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INTRODUCTION

On March 20, 1995, soon after seven a.m., commuters on the
Tokyo subway began to experience a tickling in the throat and a
soreness in the eyes and nose; soon they smelled a stench like a mix-
ture of mustard and burning rubber. Within minutes, dozens of
people were choking or falling to the ground.

[t was happening all over the Tokyo underground system. No
one had any idea what was causing it. Fleets of ambulances ferried
gasping or unconscious passengers to hospitals—the figure finally
reached 5,500. Many seemed to be paralyzed, and a dozen would
finally die. Yet it was not until mid-morning that a military doctor
made a cautious and incredible diagnosis: the victims were suffer-
ing from poisoning by a nerve gas called sarin, once used by the
Nazis in their death camps.

The police had a strong suspicion about who was responsible:
an immensely wealthy religious cult known as Aum Shinrikyo, or
Aum Supreme Truth, led by a forty-year-old guru who called him-
self Shoko Asahara. During the past six months police had received
dozens of phone calls accusing the cult of fraud, abduction, and
brutality. Things had come to a head a month earlier, when a sixty-
eight-year-old lawyer named Kiyoshi Kariya had been kidnapped in
broad daylight, grabbed by four powerfully-built men, and bundled
into the back of a van. Kariya’s sister had been a cult member who
had absconded, and Kariya had received a threatening phone call,
demanding to know where she was. After Kariya's disappearance,
his son found a note that read: “If I disappear, [ was abducted by
Aum Shinrikyo.” A police investigation began, but failed to find
either Kariya or his body.
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Now Aum Shinrikyo was the chief suspect in the gas attack. In
spite of his protest (“We carry out our religious activities on the
basis of Buddhist doctrine, such as no killing”), police raided
Asahara’s headquarters on the slopes of Mount Fuji. Most of the
cultists had left, taking crates of documents; but the police found a
huge stockpile of chemicals like sodium cyanide and peptone for
cultivating bacteria. But the cult insisted, through its spokesmen,
that this was all for legitimate peaceful purposes. On April 23, the
cult’s chief scientist, Hideo Murai, was murdered in front of a
crowd of reporters and TV cameramen, stabbed repeatedly in the
stomach by a small-time crook named Hiroyuki Jo, who then
demanded, “Isn’t anyone going to arrest me!” Police quickly
obliged.

But where was the guru? He had vanished without a trace. On
May 5, two months after the sarin attack, a bag left in the toilet of
the Shinjuku station burst into flame. Alert staff doused it with
water, but not before it had begun to emit choking fumes. Police
discovered later that it would have given off clouds of hydrogen
cyanide gas, called by the Nazis Zyklon B, which would have been
sucked through the ventilators onto the platform.

One of the chief suspects was a young cultist called Yoshihiro
Inoue, the guru’s intelligence chief. He was caught driving a car
that contained chemicals for manufacturing high explosives. This
left no one in any doubt that the cult’s protestations about love and
peace were false. On May 16, there was another huge police raid on
the Mount Fuji headquarters; this time they found a secret room,
inside which a large, bearded figure sat cross-legged on the floor in
the meditation posture. He admitted: “I am the guru. Don’t touch
me. [ don’t even allow my disciples to touch me.”

[ followed the subsequent trial closely through press clippings
sent by my Japanese literary agent. A few weeks before the sarin gas
attack, my wife and I had taken a train to Shinjuku station and
eaten at a pleasant little restaurant nearby, so we could visualize the
scene on that March morning. But the trial, followed by Asahara’s
conviction for murder, failed to answer the question raised by the
killings: why had a wealthy and steadily-expanding cult decided to
commit mass murder? | had already written most of this book, so
regarded myself as something of an authority on prophets of the
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millennium. Yet at the end of the trial, there was still no obvious
answer to this question: why had a man who had everything
decided to throw it all away?

Asahara, whose real name was Chizuo Matsumoto, had been
born blind in one eye and partially blind in the other. He was
raised in a poor home, but had been a brilliant pupil at school. He
thought of becoming a radical politician, like Mao Tse Tung, then
began to meditate and claimed that one day he felt the kundalini
mounting his spine. The 1980s in Japan were rather like the 1960s
in Britain and America, a period that Asahara’s biographers have
called “the rush hour of the gods.” Asahara founded a yoga school,
which became so profitable that he opened several more. Then he
went off to the Himalayas to meditate and had himself pho-
tographed with the Dalai Lama, who told him he had the mind of
a Buddha. (After Asahara’s arrest, the Dalai Lama was deeply
embarrassed by this gaffe.) There in the Himalayas, Asahara claims
he experienced enlightenment and achieved psychic powers.

Back in Tokyo he changed the name of his yoga school to Aum
Supreme Truth (Om or Aum is a Sanskrit syllable pronounced dur-
ing meditation) and was soon surrounded by hundreds of follow-
ers. Since he assured them that large cash donations would hasten
their spiritual enlightenment, he was soon a wealthy man. Brilliant
young students from the universities began to join the sect; one of
them, Hideo Murai, invented a kind of electric cap which,when
placed on the head, would raise the level of consciousness.

But desertion roused Asahara to a kind of frenzy. One disciple
who announced he was leaving the sect was told he was in need of
physical as well as psychological help, and ordered to drink large
quantities of freezing water. He went into shock and died. Another
disenchanted disciple, Shuji Taguchi, was strangled; his body
burned. Another was attacked when he had returned home to his
family; his skull was smashed with a hammer. The cult members
also murdered his wife and child.

Asahara practiced sex with selected female disciples, and swore
them to secrecy. But, as so often happens with rogue messiahs, his
followers were ordered to be celibate.

During the 1990s, Aum Supreme Truth began to spread all
over the world. There had probably not been such a successful cult
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since Ron Hubbard’s Scientology. The post-Communist Russians
were particularly sympathetic to it, and at the time of writing,
Aum Supreme Truth continues to be a powerful movement in
Russia.

World success made Asahara think in terms of world power. In
1993, his chief engineer, Kiyohide Hayakawa, was instructed to try
and buy an atomic bomb. (In fact, during 1994, Hayakawa made
eight trips to Russia trying to buy a nuclear warhead.) When he
failed, the cult tried to buy a rural area near Tokyo, where there
were deposits of uranium. And when this also failed they decided
to buy land in Australia. It was half a million acres of scrubland
called Banjawarn Station, which the cult bought for $400,000, in
cash, after which it paid a further $110,000 for mining rights.
There they began testing nerve gas on sheep whose skeletons were
later found by police.

It would seem, then, that as the cult’s success increased, so did
its paranoia. This may seem strange, but in the course of this book,
the reader will begin to find it glaringly familiar. It seems to have
escalated sharply after the interest the police took in the disap-
pearance of Kiyoshi Kariya, and this “persecution” in turn seems to
have triggered the decision to launch the sarin attack. It certainly
made no sense. What possible point could there be to gassing hun-
dreds of people in the Tokyo subway system? Such violence was
bound to lead to the kind of backlash that had destroyed so many
other cults.

Is it possible to even begin to understand this apparently
insane behavior?

In fact, as we shall see, the behavior of “rogue messiahs” tends
to fall into a number of well-defined patterns.

To begin with, we have to recognize that these “messiahs” are
driven by two basic human needs, power and sex. Of course, there
are probably very few human beings on the face of the planet of
whom this is not, to some extent, true. But when these needs
expand beyond certain limits, it is as if they cease to obey the nor-
mal laws of nature, just as superheated gases behave quite differ-
ently from gases at ordinary temperatures. This is when these needs
result in such behavior as the attack on the Tokyo subway or the
mass suicides in Jonestown, Guyana, and Waco, Texas.
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Of these two potentially explosive forces, sex and power, let us
begin by considering the first. And because there is nothing more
boring than trying to discuss sex in the abstract, let me speak in
frankly personal terms.

At the time of my own sexual awakening, in early adolescence,
the sheer intensity of the drive was a permanent nuisance. [ felt like
that man in the joke who has to strap his penis to his leg to prevent
a permanent bulge in his trousers. Even the sight of women’s
underwear in a shop window or on a clothesline was enough to
cause a rush of adrenaline.

One day when I was about twelve, a girl came around the cor-
ner on a bicycle, and her dress blew up in a gust of wind, showing
a pair of blue knickers. She smiled with sly amusement, obviously
quite unembarrassed, but for me the sensation was like being
kicked in the stomach. The image came back to me for weeks after-
wards, and it seemed unfair that God should fill the world with
these infinitely alluring creatures, but reserve them for older men.
What about all the sex-starved twelve-year-olds?

The starvation was to last for many more years, in fact, until [
was almost nineteen. Although 1 was an “intellectual,” always read-
ing, studying literature, science, and later philosophy, and deriving
enormous pleasure from them, that basic sexual hunger always
formed a background to what I was reading or thinking.

My first sexual encounter was quite unlike the feverish day-
dreams of adolescence. There was no intense ecstasy, no over-
whelming sense of ultimate fulfillment. She was a girl from a slum
section of my home town, who gazed at me admiringly as I was sell-
ing tickets for a gambling machine in a fairground. When [ asked
her if she wanted to buy one, she asked me if | wanted to sell
myself. I was nearly nineteen, she was fourteen. It was she who took
the initiative in sex; I was too shy and awkward. The second time
we met, she unzipped my trousers and critically examined my erec-
tion. And two days later, in a field, she made me lie on my back,
removed her knickers, and very slowly, with gasps of pain, lowered
herself onto me, then moved up and down. A few seconds later |
had to tell her to move off quickly.

We made love about six times more that day, and what amazed
me was that there was no ecstasy, no sense of revelatory discovery.
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And as we walked together through the country lanes on our way
back to the bus, I felt oddly relieved that it all seemed so ordinary
and commonplace. Suddenly, it was perfectly obvious that sex was
an illusion.

Yet although I had felt it was almost an anticlimax to see her
naked from the waist down, I noticed that once she was again wear-
ing her skirt, the old desire to see what lay underneath it was as
compelling as ever. The illusion simply reformed. One evening
when we had made love on the rug in a house where we were baby-
sitting, and when [ afterwards felt a total lack of desire (almost a
new experience), I noted that it flooded back instantly when she
pulled on a pair of flesh-colored knickers.

It was experiences like these that made me aware that sex is a
kind of confidence trick. The sight of a girl in her underwear was
enough to make me salivate like a Pavlov dog, yet there was no way
to satisfy this desire. Undressing and making love to the girl was no
answer, for that was quite different. It was settling for something far
less exciting than my glimpse of the girl whose skirt blew up on the
bicycle.

[t seemed to me that the position of the male is rather like that
of a prince who falls in love with a magician’s daughter. Every time
he gets her into a corner and tries to steal a kiss, she turns into an
ugly, cross-eyed chambermaid. Finally he persuades her father to
allow them to marry. But on their wedding night, after he has
turned off the light, he is seized by a sudden suspicion, and turns
it on again. Then the guard outside the door hears him shout: “Oh
no, not you again!”

This, I feel, is an accurate assessment of the truth about sex.
This is why the Roman physician Calenus wrote: “Post coitum omne
animal triste est,” meaning, all animals feel sad after sex. We are vague-
ly aware we have been swindled, that someone has switched the gold
brick for a lead one, but are not sure how the trick was accomplished.

All this explains why, after that first love affair, | never again
felt envious of lovers like Casanova and don Juan. I could see that
the main difference between us was that they had been swindled
more often.

Of course, sensible people come to terms with this, just as they
come to terms with the interest they have to pay when they change
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foreign currency at the bank. Besides, loving is not simply about
sex; it is also about tenderness and protectiveness and mutual affec-
tion. [ was later to find that having a wife and children was more
than ample compensation for being unable to find the girl on the
bicycle. Realism also helps: the recognition that she never existed
and cannot exist.

