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This is about cults.  As used here, the word cult refers to any religious group, whether Christian or of some other faith, that harms people, although it should be noted that beyond cults that are religious in nature there are those that are for example commercial, political, or psychological (or anti-psychological) in nature.  
Too, the nature of some cults is combinational as when one is mostly commercial but has some elements of  religion.  For example when a company is trying to sell something to a group of people, it may have its vendors use religious phrases or anecdotes to get the interest or excitement of potential customers who are religiously inclined.
Often cults are groups that in particular abuse their own members, misleading some into mass suicides, the shunning of dissenters such that they are made to feel depressed or commit suicide, the deceiving and manipulating of members so as to get their money or abusive relations with them or even their children, the use of scriptures and guilt trips to pressure members to donate or will money to them, etc.  

The damage done by cults is often hard to see until it has come and gone.  Desiring money, sex and power, their leaders will claim the false justification of acting to protect and spread their one “true” faith or the Kingdom of God, and the like.  To recruit members cult groups will come up to newcomers attending a meeting for the first time with expressions of warm and loving best wishes, do little favors ranging from visiting them to mowing their lawn.  

Members may be shown it is loving to show appreciation by selling flowers, magazines etc for the benefit of the cult.  Of course this means less time, energy and money spent on the members’ own families, for example, but behind the smile of cult leaders is the darker goals and they in reality could care less.  Pedophile cult leaders may authorize or assign underlings to wiretap, gangstalk, etc.

GROUP MURDERS AND SUICIDES

However, the real nature of cults boils to the surface whenever there is a mass suicide or similar tragedy.  For example, probably one of if not the very worst cult tragedies of modern times occurred in Uganda in eastern Africa.  There in the year 2000 from about 780 to 1000 cult members suicided or were murdered.  The Movement of the Ten Commandments of God had split off from Catholicism and practiced animal sacrifces. http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Movement_for_the_Restoration_of_the_Ten_Commandments_of_God
Americans were horrified to learn in 1997 that thirty-nine members of the Heaven’s Gate cult had committed suicide near San Diego, California.  Utterly persuaded that they had “the truth” including special insights about space aliens they drugged themselves then were suffocated by other members.  http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Heaven%27s_Gate_%28cult%29
In 1994 a mass suicide of 102 occurred in two towns of Switzerland in western Europe.  The cult was called The Order of the Solar Temple.  Two-thirds of the dead people were murder victims and a newborn baby was ritually murdered.  http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Order_of_the_Solar_Temple
In 1993 about 79 members of the Branch Davidians, an offshoot from Seventh Day Adventism, including 21 children died at Waco, Texas.  The cult’s head, David Koresh, was alleged to be a pedophile and also a polygamist. http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/David_Koresh
In 1978 exactly 913 people died from suicide at Jonestown in Guyana, a nation in northeastern South America.  Their head was Jim Jones, the evangelist head of the People’s Temple cult.  Of the 914 over 100 of the adults were murdered, and some 276 children also died. http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jonestown
Although most people think of cults as small and shadowy in fact there are also some groups numbering in the millions, even many millions, that are very open to the eye of the public.  They call themselves Christian but often their doctrinal teachings differ sharply as when such a cult says its true followers will never die even though the book of Romans says that all people and therefore all people definitely do die.  

In fact you who are reading this may even be in a group that others who used to be in it and many who never were in it say is a cult.   If so you have probably heard that said before many times but always doubted that you yourself could have been deceived or that your nice-seeming friends in the cult could possibly actually be part of a cult!  
Objectively, though, all readers can simply ask the following questions to figure out for themselves if they, their parents or grandparents were either tricked into joining a cult or possibly joined a group that was not a cult but in later years grew darker and thus became a cult.

