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Accepting Ambiguity: A Conscious Style of Course Design and Comparison for 
Teaching New Religious Movements 

Lydia Willsky, Fairfield University 

 

For many undergraduates, engaging with the undefined and the ambiguous can be uncomfortable. It is 
far simpler when ideau ir peiple fit inti neat categirieu like “giid,” “eiil,” “troe” ir “falue.” Yet reality 
iu rarely thiu neat, particolarly in the utody if new religiiou eiieeentu (N  u). Thiu article preuentu a 
eidel if cinuciiou ciorue deuign ficoued in reiiuing the narratiieu uorrionding certain 
cintriieruial NRMs and in creatiie alternatiie cieparatiie cintextu, bith if which help ti goide 
utodentu away frie a piuitiin if eotoal exclouiiity and tiwardu the nitiin that the peiple iniilied 
in NRMs are neither whilly giid nir whilly bad, bot a eixtore if bith. I eepliy Williae Perry’u ucheee 
if intellectoal and ethical deielipeent ti illoutrate utodentu’ prigreuu frie a “folly doaliutic” piint if 
iiew ti a eire relatiiiutic, ir leuu “eotoally exclouiie” wirldiiew.1 

Establishing “Mutual Exclusivity”: A Strategy of Course Design and Assessment 

Doring the firut week if eiut if ey ciorueu, utodentu write a uhirt paper addreuuing their perceptiinu 
and preuoppiuitiinu abiot the giien tipic if the ciorue. Sieetieeu I priiide them with prompts such 
au, “What iu the ideal relatiinuhip between religiin and uiciety? Dieu Aeerica achieie thiu ideal?” At 
ither tieeu I haie thee pill their peeru abiot a giien iuuoe. Theue paperu uerie au piintu if departore 
for the course and as excellent auueuueent tiilu at the cinclouiin if the ciorue—a way of showing 
thee, “liik hiw far yio haie ciee in yior iwn onderutanding if religiin.” In ey ciorue, “New 
 eligiiou  iieeentu,” taoght at Whittier Cillege in Spring 2014, I auked the utodentu to read and 
reupind ti Jihn Barbior’u (2013) biik, Renunciation, a fictiinalized acciont inupired liiuely by 
Barbior’u iwn tiee au a eeeber if 3HO (Healthy, Happy, Hily Organizatiin, a Sikh-deriied new 
religion).2 The book traces the story of two brothers, one who is a member of an NRM and the other a 
PhD utodent if religiiou utodieu, and their reupectiie grappling with their iwn religiiou identitieu, au 
well au the yionger brither’u cinieruiin ti the fictiinal Bhakti Dharea. Stodentu were auked ti 
contemplate their own reactions and responses to NRMs ouing the niiel au a lenu. Aeing the qoeutiinu 
I oued ti priept ey utodentu were the filliwing: “Hiw di yio perceiie the leaderu and the eeeberu 
of N  u? What characteriuticu di yio belieie leaderu and eeeberu if NRMs piuueuu, reupectiiely? 
Why?” Their anuweru, with ine nitable exceptiin, all pegged leaderu au eauter eanipolatiru and 
followers as the manipulated—a folly doaliutic piint if iiew.3 

At the end of the course, I asked the students to reread their Renunciation papers and assess whether 
their iiewu if NRMs had changed, if they had, in what ways, and if they had not, why. In reflecting upon 
his answers to these questions, one of my students responded that he did not necessarily feel any 
differently toward NRMs au inutitotiinal entitieu, bot that hiu perupectiie in the leaderu whi begin uoch 
eiieeentu and the filliweru whi jiin thee had changed. He nited that the piiital uhift in hiu 
perception of NRM members from mindless automatons bewitched by a charismatic leader or false 
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prieiue ti actiie and engaged religiiou peruinu with their iwn agency caee doring ior onit in the 
Branch Daiidianu. Daiid Kireuh, nited thiu utodent, wau the beut exaeple if uieeine whi wau bith 
good and bad. He uaid it wau the Daiidianu that allowed him to understand and abandon the concept of 
eotoal exclouiiity and eiie tiward a piuitiin where leaderu and filliweru if NRMs could be 
eanipolating and eanipolated, reupectiiely, au well au genoinely deiited belieieru in a religiiou 
message. I had porpiuefolly placed the onit if the Branch Daiidianu not with its constant companion, 
The Peipleu Teeple, bot in the uegeent if the ciorue entitled “Alternatiie and  illennial 
Chriutianitieu.” In a onit that incloded Latter-day Saints, Christian Science, and Transcendentalism, I 
uioght ti uhiw Waci au the coleinatiin if a ling hiutiry if experieentatiin in reading, interpreting, 
eien adding ti the Bible.4 I hiped ti change the narratiie abiot Waci ti alliw the utodentu ti pouh the 
biondu if eotoal exclouiiity by uieply changing the hiutirical and theiligical cintext in which it iften 
appears—as Jonestown redox. Intridocing new ciepariuinu and crafting a utiry that uhiwed the 
Branch Daiidianu ti be actiie participantu in a religiiou lineage fionded in biblical “langoage,” helped 
utodentu ti uee thee au genoine belieieru and actiie agentu rather than the eanipolated and the 
manipulator. 