What has always fascinated me is what happens when males
refuse to recognize this, and try to catch that will o’ the wisp in a
butterfly net. That sounds absurd, since no one but a fool would
even try. But it is not. When we understand why it is not, we can
begin to understand the strange kind of insanity that drives so
many “messiahs,” and why so many of them pursue sex as a form
of salvation.

Just as beauty is in the eye of the beholder, so the most impor-
tant part of sex takes place in a space behind the eyes. That is why
human beings, unlike other members of the animal kingdom, are
capable of masturbation. They can create a sexual fantasy in their
heads and bring it to fruition in orgasm. No animal can do that,
even the chimpanzee, our closest relative.

What is even stranger is that this “mental sex” can reach an
even greater intensity than sex with a physical partner. Victorian
engineers learned how to make superheated steam, and Victorian
pornographers learned to create what might be called “superheat-
ed sex.” The bellows that blows the fire to white heat is called “the
forbidden.” The Marquis de Sade, imprisoned in the Bastille, with
no way to feel alive except by blowing his imagination to a white hot
glow, was the first to try to catalogue every form of “forbidden sex”
in a vast work called The 120 Days of Sodom that encompassed
incest, pedophilia, bestiality, torture, even murder.

This explains why those who try to catch the sexual will o’ the
wisp in a butterfly net are not, contrary to common sense, wasting
their time. Sexual perversions can produce greater intensity than
“normal” sex. But they also have dangerous side-effects. Like hero-
in, they are addictive, and entail a kind of slow poisoning. In effect,
they create a form of sexual insanity.

A few years ago I entered into correspondence with an Amer-
ican serial killer named Danny Rolling, and wrote an introduction
to his autobiography, The Making of a Serial Killer. Rolling’s career
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illustrates the process | am describing. As a child, he was intro-
duced by a friend to the practice of peeping through windows and
watching women undress. He was caught at it, and relations with
his father, an egotistical bully, reached breaking point.

In his teens he was called up for service in Vietnam, but was
discharged from the Army when he was caught with drugs. The
strained relations with his father, who had been a war hero, grew
even worse.

Rolling experienced a religious conversion, and married a fel-
low church member. But when he was again caught peeping
through windows, his wife divorced him. On the day he was served
divorce papers, he committed his first sex attack, breaking into the
home of a young woman who was alone and raping her. He felt
such remorse the next day that he went back to apologize. But
when he saw two muscular, grim-looking men leaving her house, he
changed his mind.

Soon after this Rolling committed his first armed robbery and
was sent to prison. The brutality there hardened him. Free once
more, he now experienced a compulsion to commit rape. He
admits that what he most enjoyed was the surrender of the terrified
girl; it was balm to his ego.

Back home again, Rolling spent his evenings peering through
the bedroom window of a pretty model named Julie Grissom. But
on the day he was dismissed from his job in a restaurant for absen-
teeism, he reacted again as he had reacted to the divorce papers:
broke into a woman’s home (Julie Grissom’s, this time), tied up her
father and eightyear-old nephew at gunpoint, then raped her. He
left after stabbing all three to death.

At this point there was a curious development. Rolling became
convinced that he was possessed by two demonic entities, one a
rapist and the other a murderer. It sounds like a typical excuse, but
he has written to me about it, as well as describing it in his autobi-
ography, and I have no doubt he is telling the truth as he sees it.
Certainly, he had nothing to gain from a lie; he was on death row
in Florida when he wrote to me.

After the triple murder, he traveled around the country, living
by burglary and committing more rapes. Then, in August 1990,
Rolling went on an orgy of murder and rape on the campus of the
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University of Florida at Gainesville, causing an exodus of terrified
students. His victims were four female students, but he also stabbed
to death a male student, simply because he happened to be in the
same apartment as one of the victims.

Soon after that, Rolling was arrested while trying to rob a gro-
cery store. A routine blood test revealed that he was the Gainesville
serial killer.

Danny Rolling’s career is an example of what I mean by trying
to capture a will o’ the wisp in a butterfly net. His activities as a
Peeping Tom and his teenage addiction to pornography led to over-
expectation of what sex can provide. He found marriage unsatisfy-
ing, but finally achieved satisfaction in rape and the sense of con-
trol it brought. From then on, only “superheated sex” could leave
him fully satisfied.

Rolling’s sexual violence never developed into actual sadism. I
suspect that is because he was caught scarcely a year after he had
begun his career of sex murder. Most habitual sex killers become
increasingly sadistic. Ted Bundy, executed in 1989, also began life
as a Peeping Tom and a devotee of pornography. Then he graduat-
ed to breaking into the rooms of the girls he had observed and kid-
napping them; the murders followed after a night of rape. Bundy’s
girlfriends would later testify that he developed a need to tie them
up before sex; the compulsion was to make them look like helpless
victims. He was caught after committing more than two dozen mur-
ders in four years (police believed the actual number could be clos-
er to fifty). In his final confession, Bundy admitted that he could
not bring himself to describe what he had done to his last victim (a
twelve-year-old girl) because it was too horrible.

Here we have a clue to what drives “messiahs” to behave in an
increasingly demented manner until they seem to invite catastro-
phe. They are addicts whose fix is illusion. The psychological kick
Bundy and Rolling got from feeling themselves in total control of
a terrified girl, rogue messiahs get from their power over their
disciples.

So “superheated sex” is only one ingredient in this poisonous
cocktail. Even more addictive is the craving for power and control.
What was important to Danny Rolling was not simply raping the
victims, but forcing them to repeat such litanies as “Do it harder,
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Daddy.” He was attempting to choreograph reality into his
fantasy.

Am [ suggesting that human beings would be better off if they
felt no interest in sex! Obviously not. Knowing that sex is an
illusion need not prevent us from enjoying it. When we go to the
cinema, we are being subjected to a double illusion: we know that
we are looking at shadows on a screen and we know that the story
and characters are fictitious. That does not prevent us from enjoy-
ing the film. But if a member of the audience began firing a
revolver at the screen villain, we would realize that he has allowed
himself to be taken in to a dangerous extent. This is what happens
to sex criminals like Danny Rolling and Ted Bundy.

Before we go on, it needs to be explained that five percent of
any animal group is dominant. I first learned about this from the
writer Robert Ardrey, who told me that one of the most closely
guarded secrets of the Korean war was there were no escapes of
American prisoners. The reason emerged after the war. Instead of
keeping the Americans all together in one prison camp, the
Chinese observed them closely, then selected all those who seemed
to have any kind of drive or enterprise, and confined them in a sep-
arate compound. The Chinese quickly noticed that these dominant
prisoners were precisely five percent of the total, or one in twenty.
When these had been confined separately, the other ninety-five
percent became passive and made no attempt to escape.

[t seemed that this had actually been known for a long time.
Zoologists had always recognized that five percent of all animals are
dominant. And when Bernard Shaw asked the explorer H.M.
Stanley in 1900 how many men could take over leadership of his
expedition if he fell ill, Stanley replied “one in twenty.”

In fact, Stanley himself belonged to a very small percentage of
humans zoologists call “king rats"—people so dominant that they
automatically become leaders of every group. They are probably five
percent of the dominant five percent. Most rogue messiahs belong
to this group.

It would be a mistake to assume that all the dominant five per-
cent are potential great men or men of genius. They include every
foreman in a factory, every sergeant in the Army, every member of
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a professional football team. Great men or men of genius are a far
smaller number, perhaps five one-hundredths of one percent.

When we examine this five one-hundredths of a percent, we
discover something that distinguishes many of them from the rest
of the dominant five percent. Nearly all dominant people require
other people to acknowledge and express their dominance. The ser-
geant needs his platoon, the actor his audience, the politician his
electorate. But the five one-hundredths of a percent seem far less
dependent on people. It is true that a Plato, Beethoven, or Einstein
wishes his achievement to be recognized by his fellow humans. But
he still cares more about the creativeness itself than about fame.
Similarly, a St. Francis or St. Theresa seems to care more about God
than about other people.

Such men and women are obviously the most interesting part
of the dominant five percent. They are, in fact, the most interest-
ing members of our species. The rest of the dominant five percent
are obsessed by their personality, and the impact it makes on other
people. You might say that, on the other hand, the five one-hun-
dredths of one percent are trying to escape from personality; they
seem to have a curious craving for the impersonal.

[ suspect that some of the messiahs in this book have had their
glimpses of impersonality, such as Paul Brunton, “Brother Twelve,”
Aleister Crowley, perhaps even Asahara, who claimed that he had
experienced enlightenment in India. But, as we shall see, the prob-
lems of being a guru tend to drag them down into the realm of per-
sonality and the craving for control.

This brings us to one of the most curious manifestations of
dominance: the problem of the “Right Man.”

The term was invented by the writer A.E. Van Vogt, who also
uses the term “the Violent Man.” Such a man will never, under any
circumstances, admit that he is in the wrong. Confronted with evi-
dence that he is wrong, he will fly into a violent rage and lash out
with his fists.

Van Vogt became aware of the phenomenon through studying
divorce cases in which the husband had behaved in an outrageous-
ly unfair way, treating his wife and family as if he were a mad dic-
tator. Such men were often flagrantly unfaithful to their wives, yet
would burst into a rage if their wives even smiled at another man.
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The odd thing was that colleagues of such people were usually
unaware of this paranoid behavior; they found him sociable and
normal, a “nice guy.” It was only in the privacy of his family, where
he felt he had total control, that this kind of man would behave
like some Eastern potentate.

The Right Man is characterized by a deep and nagging sense
of inferiority, a feeling that he is ultimately inadequate to meet the
challenges of life. He conceals this from his peers, doing his best
to seem balanced and normal. Marriage often brings him his first
real sense of conquest, of being the one who gives orders. The feel-
ing is so intoxicating that it becomes a drug to which he becomes
addicted. :

Right Men are frequently unfaithful because they need to
repeat the experience as often as possible, the sheer exultation of
being the conqueror, of possessing and dominating yet another
woman. (The act of lovemaking is in itself an act of conquest, even
if the woman herself is highly dominant, for she has placed herself
in a position of surrender.) He flies into a rage at the least sign of
contradiction or opposition from his family, for he needs them to
soothe the deep-lying sense of inferiority, and to sustain the fanta-
sy that he has created.

This also explains why, if his wife leaves him, the Right Man
experiences total collapse, often to the point of suicide. His wife
has shattered the foundation of his tower of self-delusion, and
revived his worst nightmare of being trampled and destroyed by
life.

We can see that the Right Man has enclosed himself in an illu-
sion of superiority. His wife and children are co-opted to support
this illusion; the slightest sign of doubt or reluctance on their part
provokes a screaming tantrum or physical violence.

When Right Men also happen to possess real power, like
Hitler or Stalin or Mao Tse Tung, they are perfectly capable of
ordering the deaths of millions of people. The slightest show of
opposition (as when the Russian kulaks objected to being forced
onto collective farms) fills them with murderous rage; it seems self-
evident to the Right Man that such people deserve to die.

It may seem odd that men who have achieved political power
should need to be sustained by the delusions of the Right Man,
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which spring from weakness. But the delusions are inherent in his
character. They are due to a combination of fear and the need for
self-assertion. Hitler started off as an unsuccessful artist who then
projected the blame for his failure onto the Jews. Once the Right
Man has a scapegoat, someone he can blame, he becomes involved
in a vicious circle of hatred and self-justification. Once he has made
a long-term commitment to these paranoid fantasies, turning his
back on them would be a form of self-destruction.

