga teacher, before starting the class, Giulio seeks Grieg’s “presence™:

I really feel that the class has a special quality in which I am much more inspired and

understand sometimes things that, when I try to prepare them, maybe are not so clear.

At particular times when he felt unable to answer students’ questions, he would
suddenly get the answer. Giulio attributes this phenomenon to his initiation:

Yoga and spiritual paths need this initiation that allows us to be channels. So, not only

those who have reached the status of master can teach, but also those who have the

initiation, because in that way there we are on the path.

Eleonorabegan attending the school in 2001. After ayear and a half she traveled
to Romania to attend Grieg’s lectures and gatherings. At that time she was not sure
she would continue that experience, but the trip and meeting Grieg solidified
her choice:

The Romania of twenty years ago was not the Romania of now. I met Grieg there, to attend
one of his lectures and participate in the gathering. The first time I saw him, I decided
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to stay. It was a kind of, I can’t explain it... electrocution. Maybe that’s a big word,
however, I felt that he was that person I was looking for. I can’t tell you why. You know,
when your heart tells you: it’s him. I felt that he gave off a special energy, a lot of love. |
can’t explain... avery strong impact and [ would tell you that probably if  had not met him,
I don’t know if [ would have continued the weekly course. I tended to be a very skeptical
person and [ will tell you that when they talked about Grieg it also bothered me alittle bit...
at that time they called him master, it almost bothered me, I rebelled against it.

Three other practitioners, despite never having met him, claim to be
“connecting” with him in different ways. Giorgia is in communication with Grieg
through correspondence. She claims that Grieg “guides™ her:

He gives me guidance, I really feel a love from him as well. I feel that when I connect with
him somehow consciousnesses comes and healings also come to me, not physical
but spiritual. I also felt it when we go to gatherings, where we stay a week, eight days.
What we feel is that there is an exceptionally strong field. Maybe you can’t do a posture
normally, you go there and you can do it not because there is magic, but you feel that there
is a kind of resonance. You feel that even the insights, the things you have are
much stronger. Already when I write him a letter I feel his support. There were situations
where I felt his presence. I really felt this love a lot.

Vera is also corresponding with Grieg and had, like other practitioners, some
peculiar experiences, including what she calls “paranormal manifestations.”

I also had paranormal manifestations from him. I dreamed about him and they were
extremely revealing dreams that helped me. Not only me, but also my mother. I mean, for
example, one time a very miraculous thing happened. I had written him a letter that 1
didn’t send. I justwrote it, in which I asked him to help my mother, who was in need at that
time. She had left the school at that time and so I had asked him by letter to give support.
I had not sent that letter later or the next day or a few days later. My mother told me that
she had dreamed about him and that he conveyed this state of unconditional love to her, to
my mom. She told me: a love that I had never felt before and that I could never, I would
never be able to experience on my own. And so these kinds of manifestations I had them,
several times I had dreams... I mean, these impulses came through dreams, which did not
remain just dream experiences, but just changed the perspective on certain things, in my
life, and helped me to solve difficult situations I was in. For example, once I was about to
officially start a relationship with a man. He [Bivolaru] in the dream asked me, “And how
is it going with that guy?” And I realized in the dream that in fact I was not happy, that I
should not start this relationship. When I communicate with him it is an intuition, or a
revelation that comes to me as a result of a contact with his sphere of consciousness.

In the face of this type of phenomena, psychologists have long since abandoned
reductive explanations. They once included them among phenomena caused solely
by the fervid imagination of informants or resulting from pathologies and mental
disorders of various kinds. Observational methodologies more respectful of
individual experiences were developed in the discipline. Instead of necessarily
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considering them as “symptoms” of some disease, a new scientific study described
these phenomena without prejudice. Psychologists placed themselves within a
neutral and “benevolent” perspective of reference, opposed to theories that, like
the Freudian one, distrust

the spiritual-religious potentialities of humans to be able to authentically realize religious

relationships, which are not necessarily infantile or pathological deformations of their

personalities (Stickler 2002, 5).