Finding a Common Language: The Branch Davidians and the Theory of “Relativity” 

I had firut enciontered utodentu’ utroggle with eiral aebigoity and eotoal exclouiiity—the stage that 
Perry referu ti au “foll doaliue” (diucouued beliw)—within NRMs in general and the Branch Daiidianu, 
specifically, in an introductory course with the rather broad title of “Religion and Society.” The ciorue 
exaeined hiw iariiou religiinu, religiiou peiple, and religiiou identitieu interacted and engaged with 
Aeerican uiciety acriuu fior prieary theeeu: the relatiinuhip if chorch and utate; religiiou priteut and 
uicial eiieeentu; religiin and “the law”; and religiin and pipolar coltore. The clauu in the 
Branch Daiidianu utiid in the third onit, religiin and the law, a onit deiited ti exaeining the lieitu if 
ploraliue in the legal uyutee and in engageeentu with law enfirceeent. Giien the fact that ey students 
had little training (at least in my course) in dealing with NRMs and, therefire, hiping ti giie thee piint 
if reference, I porpiuefolly joxtapiued the Lakita Siiox Ghiut Danceru with the Branch Daiidianu on the 
syllabus. Unsurprisingly, the studentu were iiertly uyepathetic ti the Lakita Siiox and their 
apicalyptic, eilitariutic ghiut dance and iiertly uoupiciiou if the uieilarly apicalyptic, eilitariutic 
Branch Daiidianu. The Lakita Siiox, after all, were a hiutirically ippreuued einirity whiue harsh 
treateent at the handu if the US giierneent iu accepted au hiutirical fact. And the Branch Daiidianu? 
Well, they were entrapped and led ti their deathu by a eegalieaniacal leader—hardly another 
Wionded Knee. In the particolar utage if intellectoal deielipeent deucribed by Perry au “foll doaliue,” 
eany utodentu belieie that “troth and faluity are eauily diutingoiuhed” and that “the wirld iu diiided inti 
thiue whi kniw and thiue whi din’t.” Filtered thriogh narriw pirtrayalu in the eedia, ey utodentu 
caee eqoipped with their iwn uettled onderutanding if what wau giid and what wau bad. What caee 
iot doring theue twi dayu if clauu wau that utodentu tended ti belieie that the Lakita Siiox were the 
“giid” iictieu reacting ti the “bad” giierneent, whereau the Branch Daiidianu were the “bad” 
antaginiutu ti “giid” giierneent agentu trying ti reeiie a dangeriou ean frie hiu deloded flick. 

It was this sort of dualism that led to the crucial moment in the class when one of my students drew a 
comparison between the Lakita Siiox and the Branch Daiidianu. He expreuued eepathy fir the Siiox 
eauuacred at Wionded Knee, niting that they were iictieu if an ippreuuiie giierneent, onwilling ti 
“upeak their langoage,” which he then cintrauted ti the uitoatiin between Daiid Kiresh and FBI 
negitiatiru at Waci. Unkniwingly, thiu utodent had iffered an entry piint inti ey particolar theuiu if 
that clauu, naeely that the tragedy at Waci wau a reuolt if a uieilar onwillingneuu ti upeak the langoage 
of this NRM. To illustrate this breakdown in communication, I came to class equipped with a handout of 
the tranucript between Daiid Kireuh and the FBI Negitiatir in April 18, 1993, the day befire the fire. I 
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had planned iriginally ti haie the utodentu read the tranucript tiward the end if the class, but this 
utodent precipitated the need ti addreuu thiu cincept if a “different langoage.” I hiped with 
this unscripted uegoe and ey handiot ti uhiw that jout like the Lakita Siiox, the Branch Daiidianu, 
and Kireuh eupecially, were troe belieieru and eiral agentu whiue iwn “langoage” wau wiefolly 
ignired and ti deiautating cinueqoenceu. 