CULT CHARACTERISTICS

In short, then, the questions are, does the group as it now exists do or try to do these things:
1. CONTROL: It controls your behavior by limiting what new views you can learn, hold or tell others about and also discourage members from doing independent study or thinking.   There may be a lot of repetitive teaching, rote learning, memorization, discouraging of questions and efforts to make you feel guilty if you are prone to be a thinker or interested in education.   In short, they are trying to exercise what overall is called “mind control” over you; trying to train you to see and think as they want you to.  If you try to speak openly about your doubts then you realize that you risk being punished somehow.
2. EMPHASIS ON OBEDIENCE: It emphasizes obedience, that members must obey the leader or leaders and as mindlessly so as is possible, all the greater good of the group and for God; claim that the leader or leaders are of a special class or have special knowledge needed to be saved and stay saved from vices, eternal fire or death ; anything that might lead you away from the cult, its control and teachings may be labeled as satanic, insane, foolishness, vomit etc.
3. DECEPTIONS: Use deceptions which they may say are justifiable for the sake of the Kingdom of God.  The deceptions may take different forms.   For example they may want you to believe that only they can teach you what is right and wrong, that even the Bible by itself is not good enough but rather you need to go beyond it to what they and any higher up leaders have to teach as new understandings somehow better than the Bible itself.

4. LOYALTY REWARDS: It promises something special, some kind of special reward if you remain loyal, for example, being in God’s approved group for heaven or paradise as when extremist Muslims are told they will go to paradise for blowing themselves up; promised special spiritual highs or good feelings from extra closeness to God, promised they will never die, promised salvation from death to eternal life, special jargon, special hand grips or gestures, special clothing ranging from suits to special undergarments etc.; special permission to visit special holy places such as organizational headquarters, the main temple, where a certain martyr is buried or the like;
5. SEPARATION: It alienate or tries to make you feel not part of the rest of human society or even members of your own family who are not members of the cult; possibly seeking to discourage you from getting more education with which also naturally comes more independent thinking.  Cult heads want you to only associate with themselves, their cult organization.  Your wanting to enjoy use of the internet, TV, radio, movies, music videos and recording that have a “Satanic message of independence” may be discouraged as they are all influences that may lead you away from the cult’s own influence and control;
6. BUSY-WORK: It keeps you so busy you may sometimes feel deprived of sleep, rest, money, time etc.  For example a cult may insist you spend much time in the cult’s activities such as attending its meetings which may be far more than with non-cult churches in order for you to hear cult anti-societal propaganda or lectures, involve you with spending much of your time recruiting new members, wanting you to give-give-give of your time-money-and-energy to the cult rather than give what is only normal for your family or what is normal and healthy for your personal needs.  It may pressure you to contribute a check to it monthly, that you tithe or pay even more than a tenth of your overall earnings;
 7. DEPRIVATION: It deprives you of privacy or sometimes food amounts or types of foods so that you don’t have as much time, opportunity or energy to do reflection on how things are actually going or for strong independent thinking.  You wonder about your privacy for good reason.  It could be that cult elders encourage the flock to pray aloud to God then at night by wiretapping discover what the flock are praying, for example asking God to punish those very same elders are being unkind etc.  In from a day to a week or two the involved elder may give a talk saying no one should speak ill of any elder no matter what, possibly even while his eyes focus mostly on you who prayed to God to protect you from the guy.  Perhaps an elder says something that is odd to bizarre to you or you with your spouse, hoping to later listen in on what you say to others about whatever it was that they said.
 8. FEAR: It threatens, intimidates or harasses for example by teaching or stating that they will cut you off from normal social ties to your own family, friends or business associates in the cult if you don’t do as told; a method that may be called shunning, cutting off, excommunicating, disfellowshipping, expulsion etc.   Often they will teach that this is justifiable as a kind and loving approach or part of tough love.  They may seek to inspire fear in you by tales of demon attacks on those who have quit them, and when members do quit them they may try to scare them back into rejoining by using wiretapping, noise-making electronic devices etc to mimic ghosts, demons or attacking spirits.  They may make you fearful of being turned in by friends or family who are cultists, or divorced by a cultist marriage mate who had promised to always be faithful to you.
9.  CRIMES: It gets you, after you have been with the cult usually many years or were born into it, to do things for the cult heads that society in general would call criminal were they to be discovered; for example wiretapping, gangstalking, “tried-and-true” discipline refining which may range from tapping on a targeted person’s shoulder to  shoving, striking, spitting or otherwise harrassing other “disobedient” members (or ex-members) supposedly in line with God’s “Holy Spirit in action” – things that newly recruited persons and even persons members who have been members a long time may not be aware of or not fully so; in fact some of the elders may be aware of and use such Holy Spirit tactics a lot while others who serve alongside them may not under the principal that it’s in line with Christ’s saying to not let the left hand know what the right hand knows; or, in order that if matters go to trial in court those elders not knowing about the criminal doings and harassment tactics will swear up-and-down sincerely that they do not know of or believe that such has occurred.  
10 CARROTS: Besides using negative sticks to keep you with it, the cult also uses some positive “carrots” to hold onto you; for example persons who come to a cult meeting for the first time are “love-bombed,” that is other members come over to try to make them feel extra welcome and loved.  The problem though is their “love” is conditional or dependent upon whether you continue to be with and become more and more involved in the cult’s activities.  For those born as children of cultists, the carrot may be that you are given special “privileges” such as the distinction of getting to conduct a group prayer or there may be some fun occasion as when a local cult leader and his wife invite you over for cookies and ice-cream along with time spent reviewing the cult’s indoctrinating magazines.   You may enjoy knowing others in the cult but sense or know that the relationships with them are not much more than on the surface.
If you know that your group does even one or two of these things, then that is enough to send alarm bells off in your head although sometimes people who admit that one or two of these do go on cannot bear fully acknowledging it even to themselves and in such cases they try to shut the hard truth out by going into a state of denial.  It’s a thought that is too painful for them either forever or at least for a while.   The thought that others who said they were in a cult were correct is embarrassing and too shocking to digest at all or very well.  All the same, the light has gone on in the brain, the veils over their eyes has been pulled aside.
Now must come a painful adjustment.  Eventually the cult heads discover the person is onto them and they throw him out.  He must develop a new social network, possibly find new employment if his previous employer was in the cult, etc.  