Gertrud Stickler (1929-2015) was a scholar to whom the psychology of
religion in [taly owes much. She was a very prominent protagonist in the birth and
development of the discipline (Aletti 2000). In her article “La psicologia di fronte
alla scelta religiosa del soggetto: competenza e limite di competenza” (Psychology
in the Face of the Subject’s Religious Belief: Competence and the Limit of
Competence: Stickler 2002), she makes an interesting examination of
this development. Stickler discusses the contribution of two luminaries, Carl
Gustav Jung and Abraham Maslow, who consider religion as a natural and intrinsic
dimension of the human person. Regarding Jung’s contribution, Stickler states:

For Jung, religion consists not in a relationship of humans to a transcendent being, but in

a perfect psychic realization, the fulfillment of the process of individuation and attainment

of Selbst. God is not to be regarded as an otherness, but a “psychological state or value,”

the “personification of an unconscious content.” Referring to Rudolf Otto [1869-1937],

he applies the concept of the numinous to the innate and constitutive symbolic forms of
the collective unconscious, the archerypes (Stickler 2002, 6).

From this perspective, as summarized by Stickler, Jung concludes that:

The various religions can be seen as culturally differentiated ways of expressing archetypes
and becoming aware of their numinous power. The psychic archetype can be interpreted
itselfaccording to time, place, and environment. We thus understand that Atman, Buddha,
and Christ are different representatives of one reality, the symbol of the Self or the
archetype of totality thatunifies the conscious and the unconscious human being. It follows
that the contents of religion explain psychic dynamisms and conflicts. they are therefore
truths because and insofar as they confirm psychological truths (Stickler 2002, 7).

Maslow, who founded the #ird branch of psychology, Humanistic Psychology
or the 7%ird Force (Maslow 1971), also stands in opposition to positivist and
reductionist psychology, which excludes the study of spiritual values.
As summarized, again, by Stickler, Maslow

proposes an expanded science, taking the position of a folistc, integrative, inclusive

thinking, capable of recovering zanscendent experiences. Maslow intends to recapture

subjective-mystical religious experiences, which are a natural occurrence. The sacred, in
fact, lies in everyday life, because and insofar as it is the result of the “actualization of the
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Self” in “fully functioning” persons. Indeed, he finds that people full of health, physical

strength and well-being are also serene, optimistic and good, capable of living at the leve/

of being, corresponding to all that has always been called the eternal truths, the “Being

Values,” spiritual and religious. Maslow therefore believes that spiritual values, as proper

to human nature, have a nawralistic significance and cannot be the exclusive domain of

organized churches. They are a responsibility of all humanity. In fact, according to him,

the mystical enlightenment of prophets, and the revelation or ecstasy of seers, peculiar to
religions, can also be found in the so-called “peak-experiences,” psychic experiences az
the apex or dilation of being, which can be observed even in rnonreligious people and in

some who have rejected traditional religion (Stickler 2002, 8).

The differing but converging perspectives of Jung and Maslow, summarized in
this way by Stickler, provide a useful framework for understanding and giving the
correct psychological interpretation to the “ineffable and totalizing” experiences
reported by the ten practitioners. There, the relationship and communication
(physical and/or spiritual) with Grieg, the person whom all informants recognize
as their master and spiritual guide, is crucial. The detection of this type of
phenomena in a large number of very different spiritual experiences has prompted
psychologists of religion (and of other branches of the discipline) to formulate
interpretative hypotheses verified through studies, observations, and research,
using the scientific method, quantitative and qualitative, as is the case in all other
areas of research.

In particular, the function of the body in religious or spiritual experiences was
explored in depth. McGuire (1990, 285) spoke of the “mindful body,” the “body
endowed with memory” and urged psychologists, and particularly those dealing
with religious experiences, not to downplay the importance of the body by
considering it only as an object of study of physiological processes.
The involvement of the body in religious experience does not diminish its value; on
the contrary, it helps the psychologist to interpret and contextualize it
without prejudice.

Itis in this context that the study of altered states of consciousness emerged in
the 1960s. A number of researchers carried out numerous empirical studies on
experiences that, previously, had been considered pathological or abnormal.
They included hypnosis, dreaming, meditation, drug-induced experiences, along
with a number of other “borderline” topics, such as parapsychology and
near-death experiences. Based on the data collected in research and observations,
the attitude of psychologists toward this type of spiritual-religious experiences
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has changed. They have chosen to approach their study with a scientific objective,
that is, to research their meaning and value, without excluding their reality.