The divorcees described by Van Vogt are obviously not as
extreme as this, but the basic mechanism is the same. When a
Right Man marries, he is inclined to feel that he has bestowed him-
self on someone who is not really worthy of him, and who should
prove her appreciation of his uniqueness by serving him with self-
less adoration; since few wives look upon their husbands with this
degree of hero worship, he soon begins to regard her with irritation
and hostility. Children of such a marriage are potential rivals for
his wife’s love and attention, so he treats them harshly.

The trouble is that being the master of this small dictator-state
is bad for his character. His craving for admiration is so ravenous
that even if he happened to have thousands of admirers, the thirst
would still remain unquenchable. It springs from a basic sense of
inferiority, a lack of self-esteem, that sticks in the unconscious
mind like a splinter. He seldom mellows with age; in the domestic
arena, his behavior is likely to grow more and more outrageous.

Most of the rogue messiahs in this book are “king rats” who
are also Right Men. They combine the Right Man’s craving for
domination with the serial killer’s urge for the ultimate sexual ful-
fillment. And when these two illusions enter into combination, the
result can be deadly.

But the psychology of discipleship is just as bizarre. It is basi-
cally the psychology of wish fulfillment. In the skills of self-decep-
tion disciples are, if possible, even more adept than their masters.
They want to find someone in whom they can believe as unre-
servedly as saints believe in God, and on to whom they can trans-
fer all their longings for a golden age and a life without moral
responsibility. They are like romantic women looking for the ideal
husband, and once they have found him, nothing will convince
them that he is anything less than perfect.
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That is why this book is not simply about Right Men, but
about disciples who seem to enjoy being bullied. It is as a study in
the behavior of disciples that the cases of Sabbatai Sevi, the seven-
teenth century Jewish messiah, or Paul Brunton or Rudolf Steiner,
are just as significant as David Koresh or the Rev. Jim Jones. For the
same reason, that is why Georges Gurdjieff and P.D. Ouspensky are
included here, although neither were Right Men. Gurdjieff knew
that disciples can create a sticky web in which the guru becomes
entrapped.

In most cases, the guru is unaware that his disciples serve as a
catalyst in his disintegration. Even among genuinely great men,
there have been few who have escaped the corrupting influence of
power, and most “messiahs” are far from being great men. To offer
them unlimited control over a horde of admirers is like giving an
alcoholic a pub for his birthday.

Finally, it should be emphasized that this book is not intend-
ed to be simply a study in corruption. In my first novel, Ritual in the
Dark (1960), the hero is engaged in writing a book called The
Varieties of Human Self-Delusion. The present book is probably the
closest I have come to actually writing that fictionalized book. But
it is about more than human self-deception. It seems to me that the
most significant case in the present book is the story in chapter 6
(“How to Transform Reality”) about the man who could transport
himself to Mars. John Carter, the Mars traveler, illustrates far more
than the disciple’s usual ability to tell himself lies. He has somehow
learned to use the unconscious mind to back the power of the con-
scious, and to turn fantasy into his own reality.

In this case, that may seem a dubious achievement, since it
made Carter into a less efficient scientist. But the case also pro-
vides a dazling insight into the hidden powers of the human
mind. The philosopher Edmund Husserl recognized that percep-
tion is intentional. When you “see” something, it is as if you have
thrown a spear at it. If you fail to put energy into the throw, you
simply do not see it, as when you look at your watch without pay-
ing attention, and have to look a second time to see what time it
is. Husserl recognized that perception is a creative act. It is like a
football game: you have to participate, you are not allowed to be a
spectator.
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SEX AS SALVATION

Early in the afternoon of April 19, 1993, CNN began to broad-
cast pictures of the final assault on the Branch Davidian compound
in Waco, Texas, where David Koresh and his followers had been
holding police and federal authorities at bay for fifty-one days.
Koresh, who claimed to be the Son of God, had been wanted for
questioning by the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, and Firearms (ATF)
because he and his followers had been stockpiling weapons and
explosives. On February 28, heavily armed ATF agents had attempt-
ed to take the compound by surprise. But they were the ones who
were taken by surprise as gunfire erupted through the walls of the
main building, killing four agents and wounding sixteen others.

Throughout March and early April, the surrounded cultists
expressed defiance. On a number of occasions, their leader agreed to
surrender, then changed his mind at the last moment. To the world-
wide audience that watched the siege daily on television, it seemed
obvious that David Koresh was enjoying making fools of the authori-
ties. Magazine articles about the thirty-three-yearold rock guitarist
talked about his harem of wives (which included under-age girls) and
hordes of children, while ex-disciples described his self-glorifying ser-
mons, which sometimes went on for as long as sixteen hours. The result
was that most people were impatient with the “softly softly” tactics of
the authorities, and looked forward to the day when Koresh would be
standing in court and sentenced to a long term of imprisonment.

So on that April morning, when the ATF and FBI agents
decided to break the siege with tanks, there must have been few
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people in the worldwide audience who did not look forward to the
prospect of Koresh getting his comeuppance. It all began when an
armored vehicle rolled up to the main building in the compound,
and a loudspeaker asked those inside to surrender. The answer was
a barrage of bullets that bounced off the armor. The vehicle rolled
forward and tore the corner off the building. Meanwhile, other
tanks, with metal tubes attached to their “noses,” began demolish-
ing other buildings, while CS gas was pumped in through the
tubes. Then the vehicles withdrew and waited.

In Cornwall, I and my eldest son Damon had been following
the siege intermittently since lunchtime (England being six hours
ahead of Texas). It was of more than casual interest to us, because
in the previous year, we had collaborated on a book called Cults and
Fanatics, in the course of which we had both become fascinated by
the psychology of “messiahs.” Now we watched as, after six hours
of stand-off, the first wisps of smoke began to drift up from the
buildings. It looked as if some of the shooting had started a fire,
perhaps igniting the CS gas. In a few minutes, flames were bursting
out of upstairs windows. We expected to see cult members rushing
out of the doors with their arms up, as the attackers obviously did;
instead, there was silence, broken by the sound of explosions, as
the place turned into an inferno. In less than half an hour (half
past midday in Texas) it was obvious the siege was over. A few peo-
ple, the CNN newsreader said, had escaped from the burning
buildings, but apparently Koresh was not among them.

This abrupt climax of the seven-week siege left us feeling slight-
ly stunned. We knew the compound had been full of women and
children, and in the past week or so, had seen British relatives of
cult members expressing their anxiety on television. Now it was all
over, without the arrest of Koresh or his Mighty Men (armed
guards). It seemed oddly anticlimactic. Already commentators were
criticizing the federal authorities for launching the attack, and
President Clinton for authorizing it, and asking why there had
been no fire trucks present. Later, at a public hearing, these accu-
sations reached a climax with the accusation that the authorities
had murdered the defenders by deliberately igniting the CS gas.

In fact, on September 2, 1999, the FBI finally admitted, after
six years of denial, that its men had fired flares into the compound.

2
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The U.S. Attorney General, Janet Reno, made this admission with
obvious annoyance and embarrassment, clearly aware that she was
supplying ammunition to groups who saw Koresh as a martyr.

The accounts of the nine cult members who had escaped the
siege suggest that, even if this is true, the martyrdom was to some
extent self-chosen. They said that it was Koresh who had decided
that his followers would die rather than flee. Many corpses were
lying face down, a position typical of death by smoke inhalation;
others had died of cyanide, or gunshot wounds. As had the
Reverend Jim Jones in Guyana in 1978, it looked as if Koresh had
decided on mass suicide.

The surviving cultists nevertheless insisted that the federal
agents had fired first on the day the siege began, and that bullet
holes in the metal door proved that the bullets had come from out-
side. This door later disappeared, adding plausibility to the notion
that the cultists had been defending themselves.

All this came long after. What baffled me at the time was why
so many apparently “normal” people had decided to leave their
homes (some from England and Australia) and follow Koresh, this
skinny, long-haired Texan, who made the improbable assertion that
he was King David as well as the Son of God. What was equally baf-
fling was what could motivate a man to declare that he is God, in the
face of the self-evident fact that he is nothing of the sort. There have
been plenty of cults founded by men who claim to have been taken
to Venus in a flying saucer, or on a journey to the center of the “hol-
low earth”; but at least they made their fantasies sound plausible. A
man who claims to be God seems to be inviting raspberries.

As the evidence about Koresh began to emerge, the problem
became more, and not less, puzzling. At first, it looked as if he was
a straightforward con man. When he had first joined the Branch
Davidian sect as an odd job man, he lost no time in seducing its
leader, sixty-eight-year-old prophetess Lois Roden, explaining that
he had received a revelation that he was to become the father of her
child. Whether she believed him or not, she became his secret mis-
tress, and was soon convinced she was pregnant. From then on,
Koresh maneuvered until he took over the cult.

Revelations about Koresh’s later sexual behavior reinforced
the con man theme. Soon after the affair with Lois Roden, he
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announced that God had told him to marry a fourteen-year-old girl
named Rachel Jones, daughter of cult members Perry and Mary
Jones. Not long after he seduced another fourteen-year-old girl,
Karen Doyle, daughter of another convert. When her father found
out, he was furious. But Koresh explained that he had been equal-
ly shocked when God told him that he had to “give his seed” to
Karen. “I begged God not to make me do this.”

Karen first learned about God’s command when she was
asleep in a bus used as a dormitory, and felt a tap on her shoulder.
Koresh whispered to her that God had ordered him to give her his
seed, and Karen whispered back, “I will do whatever the Lord
wants.” So Koresh climbed into bed with her. At the time, his first
wife, Rachel, was on a visit to California.

Twelve-year-old Michele Jones was his wife’s sister, and Koresh
drove to California to bring her back to Texas. As he explained it,
he was again an unwilling participant in the seduction. Halfway
back to Texas he experienced a powerful urge to undress Michelle
and make love to her. He stopped the car, walked up the road, and
asked God: “God, what’s happening to me! I mean [ wanted to
fuck her—that’s all I could think about.” God helped him overcome
his lust and Koresh drove her back to Texas.

There, reading a passage in the Song of Solomon about a girl
with no breasts, he realized that God was indicating that Michele
was to become his wife. “So I go right to Michele and I climb into
bed with her. She thinks I'm trying to get warm. I reached for her
underwear to take ‘em off. She didn’t know what I was doing so she
struggled. . . . But I was too strong, and [ was doing this for God,
and I told her about the prophecies. That's how she became my
wife.”

Koresh explained to his male followers that they should not
envy him because “None of you men know the pain I endure to do
God’s work.” The women wore him out, he complained. “I get
tired, I suffer.” His sufferings would eventually father twenty-two
children.

A book called Preacher of Death by Martin King and Mark
Breault fills out the picture. Breault was a leading disciple who had
become disillusioned, and defected. When he met Koresh, Breault
was studying to become a minister. In 1986, Koresh’s father-in-law,
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Perry Jones, introduced himself to Breault as a journalist specializ-
ing in religion. When he told Breault that he thought his son-in-
law had “inspiration from God,” Breault agreed to meet the
prophet.

Koresh turned up with his wife Rachel and baby son Cyrus.
He seemed friendly and sympathetic, and Breault immediately
liked him. In Breault’s apartment, Koresh launched into a three-
hour Bible class. He had an amazing gift of fluency and conviction.
His central point was that God always worked through prophets,
and that God had granted him special insight into the Book of
Revelation. To Breault, this sounded plausible. At the end of that
three hour session, relatively short by Koresh’s usual standards, he
was willing to follow him anywhere.

Why should a young man with a promising career in the min-
istry abandon everything to follow an underweight messiah with a
strong Texan accent! Reading Breault’s description of the meeting,
it all becomes clear. Koresh presented himself as an open, friendly
but intense young man—he was 27—who differed from others only
in the depth of his biblical knowledge, and his conviction that God
had chosen him as His instrument for a special revelation.

