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Report on the Center for Studies on New
Religions’ 2025 conference,

held in Cape Town, South Africa,

between the 14™ and 19" of November 2025

MARK NEMES

Hungarian Academy of Arts, Research Institute of Art Theory and Methodology, CESNUR — Center
for Studies on New Religions, Budapest, Hungary
* nemes.mark@mma-mmki.hu « ORCID 0009-0009-0483-2326

Most readers of Religio are well aware of CESNUR’s (Centro Studi sulle Nuove
Religioni) activities. It is an international network of scholars of new religions
and has served as a leading authority on NRMs, alternative religiosity, and mi-
nority religions worldwide since 1988. Its significance in the academic sphere is
unquestionable: the vast output of affiliated scholars, the regular webinars, and
the library in Torino, Italy, are just some examples of the organization’s contri-
bution to the field of NRS. In addition, the organization’s most important contri-
bution is its annual conference, which has been held in different countries each
year since 1988.

Last year, the author had the privilege to report on the events of the 2024
conference, held in Bordeaux, France. At that time, he attended the event as
a speaker. In 2025, he returned to the event, not only as a guest but also as a panel
chair and organizer, and as the recently appointed Deputy Director of CESNUR.
This position was held by renowned scholar Pierluigi Zoccatelli (1965-2024)
for more than 25 years. With a new chapter in CESNUR’s history, a fitting novel
location was also chosen: Cape Town, South Africa. This was the second time
a CESNUR event had been held on the African continent (the first CESNUR con-
ference was held in Morocco in 2012) and the first in the Southern Hemisphere.

The 2025 conference, titled “Spirituality, Religion, and New Religious Move-
ments,” aimed to clarify the distinctions between scholarly interpretations of
religion and spirituality across different cultural contexts. Contrary to some pre-
vious years, the hosts of the event were not a university but a local new religion
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(or spiritual institution in their own terminology), The Revelation Spiritual
Home, and its associated civil organization, the African Hidden Voices. Moreo-
ver, the event was supported by the African Forum for Religious and Spirituality
Liberty (AFRSL) and the International Society for the Study of New Religions.

Despite the considerable distance from Europe, the Americas, and East Asia,
the event attracted significant attention: it hosted more than forty-five papers,
six plenary sessions, and several extracurricular events, during which attending
scholars and representatives exchanged ideas and drafted future research pro-
posals.

The first three days of the conference consisted of various field trips, provid-
ing the visiting scholars with appropriate cultural immersion and relaxation after
10+ hours of flying. During these field trips, attendees were offered the chance
to visit The Revelation Spiritual Home’s “Non-competitive Health Walk” and
a unique spiritual service in Khayelitsha. Local sights, such as the Cape of Good
Hope, the wine country, the colorful Muslim quarter of Cape Town known as
Bo-Kaap, the Huguenot Memorial Museum in Franschhoek, and the South Af-
rican Jewish Museum in Cape Town, were also included in these extracurricular
activities.

After a colorful opening ceremony, consisting of a marimba performance and
an opera musical performance, the academic portion opened with a plenary ses-
sion (titled “New Religions and Religious Liberty Issues in East Asia”) featuring
six papers, chaired by Rosita Soryté (European Federation for Freedom of Belief,
Rome and Torino, Italy). Eileen Barker’s (London School of Economics [em.],
London, UK) paper opened the conference, reflecting on the contested terms of
religion and spirituality and the necessity of reviewing these terms in the future.
Former Slovak minister, current President of FOREF, and former European Un-
ion Envoy for Freedom of Religion or Belief, Jan Figel, followed Barker’s lec-
ture. His paper focused on the moral principles of responsibility and reciprocity
regarding human freedoms. The third speaker was the representative of a previ-
ous and future CESNUR hosting institution, the Weixin Shengjiao College of
Nantou, Taiwan. Fiona Hsin-Fang Chang’s paper on the activities of Taiwanese
spiritual teacher Grand Master Hunyuan Chanshi enabled the audience to fur-
ther deconstruct the Eurocentric cultural specificities of the term “spirituality.”
A similarly eye-opening lecture followed this concept, delivered by Lee Gyung-
won and Bae Kyuhan of Daejin University (Pocheon City, South Korea), who
discussed the significance of Dojeon Park Wudang in the development of the
South Korean new religion, Daesoon Jinrihoe. The two closing papers of the ple-
nary were delivered by Massimo Introvigne (CESNUR, Torino, Italy) and Peter
Zochrer (FOREF, Vienna, Austria), both of whom discussed current East Asian
oppositional tendencies toward vulnerable minority religions, including those
that emerged in the past century.



