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textbook, “Regulating Religion: Case Studies from Around the Globe,” ed. James Richardson, 
2004- article documents the information that is conveyed in the video and is a more complete 
research tool on the topic. 
 
“Retrospective on the 1984 Island Pond Raid: What We Know Now That We Didn’t Know 
Then,” Jean Swantko, 2006 VBA Journal article 
 
Judge Frank Mahady’s 1984 opinions ruling on the Island Pond Raid, five separate issues- 
used for background materials on the legal issues, 64 pages 
 
“Brainwashing” Evidence in Light of Daubert: Science and Unpopular Religions, Gerald 
Ginsberg and James Richardson, Law and Science, Current Legal Issues, Vol. 1 (1998), 
Oxford University Press 
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__________Introduction__________
 
Twenty-one years ago I was a public 

defender in our Northeast Kingdom.  
Assigned to represent a member of 
the so-called “Northeast Kingdom 
Community Church” in August, 1983, 
meant that I was involved in a “church 
case.”  There were numerous such cases 
back then: custody cases, truancy cases, 
divorce cases, simple assault cases, but 
none so monumental as the day the State 
of Vermont came to take the children 
from the Church in Island Pond—all of 
them.  It was June 22, 1984.

While in the eye of a hurricane as a 
young lawyer, I saw enough to realize 
that something was seriously amiss 
with the state’s response to the small, 
close-knit, and unfamiliar religious 
group residing in communal households 
in Island Pond.  Assigned to represent 
one of them nearly a year before the 
raid, I had a unique vantage point to 
see what these people were really like.  
I was welcomed into their homes and 
into their lives.  What I discovered for 
myself was very different than what I 
had read in the newspapers.  I wanted 
to know why.

What a long, strange trip it has been 
since then.  In the twenty years since 
the infamous raid, significant pieces of 
the puzzle have come to light.  Most 
especially, in 1999 I found the six-page 
written plan to “destroy the Church 
in Island Pond,” a plan meticulously 
executed by Vermont state officials.  
Last year I was moved to make a 
documentary, called The Children of the 
Island Pond Raid: An Emerging Culture, 
to tell the story of what really happened 
in 1984 so that the citizens of Vermont—
and of the world—could know how such 
a “grossly illegal and unconstitutional 
scheme” came to be part of Vermont’s 
history.  I guess you could say “if it could 
happen in Vermont, it could happen 
anywhere.”

You might wonder about the current 
relevance of understanding the truth 
about the Island Pond Raid.  But the 
facts surrounding the raid raise a number 
of vital current issues.  How important is 
the reliability of the information that 
our government uses?  How much of 

that information should the public be 
entitled to know?  Just how honest 
does government need to be about its 
mistakes?  These issues are timely and 
the lessons that can be learned from 
knowing the truth about how the raid 
happened can be an invaluable teaching 
tool for legal practitioners, public 
servants, and vigilant citizens around the 
world, especially in the present climate 
of tensions between government and 
religion.  It may have been “1984” when 
the raid happened, but we have since 
been catapulted into a “Brave New 
World”—the new millennium and the 
post-9/11 shrinking globe.  Who would 
dare say that issues such as freedom of 
religion, freedom from religion, and the 
government’s role in regulating religion 
are not of current interest?  Whom shall 
we trust?  Is it not said that we must 
learn from history so as not to repeat its 
mistakes?

The Pivotal Event,
____June 22, 1984: In Re: C.C.____

 
On Friday morning, June 22, 1984, in 

the sleepy rural village of Island Pond, 
Vermont, nestled in the Green Mountains 
just south of the Canadian border, the 
power of state government descended 
on 350 believers.  In an effort to satisfy 
itself that the children who resided 
within that church community were 
not being severely abused, the state 
invaded.  Ninety Vermont state troopers 
in bulletproof vests and fifty social 
workers armed with virtually unlimited 
police power raided nineteen homes 
in the predawn hours, demanding not 
only the names of the children, but the 
children themselves.  A local judge had 
signed a search warrant to legitimize the 
round-up of the unsuspecting children.  
The zeal of the social workers allowed 
them to intrude confidently into the lives 
of these little ones as if they were doing 
them a great favor, rescuing them from 
the abusive clutches of their fanatical 
parents.  One hundred twelve children 
were unlawfully seized that morning 
because of the common religious beliefs 
of their parents.1  The warrant read “In 
Re: C.C.” to stand for “certain children,” 
because the warrant was so general that 

it had no names.  It gave the addresses 
and descriptions of nineteen residences 
and buildings that a citizen activist had 
identified for the state as belonging to 
the Community.  It authorized seizure 
of “any and all children under the age 
of 18 found herein.”  Later that day, an 
Assistant Attorney General responded 
to the judge’s question “What is the 
danger of harm to these children?”  
He answered that “it’s as if the child is 
living amongst bacteria and the bacteria 
in this case that jeopardizes this child’s 
health is the teachings and doctrines of 
the church.”2

