
Religious organisations 

Troeltsch studied 16th century churches. He notes that these 
churches have the following main features:  

 ■ well established religious organisations

 ■ claims monopoly over the truth and acts as a conservative force 
whereby they resist change

 ■ has a hierarchy with a bureaucratic structure of rules and 
regulations 

 ■ has a close relationship with the State, however, they are closely 
linked with mainstream society.

Examples include Roman Catholic Church and the Church in Wales.

However, Bruce does not recognise Troelsch’s views on the church 
as there is religious pluralism today and therefore churches do not 
have the monopoly over the truth and are not always conservative. 

Church

Denominations: ‘subsects’ of churches. 

They do not usually have the monopoly over the 
truth and are tolerant to other religious movements.

They have a hierarchy and a bureaucratic structure – 
similar to churches.

Their membership is large but not as large as that of 
churches, with members not as faithful to those of 
the church.

They are not closely connected to the State but do 
sometimes get involved in current affairs.

Examples of denominations include Methodists and 
Baptists.

Troeltsch defined them as small, radical religious 
movements. 

Like the church, sects have the monopoly over 
the truth and expect total commitment from their 
members - they are not tolerant of other religious 
organisations.

Unlike the church, sects do not have a hierarchy 
but are run by a charismatic leader who ‘persuades’ 
members to follow their teachings – this can be 
deemed as being manipulative. 

They do not acknowledge the State and are in 
opposition to society by offering an alternative way of 
life – usually creating their own society that is cut-off 
from mainstream society. 

They attract individuals who are marginalised, lonely 
and do not ‘fit-in’ to society. 

Examples include Branch Davidians, People’s Temple 
and Unification Church.

Sects

Cults: are recognised as mystic movements.  

Bruce defined cults as movements without fixed sets 
of beliefs. 

They tend to offer a ‘new path to salvation’ by 
emphasising the inner power of an individual.

Cults tend to be loosely knit and do not have a 
hierarchy nor a charismatic leader. 

They allow freedom of commitment.  

Niebuhr believed that sects would not survive once their charismatic leader had died, as the group would not continue and would 
be disbanded as there would be no-one to lead them. However, some sects deliberately destroy themselves, such as the People’s 
Temple, whilst others can be destroyed by society, such as Branch Davidians. 

Second generation members may not wish to join the sect and therefore it is difficult to maintain its extreme teachings. Some 
therefore become denominations, e.g. Methodists. 

Millenium movements claim that members will achieve salvation through a tragic event, such as a major disaster, where people 
will turn to faith for assistance and answers. 

They believe that it is the divine forces that have formulated the disaster as a way to achieve radical social change. 

Don’t forget criticism 
– this is important for the exam!