A significant example of this orientation is Viktor Frankl (1905-1997), who
attached great importance to dream interpretation in psychotherapy.

Viktor Frankl pointed out that each level of the person (dimensional ontology)—

biological, psychological, and spiritual—is characterized by the three psychic systems

identified by Sigmund Freud’s first approach: conscious, preconscious, and unconscious.

In this sense, the founder of Existential Analysis affirms, alongside a psychological

traumatic unconscious, the existence of an unconscious of a spiritual nature, in which it

would always be possible for the person to access spiritual and/or religious meanings, for

example, by working on the content of dreams (Bellantoni 2017).

However, ithas been modern transpersonal psychology—an area that has not yet
been clearly defined and has not yet won general support—that has developed some
interpretative criteria for the phenomena we are studying here (Hood et al.
2001, 242). Among the many authors who have made significant contributions in
this area is Charles T. Tart (1969, 1975). He hypothesized a link between
transpersonal psychology and altered states of consciousness:

Basically, an altered state of consciousness is characterized by an introspective awareness

of a different way of experiencing the world. With some approximation, we can, for

example, say that each of us experiences dreaming as an altered state of consciousness in

relation to the normal waking state (Hood etal. 2001, 242).

In this context, it seems easier in psychological evaluation to understand the
benefits received by the informants of this investigation during meditation, a
practice that, psychologically, has common elements with prayer, which is

an attempt to leave the normal state of consciousness that distinguishes the waking state,

as well as a strong interest in practices that allow one to turn one’s attention to another

reality, often considered transcendent... Prayer and meditation are significant ways of

engaging with a “deeper” and “higher” reality, or perhaps simply a way of fully embracing

reality as it really is (Hood etal. 2001, 235).

Moreover, what emerges from the results of numerous research findings on both
yoga practitioners—for the pursuit of samadhi or zazen—and those engaged in
Christian contemplative prayer, is that, in these states, authentic religious
experiences, in a broad sense of the term, occur only when individuals are able to
ascribe meaning to them within an interpretive—religious or spiritual—frame of
reference (Hood et al. 2001, 240). In the case of the students of the ATMAN
school, the frame of reference is the teachings of the founder and the ancient
traditions from which he draws inspiration. In a specific context, such as that of the
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ATMAN school, phenomena that might seem “strange” or a figment of the
imagination to those who observe them outside the context in which they occur,
are considered “extraordinary,” but entirely “real” and “true,” by those who
experience them in a particular state of consciousness.

Since not all individuals have the same attitudes or inclinations, the
incidence and frequency of altered states of consciousness depends on
individual characteristics. In general, those who are more open to certain
experiences may go through a higher number of altered states of consciousness.
The informants of this survey seem to fall into this typology. The knowledge and
experiences they find in the ATMAN school reinforce their inclinations by
providing them with a broad and consistent body of knowledge and a methodology
that “works.” They thus have the opportunity to attach deep meanings to
everything they experience in the school on a physical, intellectual, and
emotional level. The positive effects of meditation also play a role in confirming the
validity of the knowledge and methodology developed by the founder.

The experiences mentioned above can also be interpreted in light of studies on
the significance of rituals in religious or spiritual communities. According to
Rambo (1993), rituals help confirm the choice that individuals and the group have
made in deciding to follow a particular spiritual path (Sarbin and Adler 1970;
Ziller 1971). The word “ritual” also includes, according to Rambo, other
behaviors that have the function of marking and publicizing the
individual’s transformation. Changes in diet, manner of dress, management of
leisure time, use of money, and, in general, daily habits are, for the group, evidence
that the newcomer has abandoned the previous life and is beginning another one,
permeated and directed by the new values and beliefs (see also Gerlach and Hine
1970; Hine 1970).

