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Salvation or Slavery ?

b . =

Parents of Cultists Sadly Reallze
The Phone Call Won’t Be Comlng

Edilor's Note, Saveral familes
in Mroed Danide hoes inet soan
of deughters to & cult headed by
tormer resident Donald DeGraaf
This i the fourth in a series
about them

Stories by Mary Kramer
and Joan Verdon

Six mothers In Grand Rapids, and
a dozen others scatfered across the
country, share the same dream
One day the phone will ring and the
wﬂcr on the other end wlll say,

“Mom, 1 want 1o come home."

Thney keep hoping for (hat phone
call, although most know il will nev-
&r happen. So they try to lve with
the thought that they may never
again see (he sons and daughters
who lefl home years ago to follow &
self-proclaimed prophet from
Grand Rapids named Donald De-
Graal.

“If my daughter called and said,

__ 'Mom, | want to ¢come home,' I'd

_ send her the money for the first

" plane home. But [ really don't ex:

pect thal call,” says one Grand Rap-
ids mother who has not seen her
daughter in eight years,

Ome of the first things Donald De-
Graaf told the teen-aged followers
he recruited here was “Don't tell
your parents what you are dolng
They won't upderstand and they'll
stand in our way"

Recalls former member Paul
Magnan of Grand Raplds: “We were
taught to belleve thal because we
were the Elect of God they really
weren't our parents:

people that physically had you,

Still, somé disciples whe followed
DeGraaf sui af-Grand Rapids often
missed their familles. A lerter or
phoae call from bome upset them,
n; young people whe have since

the group.

But to prove they were good disci-
ples, they (ried lo harden their

See Parents, Page ZA
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Kathy Radimak used to send
birthday and Christmas cards
homa; naw she dosen't,
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bearts loward home.
The parents left behind have

" been unabie to cut those emotional

ties so easily. “Neol a day goes by
when | don't think about her,” says
Edna Buckiey of Boston, whose
?;u%nur Glinny joined the group in
When Bernice Tavlor of Belmont
talks- gboul her daughter, Peggy,
her eyes become moist and her
voice chokes with emotion. [ don't
know why she got mixed up in this,”
she says. "Most of these girls had
everything .. they didn't have o
work.”
Other parents say they have o

force themselves oot to think about

their lost sons and daughters (o or-
der 1o keep their sanity

Linda Knight's mother is one par-
enl who did not wan! to be inter-
viewed by The Press because 1t
would resurrect too many painful
meEmores

"1 don't 1ose sleep any more [f [

did. I'd énd up 1n Pine Rest” zhe |

sald when contacied by a reporter
“I'm not going to let that happen to
me. | have three other children ['m
very grateful for [ just (hank the
stars for them

Neae of the paremts (pterviewed
are plamping lo “Kidnap™ their chil-

s drestic measure would fall and
eauld rein any chance of ever seeing
their child again.

Mot said they could accept thetr
child’'s invelvement in the group f
they could be sure he or she 15
healthy and safe and if they could
see |hem cccasionally Marvin
Mulder spoke for most parents
when he said. "The main thing we
wanl is communication if she
{Judy) would come home oCCaRSION.

_drea from the group. They Leel such. .

ally — even al our own expense — |

we would be satisfied ”

Every paren! who has — or had
— & child involved in the group has .

a different story (o tell, from Mary

Vermon, who 15 praving thal God |

will help her daughter leave, to
Viola Corser, one mother who no
longer waits for the phone call
Here are same of their stories
“She always sounded like m
Kathy' ) -
Wheno Kathy Radimak became

deeply involved in The Growp in the

early 19705, her mother aever

imagined her daughter was part of

8 cult

"1 don™t think | éven knew what a |
cull was then,” she savs "] pever !
Beard of such & thing untif quite |

~some time later "

Mary Vernon is one of the par- |

ents who still has a hard time decid-
ing whether the
daughter has been 8 member of for
maore than & decade really 15 a cull

movemenl ber .