After being transported in police 
custody to the courthouse in Newport, 
Vermont, some twenty miles away, 
each family waited their turn to appear 
before a judge who would decide if 
they would be separated.  Happily for 
the parents, Judge Frank Mahady did 
not judge by the barometer of public 
opinion as he conducted some forty 
individual detention hearings that day.  
When he called the lawyers from the 
Attorney General’s Office to provide 
evidence of abuse to justify the seizure 
of each child, the State had little to 
say, except to speak against the beliefs 
and lifestyle of those brought to court.  
Court continued late into the night, 

RETROSPECTIVE ON 1984: THE ISLAND POND RAID
WHAT WE KNOW NOW THAT WE DIDN’T KNOW THEN

by Jean A. Swantko, Esq.

Church leaders talk with Jean Swantko 
(back to camera) in Hyde Park, Vermont

a week or so after the raid at a
hearing in which the State sought to

disqualify Judge Mahady.



Two year-old boy being helped off  bus in 
Newport, June 22, 1984. He remains in a 

Twelve Tribes Community in Savannah, GA

calling each child by name.  Each 
one was sent home with his parents 
because there was no basis to keep 
even one for examination by the state’s 
battery of doctors, social workers, and 
psychiatrists who sat to no avail nearly 
an hour away at a ski resort, waiting to 
perform their scrutinizing evaluations.  
At around 9 p.m., Judge Mahady, after 
handling forty individual children’s 
cases, had to decide what to do with the 
large group of children (approximately 
sixty) who remained.  After hearing 
the arguments, he released them all 
to return home with their parents.  He 
offered an opportunity to speak to any 
parent who had something to say.  Many 
passionately told the story of their day 
and spoke of their deep gratitude for a 
judge who ruled justly.  By 11 p.m., a bus 
of tired but rejoicing families headed 
home to Island Pond, singing the praises 
of their God and giving thanks for the 
judge whose humble response was, “I’m 
only doing my job.”3 

Judge Mahady’s Opinion:
The Raid Was a Gross

_______Violation of Rights________
 
Scott Skinner, Director of the Vermont 

ACLU at the time, noted that Judge 
Frank Mahady used “the history of the 
world as a backdrop to educate the 
public about search and seizure”4 in 
his five-part, sixty-four page opinion 
denouncing the raid.5  Andrew Crane, 
the Defender General of Vermont who 
represented the parents before Judge 
Mahady in 1984, called the raid “the 
best case of my life” because of the 
degree of injustice that was defeated 
that day.  In a May 2000 interview, Crane 
called the language used by Mahady 
“important” because people in Vermont 
“needed to see how outrageous it [what 
the State did] was.  He [Mahady] wrote 
[his opinion] that way to educate the 
citizenry that the State was completely 
out-of-line.”6

Skinner recalled “the unprecedented 
way in which the raid happened and 
how it was treated by the press, the 
absolute magnitude of it.”  Judge 
Mahady’s ruling “turned the tide against 
the State’s plan.  There was an explosion 
of public interest and national camera 
crews helicoptered to the scene” in 
the Northeastern corner of Vermont.  
Administrative Judge Thomas Hayes

appointed the most brilliant judge 
he could and this combined to make 
a powerful lesson that won’t be 
repeated at least for fifty years.  The 

way it happened was a disaster for 
the State of Vermont.  The outcome 
was fortuitous, with the system of 
checks and balances not necessarily 
succeeding.  The executive was 
intent on abusing its power.  The 
judge who signed the warrant, a 
decent man, found himself on a 
railroad train being swept along by 
forces larger than he was.7 

That judge later acknowledged he had 
been “pressured by bad information” 
and that the “Raid was a tragedy for 
the State of Vermont.”8  Because his 
actions were reviewed and overruled by 
Judge Mahady, in the end the judiciary 
was able to prevail over an overreaching 
executive.

newspaper reports unlawfully published 
as a source.  Despite the fact that 
he knew, or should have known, the 
confidentiality laws for juvenile cases, 
he violated them.  He then used the 
fact that newspaper reporters printed 
unlawful disclosures to justify his own 
use of them, clearly prohibited by the 
juvenile statutes. 