Moreover, rituals enable the worshipper to acquire a type of knowledge other
than the cognitive-rational one, which Rambo calls embodied or holistic
knowledge (Rambo 1993, 114). Theodore W. Jennings (1942-2020) also
attached great importance to the ritual component of religion and argued that ritual
action is a way through which participants discover who they are and how to be in
the world (Jennings 1982, 113). Rituals, moreover, help convey the fundamental
features of the new way of life and act as reinforcers. Standing or kneeling, or
relating to the priest, rabbi, or guru, help the convert understand the liturgy,
exercise obedience, and properly perform the celebration. The spiritual or
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religious meaning of the gesture, word, or silence, once understood and shared,
affects our attitude toward life, others, and the transcendent.

The ritual also serves to consolidate community and unity. The singing,
recitation, and gestures performed in unison instill in the devotees a sense of
belonging and, at the same time, are a distinguishing mark from those who are not
part of it. According to Rambo, ritual experience also serves to confirm the validity
of professed beliefs. For example, meditation can provide those who practice it
with direct experience of spiritual phenomena, interpreted by the group as
confirmation of a shared professed doctrine. Taking up the research of Hine
(1970), Rambo distinguishes rituals into two types: reconstructive and
deconstructive (Rambo 1993, 115).

The experiences addressed in this survey fall into the first type, “constructive
rituals,” which contribute to the growth and well-being of the person.
One example, often cited by some of those interviewed, is the spontaneous prayer
that occurs at times and places that the individual considers sacred, among which
some have included Catholic churches. Rambo considers spontaneous prayer to be
one of the most important rituals, since it succeeds in creating a sense of intimacy
between the devotees and the deity, generating in the believers a deep sense of
security and trust in themselves, in the community to which they belong, and above
all in God.

In movements that develop within the currents interested in Eastern religion
and alternative healing techniques, yoga practices, vegetarianism, and certain
forms of meditation and fasting, as well as the regulation of sleep-wake phases, are
of paramount importance in marking the demarcation between the affiliated and
the unaffiliated, but also in verifying the stability and truth of the path taken.
These visible effects, which, as noted above, are characterized by the involvement
of the bodily dimension in religious or spiritual choices, have in recent times
attracted more interest from scholars. They recognize the importance of the human
body as the place and physical space in which conversion takes place and develops.
For this reason, a number of contemporary scholars consider the ritual and, in
general, the way of manifesting one’s faith to the outside world to be more
important than the cognitive elements related to religious belief (see, e.g., Rambo
and Farhadian 2014; McGuire 1990; Coakley 1997).

Confronted with the “ineffable and totalizing spiritual experiences” reported by
the informants of this investigation, the psychologist of religion “seeks the truth of
the person speaking, not that of the object of the profession of faith” (Aletti
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1994, 19). The scholar may only observe the subjective dimension of the spiritual
experience, since the interpretation and definition of phenomena, even that of
paranormal phenomena, depends on our frame of reference:

For example, the so-called paranormal, by definition, would be a quasi-normal, a

non-normal. But the normal exists as a mental construct [...] and could it not be said, then,

that, in truth, the para-normal is a not-yet-normal? [...] The paranormal is not something
that goes against the laws of nature. It is something that has not yet been scientifically

observed, but insofar as it exists it is certainly natural (Aletti 1994, 20).

Moreover, although the experiences shared in this survey are wholly original,
characterized by beliefs and teachings related to particular traditions, “paranormal
phenomena,” “revelatory dreams,” “remote” communications, perception of
“energies,” “telepathic connections,” or “inner presences” are events
experienced by many who are part of a great variety of spiritual and
religious traditions. Sometimes, they are defined in different words than those
used by our ten practitioners, but their importance and the belief in their “reality,”
for those who experience them, are the same.

6. Conclusion

At the end of this paper, it is possible to draw some psychological conclusions
and evaluations, starting from the analysis of our data in the light of Rambo and
Bauman’s (2012) holistic model. There, the perspectives of humanistic and
transpersonal  psychology converge. This is necessary to complete the
interpretation of the “ineffable and totalizing™ experiences shared by the ten
practitioners during the interviews.