“Up until two years agn we al-

ways had close contact with her,”
Mrs Vernon recalls. “She always
sent birthday and Christmas cards,
& birthday or Christmas wouldn'l go
by without us getting & card or a call
from Kathy "

And whenever Kathy called, “She
always sounded like my Kathy.” her

maother says. A little fired, perhaps,
but not brainwashed

Then two years agnMary Yernon
made whil she-calls “the bhiggest
mistake of my life” Kathy had
siopped her habit of corresponding
frequently and her family dida’t
hear from her for six months

“So | wrote her a letier and [ sald
that if | didn't hear from her in twp
weeks | would go to the police sta-
tion and put somebody out on a trail
to find out if she was dead or alive. [
threatened her and it was the big-
ges! mistake of my lfe " she says

Kathy called almost immediately
after receiving the jerter. 1t was
the only time she has ever sounded
programmed to me,” her mother
says “She sounded as if she wasin a
complele fog ™ Kathy said things
like “it's better for you that [ leave
you alone ' and the call ended with
Mrs. Vernon saying “Kathy, may
God bless you™ Bnd hanging up.

Then. several months later, after
Mra Vernon bad |eft a message for
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Kathy af the group's ski lodge in

northern New Mexico, she got a call —— Mrs. Vernon dossn'| know exact-

from ber daughter. “It was my
Kathy all over again.” But she
hasn't heard from her since,
From the time Kathy left town
same eight years age (o wark for the
im Ohla, her mether says she
sever really undersiosd exactly
what kind of 8 mevement she be-
leaged to. Kathy always sald she was
im ber letiers and seunded
happy on the *and | thought, If
she’s Bappy (hat's all thai matiers,”
Mri Vérased recalls
Kathy also sent home pictures of
hersel! periodically and her mother
has them ng throughout her
bocse “Does that look like someone
who 18 bhrainwashed?™ hér mother
asks. pointing (o one of (he snap-
shots.

Kathy s now 30 years old Her
mother wishes she could come
home for a visil (o see ber family
and mee! her niece Heather, who
was born after Kathy left town and
who bears an uncanny resemblance

==

“ﬂ'-

o her Aunt !{.l:l:hr,

Iy what her daughter is involved in
and she's nol-syre even Kathy
knows. But she says she Knows one
thing — "I have & lot of falth in God.
God can do & lot of things and some-
where along the |ine she s going to

straighten herself out | just know

i
“Al lsast now | know whera he
'“.!F
“T know this sounds ferrible”
says Viola Corser, "bul ot leasi now
[ kncw where e 8.7
She is one of the parenls who are

no longer walting for thal phone-

call.

Unlike other parents who are still
tracking disciples of DeGraaf, Mrs
Corser knows how her son Bob's in-
volvemnen! in the group ended. He
was killed In an sutomoblle crash
last March |7 while leaving the
group’s New Mexico ski lodge -

When Bob's body was returned (o

his hometown of Toledo, Ohio. in |

[riend bega

N S

March, it was the first time Mra

Corser had seen her son in eight .

ﬂ!ﬂ: says she hegan bracing ber.
gelf for her son's death long before
ghe received the confirming phone
call tfrom New Mexico. "1 goess |
expected hirh to come home thad
way, she says "Ever since the
Guyana incident | expecied o see
him on TV some-day.™

-~ Bob, who was 30 years did when
he died, jolned the group In 1971 |n
Toledo, the group's first stop on its
exodus from Grand Rapids.

A younger sister and Bob's girl-
began attending (he group’s
meetings and Lhey persuaded Bob,
who had recently from
college and was stariing a promis-
ing career as an architact, to ac-
company them

Bob kept going lo the meetings
even after his =ister and girifriend

had dropped oul. "He just got inlo o
See Parents, Page 4A
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déeper and dewper.” she recalls

“He slaried getfing active in it in
September and by Chrisimas he was
a different person. He used to be a
happy-go<ducky pergon bul all of a
sudden he was very serious and he
didn't smile any more,

In 1872 Bob moved to Florida to
help start a new hranch of the group
and an Amway sulss organization in
Orlando. Mrs. Corser didn't know
where he was or how (o g&t in touch
wilh him. .