216 @ Zpravy / News

The afternoon session of the first day featured three parallel sessions: “Back
and Forth to Africa: Examining the Influences of African Indigenous Spirituality
Worldwide,” “Confronting Scholarly Axioms amid Political and Social Trans-
formations,” and “Ancient and/or New: Alternative Religious Engagements in
Southern Africa.”

In “Back and Forth to Africa: Examining the Influences of African Indige-
nous Spirituality Worldwide,” under Alessandro Amicarelli’s chairing (European
Federation for Freedom of Belief, London, UK), Nicole Bauer (University of
Graz, Austria), Maria Vardé (University of Buenos Aires, Argentina) and Karo-
lina Maria Kotkowska (Jagiellonian University, Krakow, Poland) discussed sub-
jects such as the European appearance of IAS (Indigenous African Spirituality)
movements, the presence of emergent religious movements with African origins
in Argentina, and the significant 150th anniversary of the establishment of the
Theosophical Society and its encounters with IAS.

Agnieszka Kedzierska Manzon (Ecole Pratique des Hautes Etudes-PSL, Paris,
France) chaired the session, entitled “Ancient and/or New: Alternative Religious
Engagements in Southern Africa.” Panelists Christina Engela (University of the
Western Cape, Cape Town, South Africa), Tristan Kapp (University of Pretoria,
South Africa), and the chair of the session (who presented her paper and also read
the lecture of in absentia Piotr Cichocki (University of Warsaw, Poland) discussed
the unique aspects of witchcraft in African contexts. Subjects such as the emic
and etic description of a practicing witch, the difficulties of contextualizing the
South African phenomenon against the global paradigm of Paganism, and the re-
lations between vernacular witchcraft and new religiosity were discussed in depth.
Cichocki’s paper contributed to this discourse by drawing attention to the social
media’s role in shaping identities, perceptions, and even moral standpoints.

The session “Confronting Scholarly Axioms amid Political and Social
Transformations,” chaired by Attila Miklovicz (University of Pécs, Hunga-
ry), opened with Morta Vidiinaité’s paper (University of Groningen, Nether-
lands). Based on her ongoing interview-based research among Catholic and
Lutheran women, she outlined the crucial elements of Christian perceptions
regarding new religiosity and spirituality in Lithuania. She was followed
by Laurentiu D. Tanase (University of Bucharest, Romania), who contextu-
alized the emergence of new religions, such as the Universal Church in Ro-
mania, as an indicator of gradual secularization in the otherwise religiously
pluralistic society. Mark Nemes (Hungarian Academy of Arts, Research In-
stitute of Art Theory and Methodology, Budapest, Hungary, and CESNUR,
Torino, Italy), the third speaker, discussed the current results of his ongo-
ing anthropological inquiry into the New Age, esoteric-spiritual commune
of Damanhur, in light of their unconcluded post-charismatic transformation.
The final speaker of the session, Jenny Butler (University College Cork,
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Ireland), elaborated on the magical praxis in contemporary Irish paganism,
outlining the importance of inspiration from the surrounding land.

These breakout sessions were followed by the conference’s second plenary,
entitled “La Luz del Mundo: Soon, the 100th Anniversary.” Chaired by J. Gor-
don Melton (Baylor University, [ret.], Waco, Texas), the panelists presented an
overview of the current state of the church in the US and Mexico and discussed
how the movement has changed since the incarceration of its leader, Naason
Joaquin Garcia. The panelists were: Massimo Introvigne (CESNUR, Torino, It-
aly) and Rosita Soryté (European Federation for Freedom of Belief, Rome and
Torino, Italy), while representing the church, Bigvai Estrada (La Luz del Mundo,
San Diego, California) and Delfino Guillen (Educator, Houston, Texas) delivered
emic takes.

The second breakaway session consisted of three parallel panels: “Decon-
structing Terminological Elements: From Spiritualism to Scientology and Be-
yond,” “Spirituality, Globalization, and the Age of Technological Revolutions,”
and “Education and Spirituality: Islam and Christianity.”

