
Totem Church or Real Church? 
 

1. This is a different kind of story. Instead of telling you about characters 
in the Bible, we are taking a break today to tell you about a 
phenomenon that has made deep impact on many people, a 
phenomenon that is far more widespread than you might imagine.  

 
2. We were in Alaska recently and walked over to a tall totem pole in the 

center of Sitka. It would be easy to think of totem poles as the relics 
of ancient myths and out of date beliefs but, fact is, people buy 
totems and buy into them to this very day.  
 

3. I decided to count the totems I saw in a recent trip through an airport 
and gave up; I couldn’t count them fast enough. Red Sox hats and 
those of other teams, shirts and sweatshirts declaring college 
loyalties, professional sports logos, city names, band names, the 
names of the designers who made the clothes, gyms, politics…you 
get the idea.  
 

4. People who’ve never played ball in their lives paid money to let other 
people know their allegiances. By putting the team/band/etc. name on 
their bodies, they identify with them. These are totems.  
 

5. You can buy cologne with a professional athlete’s name on it. I’m not 
sure how that translates from a sweaty man running on a basketball 
court to “this will make me smell good” but people pay money for it. 
Perfumes with names of Hollywood stars or designers are sold every 
day all around the world.  
 

6. Chaps, Polo, Ralph Lauren, Tommy Hilfiger, Old Navy… you get the 
idea. Stickers on our cars do the same job as the clothes and 
perfumes do…mark and identify us as part of something. Pins worn 
or banners put up on Facebook declaring your vaccination status, 
that you voted, or that you support this or that cause (magnetic 
stickers, ribbons on our shirts). Totemism is alive and well.  
 

7. Seems harmless, and may be at times, but totemism taken to an 
extreme is…well…religion. Some of you might know that what I’m 
going to tell you today is true. In our own body here, we have Dutch 
and Carolyn who know the area and story well. I want to tell you 



about cargo cults. Hang in there; there will be something for you in 
this story.  
 

8. There are, around the world, religions based on moving bits and 
things from here to there and waiting on a blessing. In the Southwest 
Pacific Ocean, there is a concentration of a particular form of this 
called Cargo Cults. And, as people are involved, these Cargo Cults 
have been around long enough to divide into different denominations. 
On the tiny island of Vanuatu, there are three different competing 
Cargo Cults.  
 

9. Here’s how those particular cults began. Back in the 18th century, 
shins from developed nations began landing on the islands of 
Micronesia and Melanesia. Natives, who live in a Mid-Stone Age 
culture were shocked to confront modern, industrial people groups 
that came out of nowhere. To them, these wooden ships were as 
strange as a spacecraft from another universe.  
 

10. The sailors were looked upon as gods…or spirits sent by one of 
the gods. When the ships resupplied with water and food and sailed 
on, the islanders wanted them back, along with the goods these 
strange travelers had brought with them. They considered these 
trinkets, food, and medicine as gifts from the gods so they began a 
theological experimentation on how to please the gods enough to 
bring them back. (the very definition of theology is a study of God or 
the gods with an attempt to realign with them – which is the root of 
the word “religion”). 
 

11. The cults were a minor phenomenon until WW2. Suddenly, vast 
numbers of ships and materiel were pouring into the islands from 
“nowhere.” First, the Japanese and, later, the Americans and British 
arrived with unspeakable, unimaginable goods: radios, manufactured 
clothing, fine furniture, huts, inflatable boats, medicines and so much 
more. The natives, who were still in the Stone Age, were 
overwhelmed by the materials, wealth and powers – the magic – 
these white people brought with them.  
 

12. It is truly impossible to describe the effect this had on the native 
cultures on these islands. And, when the war ended and the ships 
sailed away, those on the islands were suddenly isolated and cut off 



from all the blessings they had enjoyed. The tribes assumed that the 
arrival of these beings and goods was a sign that their gods were 
pleased so, when they left…? What had they done wrong? They 
decided that they needed to call the gods back.  
 

13. How? By imitating what the Japanese, Dutch, Americans and 
British people had done. Maybe those were magic movements of 
arms, bodies and things. They constructed crude approximations of 
landing strips, desks, phones, radios, rifles and more. They sat 
behind desks and moved scraps of bark or paper around. They spoke 
on phones or radios made out of wood or scrap metal (think of the 
Professor on Gilligan’s Island). They barked out orders, marched 
back and forth…and went down to the harbor to see if it worked, if the 
ships were coming back.  
 