Similarly, Hitler’s architect Albert Speer recorded that he was
converted by Hitler under parallel circumstances. Expecting a rant-
ing maniac, he was surprised to find that Hitler spoke gently and
reasonably, and said many things about Germany that Speer per-
ceived as true. Once intellectual assent has been given, the rest fol-
lows naturally. All human beings long for powerful conviction, for
ideas that seem to offer them a new and more meaningful way of
life. When Breault decided to follow Koresh, he felt that it was the
ideas he was following; the fact that their mouthpiece was an
intense but unthreatening individual made it seem natural and
inevitable. Breault’s account makes it clear that Koresh was no
mere Tartuffe, relying on a mask of piety, but an intellectual con
man of awesome plausibility.

Once in the movement, Breault became Koresh’s confidant
and righthand man, so the relationship remained, to a large
extent, one of equals. Breault went to Hawaii, his home, and made
some powerful converts, including his best friend, Steve Schneider.
Once he had accepted Koresh as a prophet, it was not difficult to
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accept that he was in some sense the Son of God. And once Breault
had gone this far, it became easier to accept the greatest stumbling
block to regarding Koresh as a messiah—his obsessive seduction of
teenage cult members. Koresh explained that he simply wanted
them to receive his holy seed, to build up the future generation that
would inherit the earth. The whole process was so gradual that
there was no point at which Breault felt that he was trying to swal-
low a camel.

Breault’s disillusionment began when he witnessed Koresh’s
brutality to his three-year-old son, Cyrus. Koresh had ordered the
child to acknowledge that another cult member was his true mother;
when Cyrus refused, Koresh beat him for twenty minutes on his
bare bottom with a wooden paddle, then made him sleep in a
garage that was (Koresh claimed) infested with rats. When the child
still refused to deny his true mother, Koresh starved him for two
days until he was too weak to hold a glass of water. Koresh was
clearly a person who would not, under any circumstances, allow his
will to be thwarted.

Further disillusionment followed when Koresh delivered a six-
teen-hour sermon whose content was the declaration that all the
women in the compound belonged to him. (Endless sermons and
harangues are one of the basic techniques of brainwashing.) Judy
Schneider, the wife of chief disciple Steve Schneider, was seduced
while Steve was abroad on a recruiting drive, and was soon preg-
nant. Steve was at first shattered, and even thought of murdering
the prophet; but the thought of what might happen to his wife if
he failed finally deterred him. The seduction of Judy served a dou-
ble purpose; it subdued Steve, who had always felt ambivalent
about the prophet, and it persuaded all the other married women
in the compound that they ought to follow Judy's suit.

It was when Koresh started making advances to another recent
convert, with whom Marc Breault was in love, that Breault decided
it was time to leave. It happened in California, after Koresh ordered
him to humble himself and lick the dust. Breault answered back,
and was ordered to return to Texas. Instead, he flew back to
Australia, and there set about de-converting other Branch
Davidians. When Koresh heard the news, he rushed to Australia,
where there was a confrontation. Koresh won hands down, with a
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performance that included gazing at the heavens and declaring that
he was being crucified all over again. Breault beat a tactical retreat.
But soon after his exit, the police arrived—Breault had asked his
brother to call them if he was not home by ten—and Koresh left
hastily by the back door and caught the next plane back to America.

[t was largely due to Breault’s efforts that the Bureau of
Alcohol, Tobacco, and Firearms finally decided to take action
about the enormous cache of weapons and explosives that Koresh
was known to have stored at the Waco compound, and the siege of
the Branch Davidians began. When it ended on April 19, police
found over a million rounds of ammunition still unspent in the
underground arsenal of the compound. Seventy-two bodies were
recovered from the ashes. All Koresh’s twenty or so “wives” and
fourteen of his twenty-two children died in the fire, four of them
shot through the head.

A man had been seen running away from the burning build-
ings, and there was speculation that Koresh had escaped. But
almost two weeks after the siege, his body was identified through
dental records; he had died of a gunshot wound in the head, appar-
ently self-inflicted.

Confronted with a case like this, we are inclined to ask the
obvious question: was Koresh simply a confidence man, or did he,
to some extent, believe what he said?

The answer is: both. And when we understand how that is pos-
sible, we have achieved one of the basic keys to the whole messiah
phenomenon.

The first thing we need to know about Vernon Wayne Howell
(who became David Koresh) is that he spent the first part of his life
looking for security. Born illegitimate (in 1959) to a fourteen-year-old
girl, brought up by a harsh step-father, educationally disadvantaged—
he was dyslexic—bullied because he was small-he was once even
raped by older boys—he was a shy and not particularly outstanding
child. His refuge from his problems lay in religion—his school was
affiliated to the Seventh Day Adventists—and he read the Bible as
other children read Batman, and spent hours on his knees praying.

By the age of twelve he had learned the New Testament by
heart. Then life suddenly changed. His teacher entered him for a
race on the school sports day. Vernon had never seen himself as the
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sporting type, and had avoided physical competition. But he had
spent a great deal of time racing against his brother on the farm,
and could take off like a whippet. He won the race (and several oth-
ers) and the congratulations were an intoxicant. Suddenly he was
asked to join teams; he became the school sports hero. Determined
to maintain his new status, he went in for body building, taking an
enormous pride in his physical strength. By the time he was thir-
teen, the shy, quiet boy had become a leader.

In retrospect, it is obvious that Howell belonged to the group
described in the introduction as “the dominant five percent,” the
one-in-twenty in all animal groups that has “leadership qualities.”
In fact, it later became clear that Vernon Howell was a “king rat.”

All human beings possess a longing to change, to evolve; we
hate nothing more than “marking time” in a life of boredom and
frustration that offers no opportunity for change. We are all born
with the craving for control over our lives, and when a child learns
to crawl across the room, pull himself up on a chair and reach for
a box of chocolates, he experiences his first flash of the delight of
conquest. But in the dominant five percent this craving has the
character of an obsession, which drives them like a spur. Howell
was obsessed by dominance to the point of being a “control freak.”

Biologists have also noted that evolution seems to occur in
spurts, not in some slow, continuous process of development, like
a steady uphill climb. This is also true for the individual: our per-
sonal growth is less like a gradual slope than a hillside out of which
a series of steep terraces have been hacked at intervals. We scram-
ble up a slope, sweating, panting and slipping backwards, then sud-
denly find we can pause for breath on a kind of plateau and survey
the scenery. In that moment, we are overwhelmed by a sense or
relief and achievement.

What happened to Vernon Howell when he won the race was
like clambering up on to a terrace. Once a member of the domi-
nant five percent has experienced the intoxication of leaving his
old self and his old frustrations behind, he feels as if he has
received a revelation. He has glimpsed the possibility that life can
be a series of triumphs.

It is at this point that the dominant individual, particularly the
male of the species, finds himself facing one of the most troublesome
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problems of his intermittent development: sex. As the hormones
begin to flow, the adolescent is plunged into a permanent state of
sexual desire, tormented by a craving to perform indecent acts on
every girl he sees. He wonders if his parents realize that he has sud-
denly turned into a kind of Frankenstein monster. As he watches a
television advertisement showing a woman in her underwear, he
wonders if the advertisers realize that these images affect adolescent
males as the smell of raw meat affects a starving tiger. In past cen-
turies, society took care to reduce the levels of sexual stimulation by
making women conceal their bodies in modest garments, and did its
best to convince young men that the desire to know what lay under-
neath these garments was prompted by the devil. All this began to
change in the nineteenth century, when literature and art mounted
an offensive against the old Puritanism, insisting that sex should be
treated as a normal part of everyday life. Little by little, the bastions
crumbled, until by the beginning of the twentieth century, the
reformers had won, and it was possible to publish things that a cen-
tury earlier would have been regarded as criminal pornography.

Under the circumstances, young males could no longer be
expected to believe that their perpetual furtive interest in naked
ladies was a proof of damnation. But that still left the problem of
how to live with it. Young women might wear short skirts and
revealing blouses, and stay out dancing until two in the morning,
but they still experienced nothing like the male’s indiscriminate
desire to commit sexual malpractice on every member of the oppo-
site sex. The truth is that, except in rare cases of nymphomania, a
woman tends to see a man as a potential husband and breadwin-
ner, and she wants a mate who is stable, protective, and reliable,
not a series of lovers.

Fortunately, most men are willing to settle for this state of
affairs. The religious rearguard proved to be mistaken when it
prophecied moral decline and the disintegration of the family, for
basic human instinct guarantees that the majority of men settle
down with a wife, and father children exactly as in the Victorian
era.

But the attitude of men had changed. Since, in spite of the
new morality, the majority of women remained as inaccessible as if
they wore chastity belts, they had to learn to come to terms with the
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fact that the strength of the male sexual urge is greater than any use-
ful purpose that it serves. If the desire to have a harem of mistress-
es is immoral, why has nature made it so powerful?

The answer, of course, is that the life force has hit upon the
device of ensuring the propagation of the species by making us see
the opposite sex as mysterious and forbidden. This element of “for-
biddenness” causes the male to regard sexual experience—particu-
larly with a new partner—as a “conquest,” an “achievement,” com-
parable to genuine problem-solving. In fact, as already noted, the
problem evaporates with the sexual excitement, leaving the man
with a sense of having been the victim of a confidence trick. If he
is intelligent, he will do his best to readjust his sense of reality, and
to bring a certain skepticism to bear next time the impulse cries
“wolf.” If he is unintelligent—and highly dominant—he may go on
pursuing the mirage for the rest of his life, and wondering why it
brings an increasing sense of frustration.

This was Koresh’s problem (and, as we shall see, the problem
of most other “messiahs” of the past century). As a teenager, his
natural charm and dominance made him popular with the oppo-
site sex, and he lost interest in religion. Then, at nineteen, he had
an affair with a sixteen-year-old girl, who bore his child. He wanted
to marry her; she felt he was unfit to raise a child, and left him. The
blow to his ego was painful, and in the emotional turmoil, he
turned for solace to the religion of his childhood, and became a
born again Christian in the Southern Baptist Church. But now
that he was religious again, the strength of his sexual impulse began
to worry him; he turned to his pastor, explaining that he was a com-
pulsive masturbator. The pastor told him that if he prayed to Jesus,
he would be given strength. When this failed to happen, he decid-
ed that the Southern Baptist Church lacked a true link with God,
and returned to the Seventh Day Adventists.

Howell fell in love with the daughter of his new pastor, and
while he was praying for guidance, seemed to hear God's voice
telling him that she would be given to him. When he opened his
eyes he saw his Bible open at [saiah 34, which declared that none
should want for a mate. Convinced that this was a sign, he went to
the pastor to tell him that God had given him his daughter for a
wife. The pastor threw him out, and when he persisted, he was
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expelled from the congregation. (The girl herself seems to have
agreed with her father.) One indignant member accused Howell of
never thinking above his belt buckle.

This conflict between his natural dominance and his inability
to get his own way became a torment, undermining his self-belief.
For the potential “king rat,” there is no more agonizing pain than
being unable to find a way to give expression to the force he feels
inside him. All the dominance and conviction in the world cannot
make up for having no marketable talent, no ready-made niche in
society. So Howell wandered from place to place, doing odd jobs.
One day he found his way to Mount Carmel, near Waco, in Texas,
and joined the Branch Davidian sect as an odd job man; for a long
time he was the dishwasher. He later described himself as “the
camp bum, the loser that did all the dirty jobs.” He was also dis-
liked by most of the others because of his arrogance and egotism.