Under Susan Palmer’s chairing (Concordia University, Montreal, Canada), the
“Deconstructing Terminological Elements: From Spiritualism to Scientology and
Beyond” session included four interesting papers. Eric Roux, a representative of
the Church of Scientology Brussels, delivered an introductory address, outlining
the church‘s current interfaith activities. He was followed by Attila Miklovicz,
who offered a philosophical exploration of the term spirituality in the context
of Scientology and drew parallels between the pragmatic school of thought and
L. Ron Hubbard’s written ideas. As the third speaker, Mark Nemes discussed the
results of anthropological research conducted among second-generation Hun-
garian Scientologist youth and outlined the apparent perceptual diversity of this
new religion within this cohort. The final speaker, Michael W. Homer (Honorary
Italian Consul in Salt Lake City and independent historian, Salt Lake City, Utah),
elaborated on how Sir Arthur Conan Doyle (most known for authoring the char-
acter of Sherlock Holmes) was influenced by his experiences in South Africa,
and how he infused certain ideas from Spiritualism into his own writing.

In parallel, the second breakaway session, “Spirituality, Globalization, and
the Age of Technological Revolutions,” chaired by Eriko Kawanishi (Profes-
sional Institute of International Fashion, Osaka, Japan), focused on the techno-
logical revolutions of our contemporary age. The first speaker, Karolina Kaleta
(Jagiellonian University, Krakow, Poland), presented her research findings on
Latin American Santa Muerte worship and outlined how this vernacular form
of religiosity is transmitted through digital communication. Following her, Ste-
fano Bigliardi (Al Akhawayn University, Ifrane, Morocco) analyzed how liter-
ature focusing on the conspiritual idea of “ancient-aliens” may be inherently
embedded in racial ideologies. Svetlana Ryzhakova (Institute of Ethnology and
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Anthropology, Russian Academy of Sciences, Moscow, Russia), as the third
speaker, criticized the Eurocentric paradigmatic dichotomy of religion and spirit-
uality and argued that this separation may not be applicable in other parts of the
world, such as rural India, where these local practices are unified and insepara-
ble. The final speaker, Ullrich Kleinhempel (University of the Free State, Bloem-
fontein, South Africa), examined the Afro-Brazilian initiatory religion Umbanda
and contextualized the cultural exchanges between the foundational layer of Af-
rican spirituality and Caribbean folk practice.

The third evening session, “Education and Spirituality: Islam and Christian-
ity,” chaired by Maria Vardé, contained three excellent papers. The first speak-
er, Davide S. Amore (Italian Society of the History of Religions, Rome, Italy),
outlined how elements of African spirituality still persist as vernacular practices
in Islam and how these call scholars to reimagine the generally homogenized
conception of Islamic religiosity. Povilas Aleksandravicius (Mykolas Romeris
University, Vilnius, Lithuania) used the theoretical framework of the French phi-
losopher Henri Bergson to elaborate on how, through “myth-making” and “crea-
tive emotion,” humanity approaches the phenomenological concept of death and
how this dreaded concept can be detoxified and normalized in a contemporary
world. The final speaker of the day was Cindy Peyser Safronoff (Independent
Scholar, Seattle, Washington), who provided a historical overview of the Chris-
tian Science Schools, in particular, the K-12 school in St. Louis, the Principia
College in Elsah, Illinois, and the subsequent schools around the Anglophone
world, including those in Australia, the United Kingdom, and many more.

The second day of the academic portion of CESNUR 2025 opened with the
introduction of a significant milestone. The opening plenary session, chaired by
Mark Nemes, introduced the very first overview of African Indigenous Spiritual-
ities and, in particular, of The Revelation Spiritual Home. The book, authored by
Massimo Introvigne and Rosita Soryté, was the most-searched Cambridge Ele-
ments title this year across all New Religious Movements entries. This achieve-
ment was also recognized by iMboni iNkosi YamaKhosi oMoya Samuel Radebe,
the founder and leader of The Revelation Spiritual Home, at the end of the ses-
sion. The panelists Sam Langa (African Hidden Voices, Johannesburg, South
Africa) and Rosita Soryté (European Federation for Freedom of Belief, Rome
and Torino, Italy) elaborated on specific elements covered in the book, such as
the concept of spirituality and its unique local significance and the importance of
preceding Sangomas — spiritual teachers and traditional healers — in the case of
The Revelation Spiritual Home. The third speaker, Karolina Maria Kotkowska,
offered a thorough review of the book, while the respondent was the aforemen-
tioned Samuel Radebe, who emphasized that the research conducted by Introvi-
gne and Soryté resulted in a book that finally did justice to prior scholarly works
on African Indigenous Spiritualities.
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The book launch was followed by the first breakout session of the second day.
Three parallel panels, entitled “Esotericism and Indigenized Spirituality Across
the Globe: Inductive Case Studies,” “Freedom of Religion or Belief: Frontiers,
Debates, and Conflicts,” and “Jehovah’s Witnesses: New Developments, Ongo-
ing Debates,” followed.