14. When years went by without ships returning, they thought they 
needed to refine their theology. They argued and split into different 
Cargo Cults. There is the John Frum cult. The name has never been 
adequately explained but it is thought by some that a sailor was 
asked who he was and said he was “John from…” Who knows? They 
decided that they needed to pray through him as some Christians 
pray through saints.  
 

15. There is the Tom Navy cult. Any name would have done but 
this denomination decided that “Tom” was the best, truest name. 
There is the Prince Philip Movement that worships Queen Elizabeth’s 
husband who visited the islands during the war. Each believes the 
others are moving the wrong bits around, or moving them in the 
wrong way, or saying the wrong words or the right words in the wrong 
way…you get the idea.  
 

16. And they are not alone. There is the Yali Cargo Cult on Papua 
shares land with other Cargo Cult denominations such as the Paliau 
Movement, the Peli Movement, and the Pomio Kivung.  
 

17. When sociologists and psychologists analyze their actions, they 
correctly call it “sympathetic magic.” That is when you make 
something, a totem, and hope it has power. Mandrakes are an 
example of something in the wild that is used as sympathetic magic. 
These Cargo Cults carved wooden headphones, set up in abandoned 



Quonset huts…all in the attempt to get it right so that the gods would 
come back.  
 

18. It is terrifyingly close to the way that many churches operate. 
My late cousin, Frank S. Mead, wrote a book called “The Handbook 
of Denominations in the United States” years ago. After his death, a 
team updates it regularly. I make a it a point to read each new edition 
because it reminds that each of these “tribes” thought the other 
religions of their day were missing something vital and, if it were 
added, THEN Jesus would be happy with them.  
 

19. Some even believe that, if they get everything right, Jesus will 
come back and start a 1000 year reign on earth. These churches will 
focus on some aspect of their faith or practice (Lord’s Supper, 
miraculous gifts, organization, prayers, theology) and ignore others 
because they are searching for the magic combination, the 
movements and words that will bring them blessings.  
 

20. In the tribe of my youth and middle adulthood, there were 5 
official divisions over how to take the simple bread and juice…and 
others divided over whether it could be juice or wine or both. Each 
was convinced in their own minds that they were the ones pleasing 
Jesus, they were the ones who would receive the blessing. 
 

21. And the divisions grew in number when music, organization, 
association…even clapping. The clappers thought Jesus liked them 
better. The non-clappers were convinced he liked them best. Mess 
with the order of worship at a great many congregations and you will 
have left “the old paths.” Not wearing the proper clothes or making 
too much or too little noise…  
 

22. All of these fears and reactions reek of totemism, of a Cargo 
Cult mentality. They have missed the very thing Jesus asked of us: a 
relationship, not a ritual. If I tried to please Kami with a set of rituals, 
she would be miserable. She doesn’t want a form, but a friend, not 
rote, but relationship. Marriage is a dance where each one pulls this 
way and that, working together. It is not stagnant. It does not lock into 
one set of actions…because, if it did, it would die.  
 



23. So it is in our dance with God. He released us from the temple 
and told us that His intention was for us to become more like Him. 
There is no detailed explanation of how we are to worship Him in the 
NT as opposed to the incredible detail of the OT. God gave us ritual 
AND relationship only for us to latch on to ritual and forget the 
relationship. He continually told us that He was more interested in the 
relationship (Psalm 40:6-8; Psalm 51:16-19; Jeremiah 7:21-23; 1st 
Samuel 15:22; Hosea 6:6; Amos 5:21-24; Micah 6:6-8).  
 

24. We are loosed to be the temple at large, a place of forgiveness 
and love wherever we are in the world. Sadly, too many are like the 
elder son in the parable of the Prodigal Son. They stay home and do 
every thing required of them and, yet, remain unhappy and unfulfilled. 
He tried to get by with duty, with ritual, and found himself bitter and 
confused at his father’s desire for relationship.  
 

25. Churches are a lot quicker to accept someone whose ritual is 
right but whose heart is wrong than they are to accept someone 
whose heart is right but whose ritual is wrong. (Mother Teresa) When 
ritual trumps relationship and the heart, that church has turned into a 
modern day cargo cult moving around bits of debris on a table and 
hoping for a blessing one day.  
 

26. A lot of people leave their church buildings every week feeling 
empty or even “okay, just…” That may be because their church goes 
through the motions but leaves lives untouched. They are ritually 
correct, but they aren’t dancing. If they keep doing this, their ship will 
never come in.  
 

 