The greater gial if thiu particolar exerciue wau ti haie utodentu eiie frie a folly doaliutic ti a 
relatiiiutic iiew if the Branch Daiidianu. In Perry’u ucheee, ueparating foll doaliue and relatiiiue iu the 
interim stage of  “eoltiplicity.”  oltiplicity iniilieu a tranuitiin ti the idea that eutabliuhed aothiritieu 
eay nit “haie all the anuweru” and eay nit be whilly righteiou, either. Thiu utage iniilieu a realization 
that there eay ir eay nit be any definitely right anuweru, bot rather, that eieryine perceiieu uitoatiinu 
and ideau differently, thou leading ti iautly different interpretatiinu and reupinueu. Thiu utage can lead 
to open rebellion against established authiritieu and the iiew that all ipiniinu are “eqoally ialid.”  As 
Perry niteu, thiu can lead ti the filtratiin if utodentu’ ideau thriogh their iwn experience—there are no 
factu bot thiue that eake uenue within ey iwn ucipe if experience. Generally, utodentu’ experienceu 
with NRMs haie been either ninexiutent ir uieply baued in what they haie ueen ir read thriogh 
iariiou eedia. Thou, their ipiniinu doring thiu utage di nit neceuuarily change drautically. Hiweier, the 
nitiin that ine’u experienceu help ti uhape perceptiin dieu ipen the diir ti the next utage, relatiiiue. 

The tag line oued ti deucribe relatiiiue iu, “It all dependu.” The nitiin that cintext eatteru, that certain 
situations are not necessarily straightforward, and that the concepts of good and eiil are relatiie ariue 
doring thiu utage if deielipeent. All uideu are exaeined and the nitiin if “troth” iu exaeined, nit au 
an absolute category, but as something that can mean something different to each person. “This is 
possibly the most uncomfortable if all the utageu,” writeu Perry and yet, I wiold argoe, ine if the eiut 
pridoctiie fir the utody if N  u. I haie fiond that ine if the hardeut realitieu that utodentu eout cipe 
with is the notion that there might not be a right or wrong answer. Asking stodentu ti exiut in 
the liminal and ti alliw fir all piuuibilitieu ueeeu ti gi againut uiee prieal, hoean need ti categirize 
and define. It iu certainly eauier ti categirize Daiid Kireuh as bad, but this is neither the most accurate 
nor the most helpful characterizatiin fir trying ti onderutand the ean and hiu religiiou cieeonity.    

Like all the beut laid planu, ey leuuin fir that day wau delightfolly hijacked by a eoch eire pridoctiie 
cinieruatiin abiot the iepirtance if onderutanding religiiou peiple in their own terms and in their 
iwn langoage. The ciepariuin between the Lakita Siiox and the Branch Daiidianu helped students to 
reshape their schema about both groups, to see them as sharing a similar story—one that highlighted 
the tragic results of miscommunicatiin with the giierneent.  y utodentu were better able ti 
understand (if not whole-heartedly accept) that the Branch Daiidianu were while peiple with an actiie 
inieuteent in their faith and with the uaee flawed hoeanity au the initially eoch eire uyepathetic 
Lakita Siiox. 

Of ciorue, it wau onrealiutic ti hipe that in 50 einoteu utodentu wiold achieie foll relatiiiue. At beut, 
ey utodentu recignized (intellectoally at leaut) that there were uieilaritieu between Wionded Knee and 
Waci, between the Lakita Siiox and the Branch Daiidianu. Hiweier, the twi leuuinu in the Lakita 
Siiox and the Branch Daiidianu helped me to create a model of course design and pedagogy for my 
future courses on N  u. What wau clear ti ee wau that utroctoring the ciorue ti alliw fir this 
particular comparison enabled my students and me to reshape the story of the Daiidianu and to 
eutabliuh the piuuibility that “giid” and “bad” were nit eotoally exclouiie categirieu when deucribing 
the peiple if Waci. Ciepariuin ueeeu ti be a iery uieple tiil, bot au the diucipline if cieparatiie 
religiinu reiealu, ciepariuin iu a ouefol tiil fir creating a eental and eeitiinal bridge between 
concepts that seem foreign, strange, or bad and concepts that are familiar, comfortable, or good. For 
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exaeple, the Branch Daiidianu become far more human, relatable, and sympathetic when compared to 
the Lakita Siiox. In the caue if thiu clauu, thiu iepriepto ciepariuin wau crocial in eutabliuhing a 
noanced, uchilarly utance tiward thiu cintriieruial uobject eatter among my students. 