Judge Mahady held the State to its 
“burden and heavy responsibility to 
demonstrate by sufficient evidence, 
not generalized assumption, that it is 
necessary to separate each of these 112 
children from his or her parents.”10

The Commissioner of Social Services 
accused community members of 
“thwarting steps of due process,” stating 
that the community is “purposefully 
organized to shield the identity of 
the parents and children.”11  Simply 
because the State found it difficult to 
serve papers on Church members who 
live communally, he unfairly attributed 
a bad motive to them, reflecting his 
bias, prejudice and thin regard for due 
process rights which belong to the 
people, not the government.  This thin 
line between public duty to protect 
and overzealous action to intrude is 
one that must be vigilantly guarded by 
the branches of government by holding 
state agents accountable to follow the 
law and obey constitutional limits.  Also 
noteworthy is the degree to which the 
legal counsel of the State deferred to 
the supposed “expertise” of the social 
services department.

After precisely enumerating the 
State’s utter failure to obey the juvenile 
proceedings established under Vermont 
law, as well as the provisions of the U.S. 
Constitution upholding family integrity, 
Judge Mahady concluded 

Indeed, it is all too clear that the 
State’s request for the protective 
detention permitted by the statute 
upon an appropriate showing was 
entirely pre-textual. What the State 
really sought was investigative 
detention.  In effect, each of the 
children was viewed as a piece 
of evidence.  It was the State’s 
admitted purpose to transport each 
of the 112 children to a special clinic 
where they were to be examined … 
Not only were the children to be 
treated as mere pieces of evidence; 
they were also to be held hostage to 
the ransom demand of information 
from the parents.12

In refusing “the State’s rather 
incredible request that the Court issue a 
blanket detention order for 112 children 

Rejecting the State’s theory that all 
of the unnamed children who resided 
in the Church Community’s households 
should be seized simply because of the 
common faith of their parents, Judge 
Mahady said: 

Adlai Stevenson once noted that 
‘guilt is personal,’ and I might 
add ‘not communal.’  Our Court 
has held many times that mere 
presence at a particular place is not 
sufficient to establish participation 
in a particular act.  Therefore, 
‘when the court seeks to take the 
child out of the parental home, it 
may do so only upon convincing 
proof.’  Here, the State lacks any 
proof whatsoever as to these 
children and these parents, much 
less ‘convincing proof.’9 
While Vermont’s Commissioner 

of Social Services claimed evidence 
of abuse of children, he relied on 



ex parte and without even holding 
hearings,” the Court concluded: “Even 
such a goal as avoiding the abuse of 
children, however, cannot justify the 
means here employed. … Had the Court 
issued the detention orders requested 
by the state it would have made itself a 
party to this grossly unlawful scheme.”13

It was the state agents who did not 
follow state law in the events surrounding 
the raid.  The state took three unlawful 
photos of each child.  Social services 
officials claimed that children in Island 
Pond “had been taught to fear all 
strangers.”  Actually, the children were 
taught to be hospitable to strangers, 
and a psychologist assessing community 
children who had been in the raid and 
raised under the teachings of their 
parents in the Island Pond Community 
found them to be “well-adjusted, social 
and showing no signs of abuse.”14  Dr. 
Craig Knapp read church child training 
teachings and found their child rearing 
philosophy to be “developmentally 
sound and a viable alternative to 
those seeking a life outside the 
mainstream.”15

Without the benefit of such evidence, 
however, Judge Mahady, using the eyes 
of the Constitution, upholding standards 
of evidence, and not pressured by public 
or media hysteria, found:

[U]nder the circumstances 
presented to this Court on June 
22, the State’s own theory of the 
case ran obviously afoul of both 
the First Amendment and the Fifth 
Amendment to the United States 
Constitution.

The State argued its case well and 
clearly.  Its theory was that there was 
considerable evidence of the abuse 
of some children in the past by some 
members of the Northeast Kingdom 
Community Church in Island Pond.