By comparison, Lois Roden, the head of the sect, was every-
thing Howell had dreamed about. Still attractive at sixty-eight, she
was a famous TV evangelist, a friend of the rich and famous, who
spent much of her time traveling around the world. She was also a
favorite of the feminist movement, since she had announced that
God was female, and began the Lord’s Prayer “Our Mother, who
art in heaven.”

For a long time, she shared the general view of the new recruit,
and made Howell live in a small unfurnished room to try to cure
his conceit. Her view began to change when, two years after his
arrival, he told her that the Lord had revealed to him that he had
been chosen to father her child, who would be the Chosen One.
When Roden’s son George, who expected to replace his mother as
president, found out, he did his best to eject the interloper. His
mother, convinced she was pregnant, defended Howell. The power
struggle ended abruptly when Howell announced that God had
ordered him to marry a fourteen-year-old named Rachel Jones. For
a while, George was placated. Then his fury erupted again, and he
opened fire with an Uzi machine gun. Fortunately, his aim was
bad; but Howell and the few followers who had succumbed to his
burning conviction decided to leave Mount Carmel.

For the next two years, Vernon Howell and his disciples—there
were about twenty-five—lived in the “wilderness,” that is, they set up
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camp at a place called Palestine, and lived rough. But while his fol-
lowers coped with lack of running water and sanitation, Vernon
was off on “recruiting drives,” in California, in Israel, even in
Australia. He was hurled bodily out of a Seventh Day Adventist
church in San Diego when he interrupted the service to announce
that he was the Messiah. But although many potential converts
began by regarding him as a madman, some of them ended by
being swayed by his incredible flow of words, or by his insistence
that they would be damned unless they followed him. The settle-
ment at Palestine grew; so did the number of his underage mis-
tresses. When disciples had a teenage daughter, she usually became
Vernon’s “wife.”

Back in Waco, George Roden—his mother was now dead—was
showing signs of the paranoia that tends to afflict religious fanat-
ics. George announced that he was God, and ended prayers with
“In the name of George B. Roden, amen.” And although Vernon
and his followers were ninety miles away, in Palestine, George
brooded constantly on humiliating the impostor. In 1987, he
devised a bizarre challenge. An eighty-five-year-old woman named
Anna Hughes had died at Mount Carmel. George dug up the body,
installed it in the chapel, and challenged Vernon to a contest:
whichever of them could raise Anna Hughes from the dead was the
true prophet of God. George had the satisfaction of seeing Vernon
decline the challenge and slink away. But when Howell told his
lawyer what had happened, the lawyer was delighted; George
Roden had laid himself open to the charge of abusing a corpse.
Vernon hastened to tell the police what had happened.

They were cautious, realizing that getting mixed up with reli-
gious cranks could be a time-wasting experience. They explained
that they would need a photograph of the corpse. Vernon agreed
to supply one. But since that meant that he would have to enter
Mount Carmel by stealth, he decided that he might as well make
the best of the opportunity, and try to evict George. He and his fol-
lowers bought weapons. On November 3, 1987, a team of com-
mandos wriggled through the undergrowth at Mount Carmel
towards the chapel, rifles slung on their backs. A dog spotted them
and barked; George Roden rushed out with his Uzi and began to
blaze away. Vernon and his eight commandos blazed back, none of
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them succeeding in hitting anything. The sound of firing brought
the local police, and everyone was arrested, except one Mighty Man
who managed to escape.

Vernon and one of the Mighty Men—he happened to be a mil-
lionaire—were released after paying $100,000 bail. To George
Roden’s fury, Vernon seized the opportunity to tell his version of
the incident on the local television news. Roden now made his
fatal mistake; he wrote letters to the Texas Supreme Court threat
ening to strike everybody down with AIDS and herpes unless they
sentenced Vernon to a long spell in jail. Instead, George himself
was sentenced to six months for contempt of court. And when he
appeared in court as a witness against Vernon and his Mighty Men,
and explained how he intended to raise Anna Hughes from the
dead, the jury lost no time in acquitting Vernon and his comman-
dos.

Fifteen months later, George Roden ceased to be a problem
when he was sentenced to life imprisonment for murder. The story
of how this came about is an interesting demonstration of the con-
tagious nature of messianism. One day in the summer of 1988, an
ex-alcoholic named Dale Adair came to see Vernon Howell and
Marc Breault, declaring that he wanted to get back to God. Vernon
harangued him for three days, trying to convince him that he,
Vernon, was the Messiah. Suddenly Adair’s eyes glazed over, and he
stared towards heaven. “My God, my God. After all these years I
understand. I'm the Messiah. I'm the David. Now I know why I've
suffered all these years.”

“Dale lost his sanity right before our eyes,” said Breault, who
does not explain how he distinguished between Dale Adair’s mad-
ness and Vernon Howell’s normality.

Adair hurried to George Roden to tell him that he was the
Messiah, but Roden was unconvinced, putting the claim to the test
by seizing an axe and splitting open Adair’s skull. Roden was con-
victed of murder, and since he owed thousands of dollars in taxes,
Mount Carmel was put up for sale. Vernon’s followers raised the
money, and later that year, Vernon Howell-he now was calling
himself David Koresh—at last became owner of the Waco com-
pound. From the time he had arrived there as Lois Roden’s disci-
ple, it had raken him eight years to gain control.
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Within five years he was dead. And, with the benefit of hind-
sight, we can see that this was almost inevitable. From the begin-
ning Vernon Howell was on a collision course with reality. He
would have found it intolerable to stand in the dock, to be jeered
at in the media as a religious crank, to be sentenced to life impris-
onment for murder. When he ordered his Mighty Men to fire
through the doors at the Federal agents, he knew he had opted for
martyrdom and suicide.

But although his convictions about himself ran counter to real-
ity, it would be an error to assume that he was in some sense
insane. What Koresh was defending so frantically was his sense of
self-esteem, a problem we all recognize as central to our lives. Even
the most modest and shy person has a need to feel that he or she
is not a total nonentity. To feel worthless is to be incapable of any
kind of development. As we have already noted, the craving for
some kind of personal development is the most basic urge of
human beings.

This is why Koresh’s most dangerous moment was when he
became the owner of Mount Carmel. He was now the unchal-
lenged leader of more than a hundred followers, including a dozen
or so heavily-armed guards. Every night he renewed his sense of
conquest as he possessed his underage wives. He told Marc Breault
with pride that most men imagine that an adolescent girl would
lack passion, but that his own experience was that they could
become as sexually excited as any adult woman.

Yet even this was not enough to soothe his fear of becoming a
victim, a failure. His ego needed continual boosts to maintain his
self-esteem. He had to announce that he alone had a right to all the
women in the compound, although he admitted to Breault that
non-stop sexual activity was leading to impotence. When Breault
objected to his own girlfriend joining the harem, he had commit-
ted the ultimate sin of defying the master; this was why he was
ordered to kneel down and eat dirt. He rebelled and left, yet admits
that he found it difficult to begin thinking for himself again, after
years in which every decision was made for him.

For the messiah, every follower is a kind of wife, and when a
wife deserts him, he feels the ground crumbling under his feet.
When he realized Breault had left, Koresh called an emergency
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meeting and launched a manhunt. But it was too late. Breault was
determined to bring about the downfall of his former “master.” He
wrote letters to the police, to state authorities, to members of
Congress. His greatest coup was to organize the visit of an
Australian television team to Waco. Unaware that Breault was
behind it, Koresh allowed the team into the compound because he
hoped for favorable coverage; but the program, when it went out in
April 1992, left no one in any doubt that Koresh was a child moles-
ter and a highly dangerous man.

In May 1992, the Waco Tribune Herald began an investigation
into the Branch Davidian sect. One result of their revelations was
a decision by the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco and Firearms to
launch an investigation into the sect. In February 1992, the ATF
decided to lure Koresh away from the compound and place him
under arrest.

Unfortunately, Koresh was tipped off by friends in the police
department, and declined to be lured away. So on Sunday,
February 28, 1993, ATF agents knocked on the door of the main
building of the Waco compound and were cut down by gunfire
from inside.

In effect, David Koresh had decided not to relinquish his own
version of reality, even if it meant dying for it. In retrospect, his
choice of the name Koresh seems oddly appropriate: it is the name
of the fourth horseman of the Apocalypse, the pale rider on the
white horse, and signifies death.



TWO

THE MILLENNIUM COMETH

At the beginning of 1666, the whole of Europe awaited the
greatest event in human history: the coming of the Messiah who
would lead the Jewish people back to their former greatness. This
messenger of God was a forty-year-old Jew named Sabbatai Zevi,
who lived in Smyrna, but who was soon expected to overthrow the
Sultan of Turkey, then ride into Jerusalem on a dragon. After that
he would destroy his enemies in battle, and become King of the
World.

Even Christians began to worry as Jews told them: “We shall
soon be your masters.” For several years now, Puritans had been
announcing that the year 1666 would be beginning of the
Millennium, and now it began to look as if they might be right. In
his diary, Samuel Pepys recorded that a Jew in London was taking
bets at ten to one that this new messiah would be King of the
World within two years, and had already laid out £1,100 in wagers.

In many major cities, this expectation was already causing
chaos. Commercial centers came to a halt as Jews ceased trading and
prepared themselves for the Last Judgement. In Amsterdam, Jews
danced in the streets. Many prepared to have the bones of dead rel-
atives dug up and transported to the Holy Land, for letters from
Constantinople described how the Messiah could raise the dead. In
Hamburg, people sold their houses and land in preparation for the
Millennium. In Poland, crowds raved about how the Messiah would
take them to heaven on a cloud, and whenever an unexpected cloud
appeared in the sky, they stood and gazed expectantly. The news
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spread throughout the settlements of the Jews in Russia, and even
reached as far as America. In Prague, one of the largest and most
important Jewish communities, the excitement caused a backlash
among Christians; many Jews were attacked, and the Prague carni-
val featured a mocking parody of Jews in a blissful state of mes-
sianic ecstasy. Yet nothing could dampen the spirit of expectation,
not even the news that the Messiah had been arrested and thrown
into prison by the Sultan he was supposed to overthrow. Stories
told how Sabbatai had simply walked through locked doors, and
his chains had dissolved and fallen from him.

Then, towards the end of the year, joy changed to dismay as
incredible rumors began to spread. These declared that not only
had Sabbatai been unable to escape from the Sultan’s prison, but
that he had converted to Islam. At first, many believed that the sto-
ries were malicious Christian inventions. But more precisely
detailed accounts by fellow Jews destroyed this hope. They told how
Sabbatai Zevi had been taken before the young Mehmet IV and
told that he must either convert to Islam or be impaled alive, and
how the Messiah had at once thrown his Jewish cap on the ground
and spat on it, then allowed a white turban to be placed on his
head.

Oddly enough, the Jews were not as shattered by this report as
their critics expected. The sheer scale of the expectation had made
them more aware of their religious identity. Some even continued
to believe that Sabbatai was deliberately testing their faith.
Apparently his chief disciple, Nathan Ashkenazi, continued to
believe in him. But even those who accepted that Sabbatai had feet
of clay continued to feel that the expectations of 1666 could only
be a prelude to great events that would change their lives. The enor-
mity of the disappointment forced them to confront the basic ques-
tion: was the expectation of the Messiah an illusion, or would God
send them a true leader one day? It was the faith that triumphed,
and, according to one Jewish historian, Gershom Scholem, caused
a basic change in Jewish consciousness. So in a sense, it could be
argued that Sabbatai Zevi was not entirely an impostor.

The Jews had been awaiting the Messiah for just over two thou-
sand years, since the armies of King Nebuchadnezzar had dragged
off the people of Judah to Babylon in 587 B.C.. Messiah (mashiakh)
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meant the Anointed One, and he would lead the Jews out of exile,
establish their national independence, and bring universal peace.
Since then, there had been many messiahs, but none had lived up
to expectation.