If the ex-cultist does not get these things, that is another new start in life for him or her, then there may be a fifty-fifty chance that s/he will feel forced to go back, state that s/he was in the wrong and now repentful in the hope of being returned to the community of cultists.  

Ministers and others in non-cult groups would do well to help the person just as they would want themselves or their own family members to also be helped if in the same or a similar situation.  He may also need help in deprogramming from some to all of the cult’s misteachings, or at the least could use with encouragement to begin deprogramming himself.

Those ex-cultists who deprogram and are eager to help free others such as family and friends who are still trapped in the cult out are extraordinarily well-equipped.  They can for example mail letters that more quickly and effectively deprogram those still in the cult.  As a defensive measure the cult’s heads will shout from podium or platform or via microphone that “Satan” is spreading lies.  

The cult clergymen will also suggest that the educating person’s efforts are a waste of his energy because they know the educator may even be someone still attending and present at the meeting.  They hope by their saying this he will feel discouraged from sending more letters to even more of those in attendance.
However, members do get informed and eventually many do quit.  For example if 50,000 quit per year then in ten years 500,000 will have quit.  If a cult has just started and has only 100 members then in a few years half or so of the original 100 may have quit, so the emphasis is naturally going to be recruit-recruit-recruit constantly.

Hence, the cult’s perceived need to constantly do so aggressively and or systematically.  Recruitment may be in any number of ways ranging from members being sent to raise the curiosity of individuals who are weeping at cemeteries, in quietly eating at restaurants, anxiously waiting at a doctor’s office, sitting reflectively on a park bench, walking alone and lonely upon a wooded trail upon a college campus etc.  The hoped for target is someone who may be intelligent and sincerely interested in finding out about God and God’s purpose for him or her in life, a single newly divorced mother or father who feels vulnerable and in need of friends etc, someone who is from another nation and feels the need for a group, in short about anybody at all.  
Happily, though, and as Romans 13:1 states, there are legal authorities who are empowered scripture says by God to intervene at times so as to bring justice when cults harm the innocent.  The loss of money and the sword of Caesar are what cults appear to fear most.  When the bright light of truth has been shone upon their darkness, then the law can see what is going on and begin to take action.  Informed members can cut back on donations.  As has been said, the wheels of justice grind slowly but when set into motion, slow or not, they ground extremely finely; and cult heads like most people do not like to lose money.
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