A first assessment concerns the validity of the model that I have also chosen in
previous exploratory investigations (Di Marzio 2023a). The hypothesis
enunciated, in line with the results of a vast contemporary literature on the
phenomenon and corroborated by the data collected, had already highlighted how
joining new religious movements and highly diverse spiritual groups eschews
simplistic explanations such as “brainwashing” or “mental manipulation,” which
see the individual as “passive” in the face of others’ charismatic power
(Di Marzio 2014). Moreover, since the informants surveyed turned out to be
affiliated with very different religious and spiritual movements, an additional
interesting aspect that emerged from the comparative data analysis is that, to some
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extent, similar processes of affiliation/disaffiliation can be identified, despite the
great diversity of contexts, beliefs, and practices (Di Marzio 2023a).

This survey aims to understand and evaluate the psychological dynamics and
processes that led the practitioners interviewed to choose to join and practice in
the ATMAN school, which they consider to be a true spiritual path. Comparing the
data that emerged from the previous surveys, which had covered people affiliated
with five different religious or spiritual movements, and those related to the
informants of this survey, it is possible to conclude that the factors and dynamisms
involved in the process of adherence are very similar to each other.

The objectives of the interview, on the basis of which the questions were
developed, were achieved and allowed us to verify the validity of the chosen model
and the factors that are included in the seven stages. The validity of the model,
which emerges across the board, is closely linked to its fundamental characteristic,
that of being configured as an interdisciplinary paradigm, in which the individual
stages should not be understood as temporal and unidirectional sequences.
Rather, they interact with each other in a process that should be understood in a
“circular” and interactional frame of reference (Rambo 1993; Rambo and Bauman
2012, 882-90). Indeed, the way all interviewees describe and trace their
affiliation history confirms the effectiveness of an “integral” approach to the
phenomenon, which has three perspectives: descriptive, inductive, and historical.

The descriptive perspective stands as an alternative to the normative approach
that defines conversion according to the beliefs of a particular religious group.
The authors I rely on prefer this perspective because it is the only one that allows
them to observe the nature of the process regardless of a particular
theological orientation. By using the descriptive approach, we can treat conversion
as a dynamic and many-sided process of transformation. For some, this change is
sudden and radical. For others, itappears as a gradual transformation whose effects
emerge only over time (Rambo 1993, 6). The descriptive approach requires, on
the part of the researcher, an attitude that is fair, impartial, and respectful of the
ideas of the believers, regardless of what religion or spiritual path they choose
to pursue. As the psychologists are engaged in interpreting the data collected, their
assessment will be all the more valid the more it will be based on accurate, fair, and
impartial descriptions of the religious groups they are dealing with.

The inductive perspective, according to Rambo, is the most suitable for
understanding the phenomenon of conversion as it manifests itself in the
contemporary world. It allows psychologists to look at the process of
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transformation occurring in the spiritual dimension as a significant opportunity to
make sense of existence within a faith community, valuing the diversity and
complexity that are specific to the object of study (Berger 1979, 58).

It must, however, be complemented by also taking into consideration the
historical component that takes into account how transformation occurs over time.
The study of this component is very important. [t makes it possible to overcome the
synchronicity of the psychological approach when it focuses exclusively on a
particular experiential moment without referring to what happened previously.
The diachronic component, present in the historical approach, takes on the other
hand into account the difference in conversion processes that occur at different
times and places, even when this happens within the same religious tradition.
In fact, also in the examination of the ten interviews, as well as for the other
twenty-three [ conducted earlier, it emerged that all informants carefully trace their
personal history. They logically place the choice to affiliate within the temporal
succession of personal, familial, and social events that they consider decisive for
their existence. The description of the affiliation process involves, for all
interviewees, a backward journey, in which each fact has its own reason for being
and its peculiar role in a complex decision-making process that has deep roots and
relevant consequences for the individual (Di Marzio 2023a).

The usefulness of the model can, moreover, be related to two underlying ideas
that characterize it and that are, to some extent, confirmed by examining the
interviews of all informants: ciange and free choice. Regarding the former, change
is a concept that Rambo systematically emphasizes. Affiliation, permanence, and
eventual disaffiliation from a religious or spiritual group are peculiar aspects and
stages of a process that governs human and social development itself, and
enables individuals and societies to survive at critical moments: change (Rambo
1993, 2-3). As with all other areas, transformation can have many causes and
determinants, be accompanied by emotional and cognitive conflicts and
discomforts of varying degrees, and resolve itself positively or negatively,
promoting or hindering personal and social fulfillment.