When the Jews came back from their fifty-year exile in
Babylon, a man called Zerubbabel became governor of Judea, and
because he rebuilt the Temple, was widely believed to be the
Messiah. But Zerubbabel had no ambitions in that direction, and
ignored the hints of the prophets Haggai and Zechariah. Two cen-
turies later, the incredible conquests of Alexander the Great led
many Jews to believe that he was the Messiah; but he died of a fever
at thirty-three.

For two centuries, Jerusalem was ruled by Egyptians, then by
Alexander, then by a Syrian dynasty called the Seleucids. The latter
admired the Greeks, and at one point they outlawed Jewish culture
and placed a statue of Zeus on the altar of the Temple. But a fami-
ly of priests called Maccabee led a rebellion and drove out the
Syrians. Judas Maccabeus’ triumph soon fostered the belief that he
must be the Messiah; but he was killed in battle in 161 B.C., and the
leadership passed to his brothers, who were also killed.

Within a century, the Maccabees were squabbling among
themselves, and the Romans seized the opportunity to take
Jerusalem. They were even more impatient about the Jews and their
fanatical religious beliefs than the Syrians had been, and the result
of their oppression was a rash of militant messiahs: Simon, Judas
of Galilee, an Egyptian whose name is not certain, but who led an
army of thirty thousand within sight of Jerusalem before they were
scattered, and a man called Theudas, who claimed to be a magician
who could make the River Jordan divide, but failed to enchant the
Roman sword before it cut off his head.

The only messiah of that period who is remembered today was
called Jeshua, better known by the Greek form of his name, Jesus.
Oddly enough, it is probable that Jesus of Nazareth did not think of
himself as “the Messiah.” When his disciple Peter remarked, “They
call you the Christ, the Messiah,” Jesus advised him to be silent. The
claim obviously embarrassed him. And this was because the Jews
expected the Messiah to be a warrior like Judas Maccabeus, who
would drive out the Romans. Jesus was too realistic to expect to end
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the Roman occupation. His teaching was quite different. Study of
the scriptures had led him to believe that the world would end
within the lifetime of people then alive; there would be wars,
famines, and earthquakes, and the dead would be brought back to
life. The sun would be turned to darkness and the moon to blood,
and the stars would fall from the sky

The message by which we remember Jesus—love one’s neighbor
and do unto others as you’d have them do unto you—was already a
part of the Jewish religious tradition. More than a thousand years
of oppression—the Jews had been enslaved by the pharaoh Rameses
II as long ago as 1250 B.C.—had developed a spirit of pacifism and
submission to the will of God; so Jesus’s injunction to love your
enemy was merely a restatement of the Mosaic teaching.

Nowadays, an increasing number of scholars believe that Jesus
was a member of the Essenes, a religious order that withdrew to
caves at Qumran, near the Dead Sea and lived rigidly ascetic lives.
It has even been seriously argued that Jesus did not die on the
cross, but was given a drug, from which he later recovered, and that
he lived on into his mid-sixties.

Whatever the truth, it is certain that the story of the crucifix-
ion and subsequent resurrection played an important part in estab-
lishing Jesus as the most convincing Messiah so far. It is important
to bear in mind that his followers believed that the end of the
world was only a few years away. It is also important to recognize
that Jesus did not regard himself as the Son of God; as an ortho-
dox Jew, he would have been profoundly shocked by any such sug-
gestion.

In the years following his reported death, Jesus had two main
groups of followers. One, the Messianists (or Nasoraeans) believed
he was still alive, and would soon lead an army that would destroy
Rome. The others, led by the converted Jew, Paul, called themselves
Christians, and held a more pacifistic doctrine. One of the most
fundamental beliefs of Judaism was that the sufferings of the Jews
were caused by the sin of their forefather Adam. Paul announced
that this “original sin” had been canceled out by the death of Jesus
on the cross, so that anyone who became a Christian was now
redeemed. This doctrine suited gentiles as well as Jews, which is why
Paul spent so much of his time traveling far and wide and making

9



The Millennium Cometh

converts. But this in turn meant that the Christians were far more
scattered than the Messianists, and would sooner or later fade into
a minority sect.

That this failed to happen was due to a historical accident. In
66 A.D., thirty three years after the crucifixion, Jewish rebels rose
up against the Romans and seized the Temple, in which daily sac-
rifices were made to the Emperor Nero. Under Nero, the Roman
army was disorganized, and his suicide in the following year com-
plicated the situation. But when the general Vespasian became
emperor in 70 A.D., he sent his son Titus to subdue the Jews. The
temple was besieged and burned; more than a million rebels were
slaughtered. The last fortress, Masada, fell in April 73, and the
slaughter of its thousand-strong garrison marked the end of Jewish
resistance—and hopes of Jewish independence.

Most of the Messianists perished in the rebellion, which left
only Paul’s Christians to preach the message of Jesus’s Second
Coming, and the imminent end of the world. Now both the
Christians and the Jews centered their hopes on the coming of the
Messiah, although the Jews continued to believe he would be a
member of the House of David and would lead them to military
victory, while the Christians expected Jesus to return and initiate
the end of the world.

Before 100 A.D. it was clear to everyone that Jesus’s prophecy
was not going to be fulfilled. But by that time, Christianity had
become so widespread that this made no difference. The expecta-
tion of the end of the world was now transferred to the Millennium
itself—the year 1000 A.D.—and the word Millennium became a syn-
onym for the Day of Judgement. Christianity achieved its greatest
triumph so far on 313 A.D., when the Emperor Constantine—as
bloodthirsty and vicious a maniac as any of the Roman emperors—
declared it the official religion of the empire.

The next Jewish Messiah came close to ending the tradition.
Simon Bar Kochbar rose up against the Romans in 132 A.D., when
he heard a rumor that the Emperor Hadrian intended to rebuild
the Temple. The rumor was only partly true: Hadrian only meant
to build a temple dedicated to Jupiter on the site of the Temple.
But it led to the greatest Jewish uprising since the Maccabees.
When the celebrated Talmud scholar Rabbi Akiva greeted Simon
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Bar Kochbar with the words: “This is the King-Messiah,” Kochbar
himself seems to have been convinced. He collected guerrilla bands
and turned them into a highly disciplined army, trained with the
same thoroughness as the Romans. The struggle was violent and
bloody. At first his success was remarkable; Jerusalem fell, and town
after town surrendered to his army.

As his garrisons were wiped out one by one, Hadrian sent for
one of his most formidable commanders, Julius Severus, from
Britain. Recognizing the difficulty of defeating a guerrilla army,
Severus took a sledgehammer to crack a nut, and destroyed village
after village—985 of them—as well as destroying fifty rebel strong-
holds. His tactics finally worked; Bar Kochbar was surrounded in
the fortress of Bethar and killed. Hadrian had Jerusalem renamed
Aelia Capitolonia, and forbade Jews to live in it. The revolt had last-
ed three and a half years, and its total failure caused such deep dis-
appointment that the very idea of a Messiah became unmention-
able.

[t was three hundred years before another messiah arose. He
came from Crete and called himself Moses. Like so many later mes-
siahs, he convinced his followers that he could perform miracles. If
they gathered on the seashore, he told them, he would emulate his
great predecessor and cause the waters to part, so his army could
walk across dry shod. As he raised his arms above his head and
ordered the waters to separate, his followers strode forward, and
kept walking, even as the sea rose up to their waists, then their
shoulders. At this point the sensible ones turned back; others were
dragged down by the weight of their equipment and drowned. By
the time the army reorganized on the beach, Moses of Crete had
vanished.

Many messiahs were undoubtedly mental cases, suffering from
psychotic delusions. In 589 A.D., a man went insane after being sur-
rounded by flies in a forest near Arles, France; two years later, he
dressed himself in animal skins and made his way down to
Gevaudon, in the Cevennes, declaring that he was Christ, and that
he had the power to heal the sick. (In fact, the power of healing,
known as thaumaturgy, is by no means uncommon.) He began to
accumulate an army of followers, which reached three thousand,
and towns they approached were asked to acknowledge that he was
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the Christ, which most of them did to avoid trouble. Approaching
the town of La Puy, he quartered his army in halls and churches,
and sent naked messengers to announce his arrival to Bishop
Aurelius.

When the bishop saw these emissaries turning somersaults, he
had no doubt that they were inspired by the devil; so hiding his dis-
gust, he sent some of his men to welcome the man who called him-
self Christ. They bowed as if to kiss the messiah’s knees, then
dragged him to the ground and stabbed him to death. Without
their leader, the followers quickly dispersed, although the messiah’s
mistress, a woman who called herself Mary, was tortured to make
her reveal the diabolic secrets that had given the Christ of
Gevaudon his power. But St. Gregory of Tours, who records the
story, adds that the messiah’s followers continued to believe in him
until the day of their death—another familiar phenomenon, as this
history will show.

The rise of Islam was a major factor in discouraging messianic
movements, not because the Muslims suppressed their Jewish and
Christian subjects, but because they were unusually tolerant of
other religions, as their Prophet had taught them to be. So far, mes-
siahs had appeared in times of social unrest and religious persecu-
tion. Now the chief persecutor was the Christian church itself,
which regularly burned and massacred pagans and heretics; the
Muslims simply absorbed them and allowed them to practice their
religion. When a messiah named Serene arose in Syria (probably
named after his town of origin, Shirin) in 720, and led an army
towards Palestine, he was not even punished by the caliph Yazid II;
he was merely handed over to the rabbis for punishment. Like most
messiahs (including Jesus), Serene was opposed to the strictness of
the rabbinical law—another theme we shall find recurring down the
ages—and gathered support from those who also felt that their reli-
gion had lost the true spirit of divine inspiration in mechanical
observances.

Twenty years after Serene, about 742, a messiah called
Aldebert, who came from Soissons, announced that he was a saint;
his followers built chapels for him which he named after himself.
He claimed to own a letter from Jesus himself. Pope Zachary was so
worried about “Saint” Aldebert’s influence that he tried hard to
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capture him, and, when that failed, excommunicated him. Adel-
bert went on for at least two more years, and seems to have died of
natural causes.

Three centuries later, another messiah called Eon or Eudo de
Stella was less lucky. He gathered hordes of disciples in Britanny,
and organized his followers into a Church with archbishops and
bishops. Unlike Jesus of Nazareth, he had no hesitation in declar-
ing that he was the Son of God. 1144 A.D. was a good year for a
messiah to acquire followers, for an appalling winter caused multi-
tudes to starve. Eon’s followers lived in the forest, and ravaged the
countryside, living mainly by plunder. But in 1148, he was finally
taken prisoner by soldiers of the Archbishop of Rouen, and impris-
oned in a tower, where he was starved to death. His followers
refused to renounce him, and his “bishops” and “archbishops”
were burned alive in the now traditional Christian spirit.

One of the most remarkable messiahs of the twelfth century,
Tanchelm of Antwerp, was already dead by then. He seems to have
started his career as a monk, then become a diplomat working for
Count Robert of Flanders, trying to persuade the Pope to hand
over some of Utrecht to Count Robert. The Pope refused, and
when Count Robert died, Tanchelm’s career as a diplomat came to
an end. He became a wandering preacher, making his headquarters
in Antwerp.

Tanchelm seems to have possessed what all messiahs possess:
tremendous powers as a preacher and orator. We also have to
remember that a large part of his audience would be ignorant peas-
ants who had never heard a really good preacher. As Tanchelm
addressed them in the open fields, dressed as a monk, the audi-
ences reacted like modern teenagers to a pop idol. Tanchelm
denounced the Church for its corruption, and told them that if the
sacraments were administered by sinful priests, they would fail to
work. So many were convinced that the churches were soon empty.
And when Tanchelm told his followers not to pay taxes to the
church (called tithes), they were delighted to follow his advice.