The Deputy Attorney General 
and the Special Assistant Attorney 
General both stated to the Court 
that there was no evidence 
whatsoever of any specific acts of 
abuse directed toward any one of 
the 112 children brought before 
the Court.

To close this obvious probable 
cause gap, the State argued that 
the 112 children were found in 
residences or other buildings 
owned by the church and that it 
was a basic tenet of the church 
to harshly discipline children.  The 
argument concluded that each of 
the 112 children ‘may be in need of 
care and supervision.’

Therefore, the essential causal 
nexus in the State’s position was the 
association of each child’s parent, 
custodian or guardian with the 
church in the face of the church’s 
tenet teachings regarding child 
discipline.16 
Judge Mahady took great care to 

weigh the State’s “compelling and 
legitimate interest in child protection 
… as one of our most serious societal 
problems,” stating “the State’s motives 
are not at issue here.”  Mahady’s respect 
for John Burchard’s job and his concern 
for children is unquestionable, but in this 
case Burchard was wrong on the law and 
wrong on the facts about the Church in 
Island Pond; yet the State relied on 
his conclusions.  He was apparently 
influenced strongly by anti-cultists and 
their stories without objectively judging 
their reliability.

The Court found that even “the 
phrase ‘child abuse’ cannot be invoked 
as talismanic incantation to support 
the exercise of State power which 
egregiously violates both First and Fifth 
Amendment rights.  Even where the 
State acts in a noble cause, it must act 
lawfully.”17

The law requires reasonable evidence 
that abuse has occurred before action is 
justified.  Turning the mandate of the law 
on its head, Vermont’s social services 
Commissioner felt justified in concluding 
that “there is reasonable evidence that 
child abuse may have occurred” because 
officials “must believe … the published 
accounts of disciplinary practices” as 
reported by the press in newspapers 
and magazines.18  The attenuated, flimsy, 
and unsubstantiated nature of the claims 
is one reason that Judge Mahady ruled 
the seizure of the children illegal and the 
search warrant without probable cause.  
Judge Mahady went on to conclude 
firmly that “[t]here was no probable 
cause for the Petition as applied to the 
facts of the cases dismissed.  They were 
therefore properly dismissed.”19

The court made it abundantly clear 
that “[u]pon a proper evidentiary 
showing of abuse, this court is not the 
least reticent to take immediate and 
effective action under the law to protect 
the children who are the objects of such 
abuse.”20  “It is certainly inappropriate 
for the Judiciary to allow the Executive 
to circumvent the clear requirements 
set forth by the legislature.  The 
petition is defective.  The defect is 
jurisdictional.”21 

It was the State that was the guilty 
party, not the members of the Island 

Pond Church Community who came to 
court peacefully, surrendered to court 
process, and were judged accordingly.22 

State Claimed They Had
“Exhausted Their Remedies,”

___Making the Raid Necessary____

One might conclude that once Judge 
Mahady’s opinion was available, the 
state actors would have been humbled 
by the recognition of their “grossly 
unconstitutional” actions, but this was 
not necessarily so.  As late as 1992, John 
Burchard published an article calling 
for broader powers when dealing with 
“closed religious societies.”23  He relied 
on many of the mistaken legal premises 
that led to the raid, as well as much 
inaccurate and unreliable information 
that was denounced as untrustworthy 
by the court.  For example, the 
Commissioner (and consequently the 
governor himself) claimed that the 

raid was necessary “to protect the 
children”24 because “all other legal 
avenues had been exhausted.”  A little 
known fact, or at least a fact not given 
much attention when considering the 
raid, is that “[t]hree days before the 
ill-fated Raid, a District Court Judge 
rejected the state’s request to force 
seven Community men to divulge the 
names ‘of all the children whom they 
lived with.’”25  Despite jailing these 
men for several hours for contempt, 
Honorable F. Ray Keyser, in his eighties, 
later released them.  Judge Keyser, a 
retired Vermont Supreme Court Justice, 
made the constitutional and statutory 
prerequisite of individual treatment for 
Church members abundantly clear to 

Jean Swantko on July 12, 1984, at
hearing in North Hero, Vermont, where 

State continued to argue that “all
children in the church were at risk.”
There were 53 lawyers present, with 
Judge Mahady presiding, Bill Gray as 
Special Prosecutor for the State, Andy 

Crane for Church parents.  Several 
lawyers represented children.