Taking the narratives of the ten informants in this research as an example, it is
evident that the idea of personal change and transformation emerges repeatedly.
The spiritual journey undertaken in the ATMAN school is perceived as a personal
transformation that occurred gradually, over the years, in continuous interaction
with a community that was able to offer them a new, different, and
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original experience. It did not conflict with their pre-existing social, cultural, and
religious background, but enhanced and further developed it. From the interviews,
therefore, an effective interrelationship emerged between each informant and the
school, which in turn was in constant transformation to adapt to and be accepted
by the social context in which it operated.

Additionally, all informants understand their conversion dynamically.
They emphasize their conviction that they are constantly on a journey and
experience continual progress and research. They are aware that knowledge has no
end, as “spiritual knowledge™ that places no limits on the divine. The experience
the informants go through is a transformative and interactive dynamism. It emerges
crosswise in people having religious and spiritual experiences in very different
groups and movements.

The second basic idea refers to the degree of freedom exercised by informants in
their choice. The most recent orientations in psychology and the social sciences
view the choice to embark on a religious or spiritual journey as a process along a
continuum, ranging from complete passivity to intentional, conscious, and
autonomous activity. The experiences of the ten informants in this survey certainly
go inthe “active” and conscious direction. They chose the ATMAN school because
they were convinced that their choice would have positive effects on their lives,
after having had other unsatisfactory religious or spiritual experiences. Most report
having abandoned the religious practice in which they had been educated because
it did not give them the answers to fundamental questions, or because it did not
produce practical effects on their lives.

The teachings of the founder and the activities of the ATMAN school have, on
the other hand, satisfied their needs, without requiring them to abandon the values
in which they were educated, or to reject other forms of spirituality to which they
were attracted (Rambo 1993, 58). It is, therefore, a choice that, from a
psychological point of view, can be considered essentially free and conscious.
For the ten ATMAN yoga center practitioners interviewed, the decision to embark
on this particular spiritual path was a complex and free act, to the extent that any
human choice can be.

From a psychological point of view, it is important to identify both liberating and
limiting elements in religious-spiritual growth and free choice, psychological
development or regression to a state of subservience. If I would be asked to
evaluate these experiences, [ would say that I did not detect in them the nefarious
consequences of accessions to religious or spiritual groups obtained through real
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or alleged coercive techniques, where the influence of the leader or the group
exerts a pressure that sometimes succeeds in limiting the individual’s freedom of
self-determination (Di Marzio 2023b). In the case of the informants interviewed
in this survey, no evidence emerges to suggest manipulative mechanisms put in
place to “induce” them to make “non-conscious” choices. Both the nonverbal
attitudes and the verbalization of lived experiences and choices hint at a deep
awareness of the decisions they made, even those they evaluated in a negative
sense, referring to the past or the present.

The informants manifest a great capacity for self-criticism and an appreciation
for the freedom they enjoy within the movement founded by Gregorian Bivolaru,
who, while considered a guide and teacher, is never accused of “interfering” or
“forcing™ the individual and personal choices of the practitioners. The movement
to which these individuals belong does not seem to have the proverbial “cultic”
characteristics such as isolation from the outside world, strict control of members,
obligation to perform certain actions, total separation from those who are not
members, deceptive or abusive behavior towards practitioners. On the other hand,
the very structure and relative functioning of the International Federation of Yoga
and Meditation ATMAN, articulated in many yoga centers, scattered all over the
world, would make it very difficult to have a “central control,” over individual
groups, an indispensable feature in so-called “cultic” groups within which the
leader or a narrow leadership can exercise total control over individual members.

Bearing in mind the limitations of this work, which is of an “exploratory” type
and therefore not generalizable, it is possible, as far as my informants are
concerned, to come to a psychological assessment of their choice. It appears to be
entirely free and conscious, as well as open to reaching new goals and knowledge.
It includes a respectful approach to other religious or spiritual choices
and experiences. At the same time, it maintains a strong sense of identity,
inextricably linked to what has been transmitted with his life and teachings by the
founder Gregorian Bivolaru.
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