The session “Esotericism and Indigenized Spirituality Across the Globe: In-
ductive Case Studies,” chaired by Karolina Maria Kotkowska, consisted of three
papers. Kotkowska opened the session with her own paper, “Between Physics
and Psychics: Marie Curie-Sktodowska and Julian Ochorowicz’s Interest in Hu-
man Radiation,” highlighting a distinctive, enduring fascination with more eso-
teric understandings even within natural scientific circles in 20th-century Poland.
Lee Gyungwon followed her, expanding the discourse to East Asia with a case
study on the esoteric symbolism of the Samseonggung Palace in South Korea.
The final speaker, Eriko Kawanishi, presented the results of her fieldwork con-
ducted in the United Kingdom between 2022 and 2024 on contemporary spirit-
ualist mediums and their praxis, specifically on how these specialists sense and
communicate with the spirits of the deceased.

The parallel session “Freedom of Religion or Belief: Frontiers, Debates, and
Conflicts,” chaired by Davide S. Amore, focused more on the legal dimensions
of religious life. The four speakers, Brandon Reece Taylorian (University of
Lancashire, Preston, UK), Edward Irons (The Hong Kong Institute for Culture,
Commerce and Religion, Hong Kong), Eric James Greaux (Winston-Salem State
University, Winston-Salem, North Carolina) and Nkongho Mangieb Stanley
Ayuk (EL Theological College, Limbe, Cameroon) discussed ongoing, FoORB-re-
lated issues, such as the mandatory registration orders in the UK, the overreac-
tion of governments, like Rwanda, the still-prevailing power of moral panics,
and the issues concerning freedom of belief in Sub-Saharan Africa.

The third morning breakaway session, entitled “Jehovah’s Witnesses: New
Developments, Ongoing Debates,” chaired by Eileen Barker, had four outstand-
ing papers. J. Gordon Melton introduced the audience to the contexts of African
American inclusion, while Christian Deisenroth (Heidelberg University, Germa-
ny) elaborated on his research findings on the religious practice of Witnesses dur-
ing the COVID-19 pandemic. The final two contributions for the session were in
absentia video recordings. Valens Nkurikiyinka (National University of Rwanda,
Kigali, Rwanda) provided well-researched material on the Rwandan genocide
and the importance of the Witnesses’ work there, which serves as a unique chan-
nel for resilience. Meanwhile, Matthews A. Ojo (Obafemi Awolowo University,
Osun, Nigeria) offered a historical overview of the Witnesses’ activity in Nigeria
since the tumultuous years of 1921.

On the second day, the afternoon continued with two plenary sessions.
The first, “The Ahmadi Religion of Peace and Light (AROPL): A New
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Shia-Derivative Religion and Its Religious Liberty Problems,” was chaired
by Mark Nemes and included two overviews of the movement by Alessandro
Amicarelli and by Massimo Introvigne. Susan Palmer’s paper focused on con-
version narratives and the analysis of AROPL members’ lives. Following her,
David W. Kim (Australian National University, Canberra, Australia, and Kook-
min University, Seoul, South Korea) contextualized the Shia-derived NRM with-
in the broader contexts of millenarian Islamic movements. The fifth speaker was
J. Gordon Melton, who analyzed the movement’s eschatological vision and un-
derscored its distinctive dispensationalist traits. The session closed with Karolina
Maria Kotkowska’s response.

The second plenary, “Religious Liberty, Anti-Cultism, and the Path of YahRa,”
focused on postmodern yoga movements, particularly the Guru Jara movement
and its now-concluded verdict. Along with the panel chair, Rosita Soryté, the
panelists, Massimo Introvigne, Alessandro Amicarelli, and Kristyna Tomanova
(Psychologist, Brno, Czech Republic) delivered a thorough analysis on the legal
case of the group conducting a unique form of sacred eroticism, the moral uproar
caused by the so-called “unhooking” ritual, and the current situation of the leader
of the movement, who had been charged in 2015 while staying in the Philippines
and incarcerated in the Bagong Diwa Immigration Detention Center until 2024.

The final breakout session of the conference again consisted of three sessions:
“Contemporary Spiritual Revivalism in Africa: Ethnographic Examinations,”
“Freedom of Religion Issues in Taiwan and the Tai Ji Men Case,” and “Spiritual-
ity and Religion: East Asian Perspectives.”