state officials, and he found the state 
fell short.26

The court rejected the state’s effort to 
proceed, warning state lawyers that they 
needed “the specifics” and “the names” 
to go further.  Despite this explicit ruling 
on June 19 in favor of the Community 
parents, the state authorities did not 
abide by it.  A mere three days before 
the illegal seizure, the state simply 
ignored Justice Keyser’s ruling. Notably, 
the Commissioner claims that the 
case was dismissed on June 19, three 
days before the Raid, “for unknown 
reasons.”27 

______A Weighty Disclosure______

Writing in defense of the raid after 
its demise, the Commissioner claimed 
that his office “had some compelling 
information which guided their action, 
information which was not available to 
the public.”28  This information was the 
allegation of abuse provided by anti-
religion activists Galen Kelly, a private 
investigator from Kingston, New York, 
and Priscilla Coates, the former director 
of the Citizens’ Freedom Foundation 
(the forerunner of the Cult Awareness 
Network), both of whom consulted 
with the Attorney General’s office.  The 
Commissioner acknowledges that at 
“strategy meetings” in the fall of 1983 
he and other officials discussed options 
inclusive of the state action to raid the 
church and take its children.  Coates and 
Kelly met with the Attorney General’s 
staff in Montpelier on August 9, 1983, 
ten months before the ill-fated raid.  
Thereafter, state investigators were 
sent around the country to talk to hand-
picked ex-members to dig for stories of 
abuse.  About half of these defectors 
had themselves been “deprogrammed” 
by Kelly or others associated with him.  
Scholars confirm that such accounts 
are notably unreliable.29  Further, 
these so-called “reports” were not 
volunteered as the statute contemplates 
in order to protect a child in danger, but 
rather “unearthed” as part of plan to 
accumulate charges against the church 
community and focused on criticisms 
of supposed church “beliefs.”  Such a 
hunt is not the procedure contemplated 
by the statutory scheme.  It was not, as 
the Commissioner defended the raid to 
be, “a routine procedure, different only 
in numbers.” 

The Unknown Factor:
____The Anti-Cult Movement_____

The anti-cult movement (ACM) is 
an international coalition made up of 
organizations and individuals whose 
goals are to use sometimes exceptional 
means to exert control over new and 
minority faiths.30  Since its beginning, 
the ACM has grown and spread its 
efforts around the globe, becoming 
what sociology of religion scholars call a 
“social movement industry.”31

By 1982, the deliberate strategy of 
anti-cultists against the Island Pond 
Community Church was focused on 
claims of child abuse.32  Leaders of the 
Citizens’ Freedom Foundation held 
several meetings in Barton, Vermont, 
to “educate” local people about the 
“dangerous cult” in Island Pond where 
the group was called the Northeast 
Kingdom Community Church (NEKCC).  
Part of the anti-cult strategy was to 
spread inflammatory statements and 
have them reported by the media.  
The calculated purpose was to create 
suspicion and sway public opinion 
against the community.  For the most 
part, the media’s sensational reporting 
fit perfectly into this plan to control or 
even destroy this particular religious 
group.  As scholar James Richardson 
states: “There was a confluence of 
interest among disenchanted parents, 
government officials, journalists, and 
others, many of whom desired to 
exercise control over [a] new religion.”33  

The Connection: What We
Didn’t Know Then and

______Need to Know Now_______

Since 1982 there was a scheme in 
progress in Vermont of which neither 
members of the church, nor the 
public, were aware.  In 1983, Galen 
Kelly produced a plan for Citizens’ 

Freedom Foundation founder, Priscilla 
Coates, entitled “Investigative Proposal 
Regarding Island Pond, Vermont.”  
Many of the public details of the 1984 
raid indicated that there was a coalition 
of anti-cult activists, media, government 
officials and defectors seeking to 
“destroy the Church in Island Pond.”34  
But in 1999, the actual written plan was 
uncovered.35

In the six-page typed report, Kelly 
targets the Northeast Kingdom 
Community Church for destruction as 
a cult.  He used exaggerated media 
reports, testimonies of those who had 
been deprogrammed, and the interviews 
of defectors as his sources of research.  
The intention of the investigation was 
to “coordinate law enforcement, the 
media and grassroots opposition” to the 
group for the purpose of destroying it.  
His goal was to poison Vermonters—the 
public and the government—against the 
group.  He succeeded.

