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Summary

Grandchildren of God is an empirical investigation of what sociologists of religion commonly refer to as apostasy, specifically investigating former second generation members of the new religious movement The Family (formerly known as the Children of God).


The thesis was initially inspired by MovingOn.org, a website created by and for 'the children of the Children of God'. Mostly former members use this site where they are able to interact freely with each other and discuss their past, present and future. Their opinions and experiences generally differ widely, but they all share the experience of growing up in The Family and certain features seem to prevail among the users of the site. Many claim to have been abused physically, emotionally or sexually in their childhood and youth, and they all have had to deal with the problems related to leaving The Family and making a new life for themselves in a world they knew relatively little about. After studies of the debates at MovingOn and the existing scholarly literature about The Family, I compiled a list of questions for former second generation members and conducted an internet-based survey in order to investigate their reasons for leaving The Family as well as how they have dealt with the process afterwards.

I also intended to find out how this group of people 'fit' within the dominating theories of apostasy in the field of sociology of religion, where the first generation members have been the focal point of research so far. According to these theories, former members can be classified as either defectors, whistleblowers or (hostile) apostates, depending on what kind of movement they have left as well as the roles and narratives they adopt after leaving. The vast majority of former members become quiet defectors with a positive or indifferent attitude towards the movement they left, and only very few become whistleblowers or apostates, the latter being openly hostile and often also associated with the anti-cult movement.


The respondents of the questionnaire were predominantly quite negative in their attitudes towards The Family today, but only very few of them had made this attitude publicly known in the media, to authorities or organisations within the anti-cult movement. Although debates at MovingOn continually bring up the possibility of taking legal action against Family leaders or individuals for the abuse suffered by some, any concrete action has yet to see the light of day. Mostly, the survey respondents keep their pasts to themselves and prefer to simply vent their frustrations at MovingOn or to close friends and family. The virtual community at MovingOn seems to function as a source of therapy and healing for many participants, besides giving them a chance to reconnect with childhood friends and estranged family members.


Much has been written by academics to The Family's defence against accusations of child abuse and neglect over the years, and the accusations have more often than not been attributed to 'disgruntled ex-members' seeking justification for their own bad choices in life. The vast amount of scholarly materials denying any widespread neglect or abuse of children in The Family is, however, contradicted by the respondents, who are almost unanimous in their critique of certain aspects of life in The Family. First and foremost, they agree that the level of education available to them as children was dissatisfactory, but a majority of respondents also make claims of different kinds of abuse. Many felt physically abused, not least due to far too severe disciplinary measures such as the Victor programs and similar practices enforced to discipline disorderly teens and pre-teens. Others experienced sexual abuse and improper sexual attention from adults resulting from some of The Family's earlier doctrines and sexual practices.

The writings of David Berg and others, which seem to have legitimated sexual advances towards children and incestuous relations among other things, are no longer in circulation in The Family, but parts of them were quoted extensively in the judgement of Lord Justice Ward in a highly publicised British court case in the mid-1990s. In this court case, Family leadership made an official denunciation of the earlier writings by Berg and recognised their own responsibility in the matter. An official apology for abuse suffered by the second generation has also been made. Few former members are willing to accept the apology, though, and many feel further ostracized and discredited by The Family's recent teachings about praying against former loved ones who voice their criticism, because these people are believed to be possessed by evil spirits, the so-called Vandari.


The former Grandchildren of God are moving on and facing new joys and difficulties in life outside the movement. The bond they shared while growing up is still present, but so are many of the childhood scars. When they left The Family, many simply wanted a different future for themselves and their loved ones. Today, the scars are both hurting and healing, but their reasons for not returning to The Family are even stronger than their reasons for once leaving.
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