“Contemporary Spiritual Revivalism in Africa: Ethnographic Examinations,”
chaired by David W. Kim, opened with Kgothatso Mafiri’s paper (North West
University, Mahikeng, South Africa), who examined the South African Bapedi ba
Sekhukhune community’s Kiba dance practice, arguing that it was a sacred form
of living resistance against colonial powers and that its contemporary renewal is
part of both tangible and intangible local cultural heritage. Palesa Mphou’s pres-
entation (African Association for Indigenous Spirituality, Johannesburg, South
Africa) further elaborated on aspects of colonial resistance, this time regarding
the Bible’s diminishing vernacular relevance in contrast to more culturally-em-
bedded practical-spiritual guidance. Finally, Nomfundo Mlisa (University of the
Free State, Bloemfontein, South Africa) introduced the audience to the cultural
contexts of the AmaXhosa tradition and the relationships between healing and
healthcare, contrasting traditional understandings of healing with the more colo-
nial definitions of healthcare.

The session “Freedom of Religion Issues in Taiwan and the Tai Ji Men Case”
was chaired and introduced by Massimo Introvigne. Five testimonies were heard
from Tai Ji Men disciples (dizi) regarding the movement’s situation in Taiwan.
Through these individual stories, the attending audience was able to formulate
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a more grounded understanding of the Tai Ji Men Case. Additionally, the pan-
el featured two papers, delivered by Davide S. Amore, who drew a cross-cul-
tural parallel between the tax issue of Tai Ji Men and the Kalamic wisdom of
Ibn Khaldun. The second paper, written by Alessandro Amicarelli, was delivered
by Mark Nemes, who served as the vis maior reader for the session. Amicarel-
1i’s paper covered the decades-long legal fight of the movement and outlined the
role of empathetic scholars and FoRB activists. The session’s respondent was
Eileen Barker, who concluded with kind words: “I hope you win as you deserve
to win.”

The final parallel session, “Spirituality and Religion: East Asian Perspec-
tives,” chaired by Lee Gyungwon, comprised three papers. Han Gang-Hyen
(International Academy of Neo-Humans Culture, Bucheon City, South Korea)
delivered a detailed analysis of the eschatology of the Korean Cheondogyo new
religious movement, outlining the interpretation of SamgyeGaebyeok, or “Three
Realms Transformation.” The second speaker, Alexa Blonner (Australian Asso-
ciation for the Study of Religion, Sydney, Australia), analyzed the Christological
differences among new religious movements with Christian roots, such as the
Latter-Day Saints, Christian Science, and Jehovah’s Witnesses, and contrasted
these views with the Christology of the Unification Movement. The final speaker,
Kang Yun-Min (International Academy of Neo-Humans Culture, Bucheon City,
South Korea), proposed a futuristic transhumanist theoretical argument concern-
ing the utilization of Al technologies and humanity’s conscious evolution, outlin-
ing the importance of religion and religiosity in this process.

As with every CESNUR conference, the 2025 Cape Town event concluded
with a group dinner, where attendees could continue their discussions and de-
bates after two days of intensive conferencing. As is tradition, this final clos-
ing dinner also announced the venue of the 2026 conference: Weixin College,
Nantou, Taiwan. Representing the host, Fiona Hsin-Fang Chang delivered an
invitation speech to attendees, assuring them that similarly inspiring and intel-
lectually stimulating events will await those who make the effort to visit Taiwan
next October.

In the author’s view, the three-plus-two-day exchange of ideas at CESNUR
2025 yielded several invaluable insights. The wide variety of papers highlighted
that the scholarship’s Eurocentric use of the term “spirituality” must be chal-
lenged, revised, and expanded, as with the term “religion.” The event also al-
lowed for a more “global” exchange of ideas. Moving further from the shores
of Europe offered scholars from Africa and East Asia the opportunity to attend
in greater numbers and to represent an even broader range of ideas. These in-
teractions were valuable even for those who deal exclusively with European or
American issues, as they were prompted to revisit and critically examine their
axiomatic thinking. Such a gathering of NRM scholars (on this scale, at least) is
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rare. Attending such events enables those who are present to remain attuned to
this rapidly changing field and may even allow them to anticipate certain devel-
opments and changes in trends within this specialization. The author hopes that
this brief report will help fellow scholars gain valuable insights from the 2025
CESNUR conference and that the key arguments presented in the papers will
inspire more scholars to attend the forthcoming 2026 conference.