Kelly proposed a plan to influence 
government agencies in order to get 
the power of law enforcement behind 
the scheme to blackball the little church 
community and create public pressure 
so strong that the state would be forced 
to act against the group.  The aim was 
to create public pressure by enlisting 
defectors to stir up the media against 
the group.  This plan culminated on 
June 22, 1984, and it was executed 
completely with the cooperation and 
authority of the State of Vermont.  It 
would have been impossible otherwise.

The details of the plan36 that Kelly 
outlined to Coates were as follows:

1.  Law enforcement (and other 
government agencies) would need 
to get Kelly’s information and trust 
it.  Law enforcement would also have 
to be drawn into a close relationship 
with the Citizens’ Freedom 

Eugene Sage and sons are the first family to appear before Judge Mahady,
led by their court-appointed attorney, Defender General Andy Crane, as the

press crowds in.  They were the first family sent home when the State had 
no evidence against them.  All three sons pictured remain in Twelve Tribes 

Communities in New York and Massachusetts.



Foundation in order for Kelly to 
“gain access to information that they 
have developed themselves.”  This 
relationship would also “establish 
credibility with [law enforcement]” 
in order to “subtly or not so subtly 
force any reluctant … agencies to 
take … action against the group.”
2.  Media would need to get 
Kelly’s information and rely on it 
to persuade the public that it was 
true.  Members of the media would 
have to be coordinated with the 
C.F.F. in order for “scrutiny to be 
brought to bear on the Island Pond 
situation,” and to “focus attention 
on the cult issue,” keeping to “such 
clear issues as child abuse” while 
avoiding such “controversial issues 
as mind control, deprogramming, 
and religious controversies.”
3.  Grass roots (or local) “individuals 
and institutions” would need to be 
educated using Kelly’s information.  
Then local activists could be 
incorporated into the plan, to “assist 
in providing support services,” such 
as arranging deprogramming and 
leading defectors to the media.  
These services were for those 
who “leave of their own accord” 
(defectors), or to “assist families” 
who might travel great distances 
“because of an individual affiliating 
with the group” not leaving on his 
or her own accord (such as through 
kidnapping for hire in order to be 
deprogrammed.)
Kelly’s plan was a business proposal, 

drafted for a donation of $1000.  It 
is clear that execution of this agenda 
would generate money for Kelly and 
Coates by creating fear that would 
then generate a need for their services.  
It outlined a method of operations 
common to many of those who work 
in what has been called the “anti-cult 
industry.”  Kelly suggested to Coates 
that she participate with him in the 
plan.  It was to be a prototype to be 
used to destroy entire groups and not 
just to “rescue” individual members.  He 
suggests the C.F.F. take “aggressive 
action” to combat “cults” when local 
communities were “invaded” by them.  
The goal of the plan was not to research 
the group objectively, but to seek to 
“document criminalities.”

Twenty years later, after charges 
have failed in court time after time,37 
the same propaganda surrounding 
the Island Pond Raid continues to 
be disseminated about the group in 
Europe and Australia.  Reliance on 

untrustworthy data circulated by the 
well-coordinated and international anti-
cult movement continues to instigate 
fear, even in government, that goes 
beyond a healthy concern that can be 
satisfied by the truth.38 

The agenda of the former ACM-
oriented Cult Awareness Network 
included activities that have been 
well-documented.  The following 
listing, derived from the work of James 
Lewis,39 suggests a pattern of action that 
parallels the events surrounding and 
including the 1984 Island Pond Raid. The 
steps include: (1) ACM representatives, 
including deprogrammers, contacting 
disaffected ex-members (who may 
be engaged in a custody dispute); (2) 
coordinating ex-members’ meeting with 
media representatives to stir up public 
opinion; (3) after sufficient concern is 
aroused in the general public, arranging 
for ex-members to give affidavits about 
abuse of some sort to social workers to 
begin regulatory and court proceedings; 
(4) using courts, sometimes in ex parte 
hearings, to get judgments against 
the group that might eventually cause 
great harm to the organization; (5) 
using exaggerated and even untrue 
information to promote the ACM 
agenda, which in turn causes more 
people to seek their services (which 
may be quite expensive); and (6) using 
this information to raise funds from the 
public to help fight the “cult menace.”  
All of these methods have been 
demonstrated by the ACM industry’s 