Was Tanchelm a charlatan, or did he really believe he was a
messiah? He certainly felt that he had a right to live like a king. He
dressed magnificently, and was always surrounded by a large ret-
inue, including twelve men who were supposed to be the twelve
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disciples. One day he announced that he would become betrothed
to the Virgin Mary, and held a ceremony in which he and a sacred
statue were joined together in front of a vast crowd, whose mem-
bers offered their jewelry as an engagement present.

With so many followers, the Church could do nothing about
Tanchelm; he held Utrecht, Antwerp and large areas of the coun-
tryside. Finally, about 1115 A.D., he was killed—like the Messiah of
Gevaudon—by treachery, being stabbed by a priest who had been
allowed to approach him. But his influence remained as powerful
as ever, and it took another “miracle worker,” Norbert of Xanten
(who was regarded with favor by the Church) to finally “de-convert”
his followers in Antwerp and restore power to the Church.

How did these “messiahs” become so powerful? To begin with,
all of them had the gift of preaching. But it was more than that. As
we have seen, the Christian Church, which began as a poor and
persecuted organization whose leaders were thrown to the lions,
suddenly became the official religion of Rome in 313 A.D., under
the Emperor Constantine.

As soon as they gained power, the Christians began to behave
far worse than their enemies, destroying pagan temples, burning
heretics, and squabbling amongst themselves. In effect, the Church
became the supreme dictator. And the poor, ordered to go to
church every Sunday, groaning under heavy taxes, and forced to pay
to have their sins forgiven, became increasingly disenchanted with
their spiritual masters. But there was nothing they could do; the
Church exerted the same iron grip as the Nazis in Germany or the
Communists in Stalin’s Russia.

This is why the rebel messiahs found an eager audience. Like
Jesus, they attacked the establishment and declared that the law
was less important than the spirit. Besides, there had always been a
strong tradition of mysticism in the Church. Mystics were men who
had experienced moments of overwhelming joy and illumination
in which they felt they had seen God. The mystics taught that every
man has a divine spark, and that therefore, in a sense, every man is
God—or contains a fragment of God. They also believed that all
nature is an expression of God; in fact, some (called pantheists)
believed that nature is God. One of the greatest of the early mys-
tics, Dionysius the Areopagite (around 500 A.D.) taught that God is
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a kind of emptiness or darkness, and can only be reached by rec-
ognizing that God is not knowledge or power or eternity, or any-
thing else that the mind can grasp, but that God is beyond all
words and ideas.

So although many of the great mystics spent their lives as mem-
bers of the Church, they did not believe that the Church was essen-
tial for “salvation.” Man can know God directly, without the need
for priests and sacraments. Some of them, like the thirteenth cen-
tury Meister Eckhart, came dangerously close to being excommu-
nicated, or even burned at the stake. (Eckhart was tried for heresy
but died before he was condemned, which he later was.)

[t was only one step from this belief that man has direct access
to God to the belief that there is no such thing as sin. If man is
truly free, then he has choice, and if he chooses to reject the idea
that something is sinful—for example, sexual promiscuity or incest—
no authority has a right to tell him he is a sinner. Preachers of this
doctrine were known as Brethren of the Free Spirit.

One popular story of the Middle Ages was about a rich merchant
whose wife began to spend a great deal of time in church. When her
husband heard rumors that the church consisted of adherents of the
Free Spirit, he decided to follow her one day. Wearing a disguise he
walked behind her into an underground cavern where to his surprise
the service began with a dance, in which everyone chose his or her
partner. After that, the congregation ate food and drank wine. The
husband began to understand why his wife preferred this to the local
Catholic church; the service was better.

When the priest stood up, he announced that all human
beings are free, and that provided they lived in the spirit of the
Lord, they could do what they liked. “We must become one with
God.” Then he took a young girl and led her to the altar. The two
of them removed their clothes. Then the priest turned to the con-
gregation and told them to do the same. “This is the Virgin Mary
and I am Jesus. Now do as we do.” The girl lay down on the altar,
and the priest lay on top of her and, in full view of the congrega-
tion, commenced an act of intercourse. Then the congregation
each seized his dancing partner, and lay down on the tloor.

In the chaos that followed, the wife did not notice as her hus-
band took hold of her hand and pulled off her wedding ring; she

25



The Millennium Cometh

was totally absorbed in her partner. Realizing that no one was pay-
ing any attention to him, the husband slipped away.

When his wife returned home, he asked her angrily how she
dared to give herself to another man, even in the name of religion.
She indignantly denied everything, demanding whether, as the wife
of a wealthy merchant, he thought she would behave like a prosti-
tute. But when the husband asked her what had happened to her
wedding ring, she went pale. Then, as he held it out to her, she real-
ized that he had seen everything, and burst into tears. The wife was
beaten until she bled, but she was more fortunate than the others,
who were arrested by inquisitors and burned at the stake.

The story may or may not have happened, but such congrega-
tions actually existed. They began to multiply not long after the year
1200 A.D., and soon spread across Europe. The Free Spirit movement
declared that God is within us all, and that therefore the Church is
unnecessary—in fact, it is the Whore of Babylon. The great poets are
as “holy” as the Bible. Sex must be an acceptable way of worshipping
God, since it brings such a sense of divine illumination. In his book
The Black Death, Johanne Nohls gives this account of the Brethren:

“The bas reliefs . . . in French churches . . . represent erotic
scenes. In the Cathedral of Albi a fresco even depicts sodomites
engaged in sexual intercourse. Homosexuality was also well known
in parts of Germany, as is proved by the trials of the Beghards and
Beguins in the fourteenth century, particularly the confession of
the brethren Johannes and Albert of Brunn, which are preserved
in the Griefswald manuscript. From these it is evident that the
Brethren of the Free Mind did not regard homosexuality as sinful.
‘And if one brother desires to commit sodomy with a male, he
should do so without let or hindrance and without any feeling of
sin, as otherwise he would not be a Brother of the Free Mind.

“In a Munich manuscript we read: ‘And when they go to con-
fession and come together and he preaches to them, he takes the
one who is most beautiful among them and does to her all accord-
ing to his will, and they extinguish the light and fall one upon the
other, a man upon a man and a woman upon a woman, just as it
comes about. Everyone must see with his own eyes how his wife or
daughter is abused by others, for they assert that no one can
commit sin below his girdle. That is their belief.’
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“Other curious doctrines, such as that incest is permissible,
even when practiced on the altar, that no one has the right to
refuse consent, that Christ risen from the dead had intercourse
with Magdalena, etc., all indicate the deterioration and confusion
of moral ideas caused by the great plagues, particularly that of
1348.”

The comment about Christ and Magdalena is of particular
interest in the light of the assertion in The Holy Blood and The Holy
Grail, and Barbara Thiering’s Jesus the Man, that there is strong his-
torical evidence to support the view that Jesus was married to Mary
Magdalene and fathered children by her. The Brethren of the Free
Spirit were undoubtedly aware of this esoteric tradition, and
regarded it as justification for their doctrine of promiscuity. As Jack
Gratus remarks in The False Messiahs: “Sexuality and messianism
are related both in theory and practice.”

In short, according to the Brethren of the Free Spirit, every
man is his own messiah. The Church did its best to stamp out these
beliefs by sword and fire, but it still took three centuries. Even
when the Free Spirits had been wiped out, the ideas continued to
exert influence. Around 1550, a man named Klaus Ludwig, who
lived in Mulhausen in Germany, formed a church in which mem-
bers were initiated by having sex with a stranger. Like so many mes-
siahs, Ludwig said he was Christ, the Son of God, and that these
things had been revealed to him. The sacrament was another name
for sex. Man was bread and woman was wine, and when they made
love, this was Holy Communion. Children born out such com-
munion were holy. And the members of his congregation could not
be killed. Ludwig’s sermons ended with the words “Be fruitful and
multiply,” and the congregation made haste to undress and obey.

Ludwig taught that sexual desire is the prompting of the Holy
Spirit, so that if a man feels desire for any woman, he should regard
it as a message from God, a viewpoint with which David Koresh
obviously concurred. If, of course, the woman happened to be a
member of Ludwig’s “Chriesterung” (or Bloodfriends), then it was
her duty to help him obey the will of the Lord, even if she was
another man’s wife.

Ludwig told the Bloodfriends to observe great secrecy and to
behave like other people. But no doubt some ot his congregation
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were eager to make converts of husbands with attractive wives. Like
the congregation in the medieval story, the Bloodfriends were
found out and put on trial, although Ludwig himself escaped. One
member of the sect’s Council of Twelve Judges admitted that he
had celebrated Holy Communion with sixteen different women.
Three Bloodfriends were executed in 1551, and the others were re-
converted to a more conventional form of Christianity.

Sabbatai Zevi, the most successful messiah since Jesus of
Nazareth, was born seventy-five years later, in 1626. A Turkish Jew,
the son of a rich merchant of Smyrna, he was trained from an early
age by rabbis, and developed a strongly religious inclination. His
teachers also seemed to have instilled in him a deep feeling that sex
was sinful; at the age of six he dreamed that his penis had been
burned by a flame, and thereafter seems to have been “tortured by
nightmarish dreams,” says his biographer Gershom Scholem. A
brilliant student, Sabbatai completed his studies by the age of fif-
teen, and thereafter plunged into a life of solitude and prayer. He
also studied the Kabbalah (the Hebrew mystical teaching) on his
own. At the age of sixteen he began to observe a fast which lasted
for six years. He already felt that he had been chosen by God for
some remarkable destiny.

His nervous parents decided that an arranged marriage might
be the solution; Sabbatai allowed himself to be led to the altar, but
refused to consummate the marriage, and his wife eventually
divorced him. A second marriage ended in the same way, for the
same reason.

Gershom Scholem acknowledges that Sabbatai was a sick man,
suffering from an extreme form of manic depression. States of exal-
tation and ecstasy were followed by periods of suicidal gloom when
he found it impossible to focus his thoughts. This condition con-
tinued for the rest of his life. His neighbors seem to have regarded
him as some kind of a madman.

The first great change in Sabbatai’s life came in 1648, when he
was twenty-two. News from Poland told of appalling massacres of Jews.
Under the leadership of the notoriously cruel Bogdan Kmelnitsky,
the Cossacks of the Ukraine, also noted for their savagery, rose against
their Polish landlords, and showed particular vengefulness towards
the Jews, who served them. All kinds of atrocities took place: some
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Jews were skinned alive, some were buried alive, some had their
hands and feet chopped off. Pregnant women were disemboweled,
women raped before their husbands, children killed in their moth-
ers’ arms. A hundred thousand Jews died, and thousands fled to
other countries, including Turkey. Ironically, the book of the
Kabbalah called the Zohar declared that 1648 would be the year in
which the dead would be restored to life.

Sabbatai seems to have been shattered by the stories of atroci-
ties, which he probably heard from the lips of witnesses. At some
point, he experienced the revelation that he was the Messiah. This
was accompanied by a curious phenomenon: his body began to
exude a pleasant, scented smell. Reproved by a doctor for using
scent, Sabbatai stripped naked to prove that the smell emanated
from his skin, then revealed to the doctor what he had so far only
confided to his family: that he was the Messiah. The smell was
proof that the Lord had anointed him.

At some time in 1648, Sabbatai scandalized all his fellow Jews
by standing up in the synagogue and pronouncing the Holy Name
of Yahweh (Jehovah) which was strictly forbidden under Jewish law.
Soon after this, he began to attract followers who regarded his fits
of mania as evidence that he had been chosen by God.