As Bob moved from sinie o siair
with [he ey e Berl FIgRT
years, his paresis sever kaew
where be was living Semetimes
they'd hear from bim, mere sftes
ikey didm™L

Then In March, they got a call
from oné of the meémbers of the
group, Barb Porter, informing them
thai Bob and another disciple had
been killad when the van hé was
driving collided head-on with a gas-
oline tAnker on a sNOwY MOMIng

After checking with New Mexico
police to make sure it really was her
sl in the van (“AL first | sald how
do [ know it's Bob. | haven't seen
him in eight vears™), Mrs Corser
called the ski lodge to arrange for
Bab's beloagings (o be sent home.

She gays she was shocked by Por-
ter’s-callous attitude. “She sakd Bob
didn’t have any clothing of his own,
clothes with an-

£

The Group when it sturted in Grand
Rapids, have left the movement,

Bul Mrs Aldridge says she still
bears the scars of several years of
worrylng inflicted on her by De
Graaf. . -

“It's not over, I'li never forget 11"
says Mrs. Aldridge, 3 feisty woman
who minces no words when she gets
on the subject of DeGraaf

la ke begioning the Aldridges
were enthusiastic supporters of the
“Chnst-centered youth group”™ their
son and daughter joined when they
were 16 and 15 5on Chuck had been
“on pot” before he joined the group
When he tald them one day "“You
don'l have 16 worry aboul me any
more,” they welcomed tiee youth

group - ihal had lucned . him._off —HOTEEF BT 556 5

drigs

“When vour kids get on drugs
you'll do anything to get them off”
Kay Aldndft AR8YS.

Evearually they s io discover
that DeGraaf was ielling teenn
ta mave oui of their homes.
started (s hear abowt the
traising that sk place sa the
greap's weekend trips and (he

that! DeGraa! was brain-
washiag yousgstern

The Aldridges began meeting
with other Grand Rapids parents 1o
e if there waAS & way Lo break the
hold DeGraafl had on their children.
The parents contacied an aftorney
1o see if they could take any legal
action against DeGraaf,

The Aldridges’ son Chuck was in
e group for five years and fol-
lowed DeGraafl to Florida to start a
branch of the® movement there.
Chuck's younger gister pmhi'gg
would have moved out of lown
the group also, but the Aldridges got

waord to DeCraaf that “if he ever

school ring and Ske Just sald, rédl apee our daughter out of town,

Kay Aldridge s one of the lucky
parents. Her son and daughler,
among the firsl {sen-agers Lo join

N .

there'l] be hell to pay.”
Although Rer children Bave been
out of the-group for some s&ven
Kay Aldridge hasn't forgiven
for the emotional anguish
he caused her, .
. “He's pot it 1po good,” she says

1-. *‘

birterly. “He's got all the money in |
the world, all the girls in the world |
and they're all sticking with him. He |
could charm & snake, | guess ” |
Like most parents. she feels
malnlinechurches have (o help stop |
ihe cults, "Gel (he churches to ppen |
their bools: that's the only way to |
get theae people,” she says “"They |
can do anything in the name of a
noa-profit, tax-free church. If the
big churches would go along with |
the ides of opening up their books
these groups wouldn be able 1o |
hide their money ™ . }
“I'can't let it bother me ' l

“You don'l know what iU's like |
after 11 years.” says the aftractive |_
East Grand Rapids woman, the |

raals ’H‘[sciT' :
ples, who did nol want her name |
used,

“It's no longer & priority. ['ve got |
loo many things going on in my life
for my daughter lo be & priority is- |
sue. She was for a long time, but |
have (o ook &l it objectively. |

“T've geae through all the stages |
— the crying stags, resentment, as- |
ger, bitterness — but now I'm at a |

imi where Mve pot it all behind me. |

e had 18"

Her daughter was one of the first |
teenagers o joln the group in | 988,
She says if took her many years be-
fore she was able o “put It all be- |
hind me” and escape the torture of
constan! worry over (he daughter |
she hasn't seen in five years |

She has lold her daughter: "This |
door is always going to be open for |
vou,” but she says she knows her
dsughter will have to come home |
on her own,

If that happens. this mother, like
the others, will be pve . But
untilthen, "1 can'l let i bother me.™
she says "I had her, | raised her,

world, but | doa't know where. It's
welrd, but | doa't lef that bother me
as much.”

MNext: Will the missing wemen
ever come home?