effort to destroy the Twelve Tribes 
communities.40

___Anti-Cult Rhetoric Lives On____

The same anti-cult propaganda 
that was discredited in court in 1984 
has been relied on repeatedly in 
courtrooms by government agencies in 
criminal cases, child protection cases, 
and custody cases, both in the United 
States and abroad.  Hopefully, scholars 
and practitioners can better educate 
political and religious leaders about 
how to respond to concerns raised 
about minority religious groups.  It is 
imperative that judges, lawyers, social 
workers, law enforcement, government 
officials, and the media be educated 
on how best to judge the information 
they receive about a new religious 
group if justice is to be done.  This need 
arises when officials receive complaints 
or inquiries about a group that they 
do not understand.  Vermont officials 
proceeded on the basis of ignorance 
and bad information, rather than relying 
on balanced, thorough, and careful 
research from objective sources.  Key 
officials involved in the raid remain 
unaware that they were gravely misled 
by ACM tactics. 

Misinformation is spread maliciously 
when anti-religionists distribute old 
newspaper clippings of incidents about 
the initial stages of charges, rather 
than providing the actual disposition of 
cases reflected in court records (i.e., the 
dismissals).  Although well-aware that 
the courts have rejected this testimony 
as unreliable, anti-religionists throughout 
the world continue to circulate false and 
incomplete information with impunity.  
Often, social service agencies, law 
enforcement officials, and journalists 
do the same, trusting what is not 
trustworthy.

___________Conclusion___________

Oppressive religious discrimination 
by the government of Vermont 
was the basis for the seizure of 112 
children from the Northeast Kingdom 
Community Church in Island Pond 
on June 22, 1984.  In this case, the 
state, having been persuaded by anti-
religionists, implemented a policy that 
could have led to the destruction of 
the Community.  Once influenced to 
adopt the personal opinions of certain 
anti-cultists, government agents went 
forward with the power of the state fully 
on their side.  Officials proceeded on the 

Another family entering the courthouse. 
About 40 children had hearings because

their parents gave names.  Over 60 children 
did not have hearings because their

parents declined to give names.
All 112 were sent home because the

State “had not a single piece of 
evidence on any of the seized children.”



basis of bias and slanted interpretations 
of religious doctrine and practice rather 
than evidence, and the anti-cultists had 
accomplished their mission: government 
and the public had been convinced that 
the small religious group had something 
to hide and was a public threat.  The 
climate known as “moral panic” had 
been successfully orchestrated.41  Had 
it not been for Frank Mahady holding 
the state agents to the rule of law and 
the Constitution that day, the agenda 
of the anti-cult movement would have 
prevailed in Vermont.

The anti-cult agenda to chill 
religious expression that is outside the 
mainstream creates a global problem, 
one much bigger than the Island 
Pond Raid.  The ACM destroys the 
delicate balance that maintains social 
and political order by breaking down 
the boundaries of rightful authority 
separating government and religion.  
By effectively influencing governments 
to believe that certain religious groups 
are a social menace because of what 
they believe, the stage is set to pursue 
individual members on a selective 
basis because of their “dangerous” 
faith, without reliable evidence that 
criminal or anti-social activity has 
actually occurred.  The ACM thrives in 
the gap, created by a failure in both 
governments and religions to recognize 
the legitimate authority of the other 
and to define properly their own social 
and political boundaries.  Governments 
have been deceived into police action 
by emotional misrepresentations, 
persuaded to believe that force is 
necessary to maintain the public welfare.  
Anti-cultists, sometimes motivated by 
religious orthodoxy or anti-religious 

sentiment instead of religious liberty, 
have sought to limit religious diversity, 
and cry “Heresy!” or “Abuse!” to 
provoke government interference where 
the government should not tread.

The ACM takes advantage of both 
mainstream religions and insecure 
government officials by provoking fear 
in the public arena. The result is to 
convince governments that true religious 
diversity is unnecessary, and at the same 
time to convince established religions 
that anything outside the mainstream 
is dangerous and deserves to be 
destroyed.  This trend is happening now.  
To maintain a democratic social order, 
it is essential that false information, 
induced hysteria, and fear not replace 
vigilant, conscientious, and effective law 
enforcement and government policies.  
Justice stands a greater chance of 
being served if agents of government 
become educated to the deliberate 
discriminatory tactics of the ACM 
calculated to promote fear and hysteria 
toward new religious movements.

My hope is that the State of Vermont 
will learn from this history, set the record 
straight, and let the truth be known, so 
that other states and nations will not 
make the same mistake.
____________________
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