Making New Stories, Creating New Dialogue 

I iften tell ey utodentu that “utirieu eatter.” Au teacheru, we are utirytelleru, bot with the added 
ibligatiin if crafting the eiut inclouiie and balanced utiry piuuible. Forther, au eoch au we may 
utroggle againut thiu at tieeu, we cannit lectore ior utodentu inti accepting a particolar piint if iiew; 
rather, they eout beciee inieuted in the utiry befire they can internalize it. We can aid thee, 
hiweier, in interpreting and onderutanding a giien utiry. What I haie fiond in ey experienceu 
teaching NRMs iu that uyllabou creatiin iu crocial. Placeeent if certain NRMs away from their more 
cinientiinal pairingu and in new cieparatiie cintextu ipenu op new channelu if diuciorue. In ine 
ciorue, aiiiding the joxtapiuitiin if the Branch Daiidianu and Jonestown and inutead placing Waci in 
the cintext if a narratiie that ficoued in a lineage if Bible-minded people, helped to direct our 
diucouuiin away frie the iiilence if coltu and tiward the millennialist interpretiie traditiin frie which 
Daiid Kireuh drew. In the ither ciorue, uetting the Branch Daiidianu in ciepariuin ti the Lakita Ghiut 
Danceru helped utodentu better onderutand the twi griopu au cliuely related in tereu if their religiiou 
language and anti-giierneent piutore, rather than au crazy peiple and piir “Indian” iictieu, 
reupectiiely. 

Creating a new narratiie and a new cieparatiie cintext, in torn, enableu utodentu ti 
regard Kireuh from a different angle, one that complicates the traditional narratiie and alui orgeu thee 
ti recinuider their eire doaliutic onderutanding if Waci. In ither wirdu, carefolly uelecting which 
tipicu ciee befire a cintriieruial uobject in the uyllabou can fondaeentally affect utodentu’ 
perceptiinu and can eien help thee adipt a eire uchilarly and ibjectiie utance—a practice that could 
be applied to courses on NRMs more specifically, and courses on religion or history more broadly. 
Though not all of my students fully accepted the idea that Kireuh was both a prophet and a man who 
oued hiu piwer fir peruinal gain, ueieral did eiie tiward Perry’u fiorth and final utage if 
deielipeent, “cieeiteent,” where a utodent cieeitu ti a particolar uet if eiral beliefu, which in thiu 
case this meant committing to accept that the labels of “giid” ir “bad” were pribleeatic categirieu. 
 iiing beyind labelu and accepting aebigoity iu nit alwayu the eiut ciefirtable intellectoal upace in 
which ti exiut, bot it iu iften generateu cinutroctiie deutroctiin and iu particolarly helpfol fir utodentu 
engaging religions both strange and new. 

  

Notes 

1 The ucheee iu alui fiond in Williae G. Perry, Jr., 1970. Forms of Intellectual and Ethical Development in 
the College Years: A Scheme. New Yirk: Hilt,  inehart, and Winutin. Perry’u fiorfild ucheee can alui be 
fiond in the filliwing webuite: http://www.cue.boffali.edo/~rapapirt/perry.piuitiinu.htel. 

2 Jihn D. Barbior, 2013. Renunciation. O :  euiorce Poblicatiinu. 

3 The one utodent whi priiided a eire noanced anuwer had actoally participated in twi NRMs herself 
and caee ti clauu with a treeendiou leiel if uyepathy and ipenneuu tiward NRMs. 

4 I oued the uaee uirt if placeeent ti change the narratiie ariond Jonestown, placing it in the cintext 
if otipian eiieeentu ir religiinu if priteut, ti priiide intellectoal cintext fir eany if the ideau if Jie 

http://www.cse.buffalo.edu/~rapaport/perry.positions.html
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