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Aum Shinrikyo: The Japanese cult surfacing in Europe
Russian police have carried out dozens of raids this week on properties linked to the Aum
Shinrikyo cult.
BBC (06.04.2016) - http://bbc.in/1RU2w6O - Ten people were detained and dozens more
are under investigation.
The arrests, and another recent crackdown in Montenegro, have thrown the spotlight
back on this murky group.
Where did the cult come from?
It originated in Japan, where it was behind the deadly sarin nerve gas attack on the
Tokyo subway in 1995.
Aum Shinrikyo, whose name means "supreme truth", began in the 1980s as a spiritual
group mixing Hindu and Buddhist beliefs, later working in elements of apocalyptic
Christian prophesies. The group's founder, Shoko Asahara, declared himself to be both
Christ and the first "enlightened one" since Buddha.
The group, often shortened to just Aum, gained official status as a religious organisation
in Japan in 1989. Asahara picked up a sizable global following, speaking at universities
and writing books. At its peak, he had tens of thousands of members worldwide.
Many of his followers in Japan were students at elite universities. Much has been made of
the group's promise of a more meaningful life to young people from academically
pressured backgrounds who had to look forward to similarly pressured careers.
The group gradually became a paranoid doomsday cult, convinced the world was about
to end in World War Three and that only they would survive.
It also became increasingly violent, kidnapping, injuring, and killing opponents, and even
using chemical and biological agents in other attacks.
What happened in Tokyo?
On 20 March 1995, during rush hour, cult members punctured bags filled with a liquid
form of the nerve agent sarin, using sharpened umbrellas, on train lines that went
through Tokyo's political district.
The attack killed 13 people and injured thousands more.
In subsequent months, cult members carried out several failed attempts at releasing
hydrogen cyanide in various stations.

The 1995 attack shocked Japan, a country that prided itself on low crime rates and social
cohesion. It also raised questions about police failings to investigate previous allegations
of criminal activity by the group.
Scores of Aum members have faced trial over the attack - 13 were sentenced to death,
including Asahara, who remains on death row.
The last to be tried in connection with the subway attack was Katsuya Takahashi,arrested
in June 2012 after being on the run for 17 years. He was sentenced to life in jail.
Cult member Makoto Hirata was also jailed in 2014 for the abduction of a 68-year-old
man and his involvement in two bomb attacks.
Why are they in Europe now?
The group went underground after Tokyo, but did not disappear, eventually renaming
itself Aleph.
Another, smaller group, Hikari no Wa (Circle of Rainbow Light), headed by Aum's former
spokesman and Asahara's successor Fumihiro Joyu, was formed in 2007.
Joyu claimed to have distanced his group from worship of Asahara.
The group had operations in the former Soviet states in the upheaval following the
collapse of the USSR, but the region has become increasingly important in recent years.
In late March, Montenegro expelled 58 foreigners suspected of association with Aum
Shinrikyo. They were gathered at a hotel they had rented in the tiny former Yugoslav
state.
Four were from Japan, the interior ministry said, but 43 from Russia, seven from Belarus,
three from Ukraine, and one from Uzbekistan.
The Russian raids in early April targeted 25 properties.
The group is illegal in Russia but prosecutors said it may have up to 30,000 Russian
followers, and has been pressurising people for donations.
Officials have opened a criminal investigation, saying the group's activities "involve
violence against citizens and injury to their health," state media reported.
And in Japan?
Aum Shinrikyo is designated as a terrorist organisation in the US and many other
countries, but Aleph and Hikari no Wa are both legal in Japan, albeit designated as
"dangerous religions" subject to heightened surveillance.
Some estimates say they have 1,500 followers between them, with reports the number is
slowly growing.
A few human rights advocates have defended those members who have not been found
guilty of crimes, saying they were unaware of plans to attack the Tokyo subway.
But members face little prospect of receiving social or official acceptance, despite
attempts to distance themselves from the events of 21 years ago.

Montenegro accused of threatening religious freedom
A network of European religious liberties groups has criticised Montenegro’s
draft law on religious freedom, alleging that it would violate the rights it says it
intends to protect.
Balkan Insight (16.02.2016) - http://bit.ly/1TkLheZ - The European Platform on Religious
Intolerance and Discrimination, EPRID, has sharply criticised the proposed new law,
saying that it would “seriously violate rights of religious freedom and autonomy for
churches and religious communities and unfairly discriminate against them”.
It raised its concerns in a joint letter signed by Jewish Contribution to an Inclusive
Europe, Association Internationale pour la Défense de la Liberté Religieuse, Christian
Solidarity Worldwide, the Conference of European Churches, the European Evangelical
Alliance, Global Human Rights Defence, Human Rights Without Frontiers, Open Doors
International and the International Buddhist Information Bureau.
"We firmly believe that the current Draft Law on Freedom of Religion in Montenegro does
not comply with European and international standards on human rights and freedom of
religion or belief," the letter said.
The government proposed the law last July, explaining that the intention was to regulate
religious freedom in accordance with EU standards.
Under the law, all the churches and monasteries built before 1918 would become state
property and part of the country's cultural heritage.
Religious communities would also have to start to pay taxes, as well as to "confidentially
inform the government" prior to appointing officials.
A public debate sparked fierce protests in last September, mostly from the Serbian
Orthodox believers and priests. The Serbian Orthodox Church accused the government of
seeking to discriminate against “the most populous religious community in Montenegro”.
The Islamic community and the Catholic Church were also unhappy about a number of
proposed restrictions, and the government decided to postpone the adoption of the law
to this year.
The EPRID network said freedom of religion would be limited by the new law because it
would restrict who would be able to register and run religious communities in the
country, and ban foreigners from establishing faith organizations.
"Those who do not have Montenegrin citizenship are excluded from the enjoyment of
fundamental rights and freedoms in respect of religion [by the proposed law],” EPRID’s
letter said.
“Only those organizations that have Montenegrin citizens, have no foreign references in
their name and are headquartered in Montenegro enjoy those rights and freedoms. Other
minorities do not. This constitutes a discriminatory act against foreign nationals and
ethnic minorities," it alleged.
EPRID was particularly concerned over several provisions relating to religious education,
which only would allow Montenegrin citizens to teach religion.
"If implemented, it would seriously undermine the autonomy of churches and religious
communities in their operation and teaching. Those provisions would have the potential

to undermine the right of churches and religious
government in such matters," the letter said.

communities to autonomous

Around 75 per cent of people in the country of some 650,000 are Orthodox Christians. In
the last census, some 18 per cent declared themselves to be Muslims, while 3.5 per cent
said they were Roman Catholics.