By 1651, his fellow Jews were sick of his strange behavior, and
expelled him from Smyrna. Sabbatai and his followers went to
Greece (where he had been born) and made a powerful impression
among the Greek Jews. Many of these were Marranos from Spain,
that is, Jews who had been forcibly converted to Christianity, and
who were crippled by a sense of guilt. There must have been a won-
derful sense of release in listening to this messiah who told them
that even now, God was in the process of changing and revising his
own Holy Laws—for example, that the name Yahweh must not be
pronounced aloud.

Sabbatai’s eccentricities were outrageous. On one occasion he
bought a large fish, dressed it up as a baby, and put it into a cradle;
to those who inquired, he explained that it was a symbol of the
coming Age of Pisces, when the Jews would be freed from bondage.
Worse still, he invited the rabbis of Salonika to a feast, and while
they were eating, took a Scroll of the Law into his arms as if it were
a woman, and carried it off to a marriage canopy. This suggestion
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of sexual intercourse horrified the assembly, and the rabbis lost no
time in expelling Sabbatai from the city. After that he was expelled
from Constantinople for declaring that the Ten Commandments
had been abolished.

The Sufi mystic al-Junayd said that “God brings upon those
that love him a kind of sudden and supernatural madness, in
which a man may speak and act against the directions of religion
which He has revealed from Heaven.” Scholem feels that this
explains Sabbatai’s astonishing declarations that such and such a
law could be ignored, or that certain transgressions were now sanc-
tified. In fact, when he was his normal self again, Sabbatai was
deeply shocked by the things he had done and said in his manic
state, and even sought help in expelling his “demons.”

In his absence from Smyrna the expulsion order had appar-
ently been lifted, and he returned there and stayed until 1662,
when he moved to Jerusalem. He now had a devoted band of fol-
lowers, who supported him in style. He seems to have owed his
influence as much to sheer charm as to his strange doctrines; when
in his “normal” state he radiated kindness, and gave freely—it was
his disciples’ money—to charity.

For some odd reason, Sabbatai now decided he needed a wife.
He heard about a beautiful Polish courtesan named Sarah, who
had often declared that she was destined to be the bride of the
expected Messiah. Sarah had been six years old at the time of the
pogroms in Poland, and had been placed in a convent. It was said
that she and her brother had later traveled around Europe and
indulged freely in sexual activity. When Sabbatai heard that she was
in Leghorn, in Italy, he sent twelve of his followers to ask her to
marry him. She agreed, and the marriage between the thirty-eight-
year-old man and the twenty-two-year-old girl took place in 1664.

[t was during this period that Sabbatai began to preoccupy the
thoughts of a young man called Nathan Ashkenazi, the son of a
devout Sephardic Jew of Jerusalem. Nathan’s history resembles in
many ways that of Sabbatai. He was a brilliant student at the rab-
binic school, and was married at the age of twenty. Then he began
to fast and meditate on the Kabbalah, and was rewarded with
visions of angels. “I saw visions of God all day long and all night.”
One ecstasy lasted for a whole day. As a result of his new fervor, he
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became spiritual director to many Jews in Gaza (his wife’s home)
and soon acquired an awesome reputation. Nathan seems to have
possessed such a degree of insight that he was able to read the
minds of those who came to him, and whisper their sins in their
ears.

Everything we know about Nathan suggests that he would
have been a far more appropriate Messiah than Sabbatai. He was a
visionary, an intellectual, and a man of tremendous energy and
purpose (Sabbatai was relatively weak-willed.) Yet it seems that one
of his visions revealed to him that Sabbatai was the Messiah—this
was in March 1665—but for some reason he kept this to himself,
merely revealing that he had been vouchsafed a vision of the
Messiah. This created considerable excitement, and many people
came to see him to learn more.

Now comes perhaps the strangest part of the story. Sabbatai
was in Egypt, on some kind of mission for his fellow Jews of
Jerusalem; when he heard the news about Nathan's vision, he
decided to go and see him on his way home. The meeting took
place in April 1665, and Sabbatai seems to have told Nathan that
he had come to be cured of his strange attacks of depression and
exaltation. He was staggered when Nathan told him that he was the
Messiah. His first reaction was to laugh. “I used to be a messiah,
but I abandoned it.” But in the week that followed, Nathan con-
vinced him.

They went on a tour of the tombs of Jerusalem and Hebron,
and Nathan listened to Sabbatai’s life story and became increasing-
ly convinced that he was the Anointed One who was expected.
Sabbatai remained dubious.

The next crucial event is even more mysterious. Sabbatai fell
into one of his bouts of melancholia, and went home. But Nathan,
in his capacity as spiritual director of the local Jews, went to the syn-
agogue, and sank into a kind of trance in which he began to call
upon various individuals to repent of their sins. Then a “voice was
heard”—whether it spoke through Nathan’s mouth is not clear—
ordering them to “heed Sabbatai Zevi.” When Nathan came round,
the assembled rabbis asked him what it all meant, and Nathan
announced that it meant that Sabbatai was the Messiah, and wor-
thy to be King of all Israel.
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Sabbatai, recovered from his depression, visited Nathan, and
was told what had happened. Now, at last, he himself began to be
convinced. He had spent much of his life in psychological torment;
now he began to believe that the answer lay in accepting his destiny
as the Messiah. Three days later, as he went into his manic phase,
he suddenly lost all doubt. In the synagogue, his face “shining with
radiance,” Sabbatai stood before the congregation, which saw his
majestic demeanor as proof that he was the Messiah. Apparently he
stood there for three hours, and ended by choosing twelve of the
rabbinic scholars as representatives of the twelve tribes of Israel.

Soon after this, Nathan had another vision, in which he saw a
handwritten book, from which he was allowed to copy a page,
declaring that the Messiah was Sabbatai Zevi, and that he would be
rejected and persecuted by a “mixed multitude”—a phrase suggest-
ing “children of Satan.” Like many other documents that have
claimed divine origin, this “vision” became one of the basic scrip-
tures of Sabbatai’s followers.

The Messiah, surrounded by a host of believers, now settled
down to playing his role in earnest. As a great day of religious fast-
ing approached, Sabbatai had a revelation and announced that the
festival would be abolished and celebrated as a feast. He then rode
to Jerusalem with a band of forty followers, and after riding around
the city seven times, created further scandal with his usual eccen-
tric behavior, uttering “blasphemies” and encouraging his followers
to eat forbidden kidney fat, which he blessed. The rabbis once
again expelled him.

Meanwhile, Nathan was revealing formidable gifts as a public-
ity agent, writing letters to Jewish congregations all over Europe
and the Middle East, announcing the advent of the Messiah, and
comparing him to Simon Bar Kochbar. The tremendous sensation
caused by these letters was due to their sheer conviction, and to
Nathan’s highly developed literary faculty. But it was also true, as
pointed out earlier in this chapter, that there was already a mood
of messianic expectation, among Christians as well as Jews.
Christians noted that the number of the Beast in Revelation was
666, and felt that it was inconceivable that the year 1666 could pass
without some earth-shaking event. But since the prophecies also

declared that the Millennium could not take place until the Jews
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had become united in Palestine, many Christians felt that the
arrival of a Jewish Messiah would be the first step towards
Armageddon. There were rumors of great armies on the march in
the Middle East.

This explains why, when Sabbatai decided to return to
Smyrna, as a first step in his mission to become King of the World,
his progress caused wide excitement, and he was greeted every-
where by huge crowds. Aleppo, for example, treated him with cere-
monial reverence. As the news of this progress reached Europe,
Jews danced in the streets, and many sold all they had to prepare
for Heaven on Earth, where it would be unnecessary to pursue a
trade or work for a living.

Meanwhile, Sabbatai had arrived quietly in Smyrna in
September 1665 and to begin with, conducted himself with unusu-
al decorum, giving the impression that he had turned over a new
leaf. His manic depressive illness was in its quiet phase. But by
December, when a delegation of admirers from Aleppo arrived to
pay homage, he was again in his manic phase, and his feverish exal-
tation again swept everyone away. There was an outbreak of what
we would now call mass hysteria; dozens of people began to prophe-
cy and see visions; pillars of fire were particularly popular. Stories
of miracles began to circulate.

When the orthodox rabbis met to decide what to do about the
menace, Sabbatai ordered a day of public prayer, which the major-
ity of Smyrna’s Jews observed. Sabbatai attended the synagogue
dressed in magnificent robes, leading a procession that would have
been worthy of a Pope; as usual, he pronounced the forbidden
name of God aloud, and blessed the believers with a royal scepter.
On December 14, he proclaimed himself the Messiah, and went on
to distribute royal titles among his followers, with the implication
that they could take possession of their kingdoms immediately
after the Millennium. Smyrna went into festive mood. Visitors
poured in from surrounding towns and cities, and delegations
arrived to offer homage.

Totally convinced that God would intervene to ensure the suc-
cess of his mission, Sabbatai now embarked for Constantinople,
preceded by letters that reported signs and miracles. Constan-
tinople was soon in the same state of feverish expectation as
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Smyrna. The commercially-minded saw the opportunity of profit,
and began churning out letters full of even more preposterous
reports, which were sold to gullible enthusiasts. Even Constan-
tinople’s Christians shared the excitement.

The ship carrying the Messiah was having problems; bad
weather extended the voyage from the usual two weeks to more
than a month. Meanwhile, rabbis hostile to Sabbatai told the
Grand Vizier, Ahmed Koprulu, that a false messiah was on his way,
and that his aim was to overthrow Sultan Mehmet IV. The Vizier
was not greatly alarmed, since it was obvious that the Messiah had
no army. But he was concerned about the disruption of the com-
mercial life of the city by all this religious excitement. So Sabbatai’s
ship was met far out at sea, and on February 8, 1666, he was
brought ashore under arrest.

Everyone expected him to be immediately executed. But when
he was brought before the Grand Vizier (the Sultan was out of
town), his charm and obvious intelligence again served him in good
stead. His Arabic was perfect, and the Vizier was a cultured man
who loved the language. When he asked Sabbatai if it was true he
was a messiah, Sabbatai replied that he was simply a Jewish scholar
collecting money for the poor. But the behavior of the believers—
they had sent deputations to the Vizier—made it clear that this was
not entirely true. Large sums of money were paid by the faithful to
ensure the Messiah’s comfort and to obtain visiting rights.

Meanwhile, outbreaks of “prophecy” were occurring in
Constantinople, just as earlier in Smyrna, and crowds filled the
city, hoping to see the imprisoned Messiah. The Vizier, having no
time to devote to his prisoner (he was busy provisioning a fleet to
invade Crete and eject the Venetians) and concerned at the increas-
ing excitement, had Sabbatai transferred to a fortress on the other
side of the Dardanelles, in Gallipoli. Visitors flocked there, and
Sabbatai went into one of his manic phases and issued new laws
and commands. He was virtually holding court.

Far from losing strength, the messianic movement continued
to grow. The “prophet” Nathan was expected to arrive from Gaza
any day, and there was a general feeling that the Messiah’s impris-
onment was a minor episode that would end in the triumphant
accomplishment of his mission.
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Instead, there was totally unexpected disaster. The cause was
the arrival of a Polish rabbi named Nehemiah Kohin, who wanted
to indulge in theological argument. Some sources declare that he
believed himself to be the Messiah, but the likelier version of the
story is that he was a narrow and literal-minded man who was
impervious to Sabbatai’s charm, and who proceeded to attack his
pretensions to being the Anointed One.

Sabbatai seems to have made the mistake of defending him-
self. After three days of increasingly acrimonious argument,
Nehemiah flung himself out of the room, shouting angrily at the
guards that he wanted to become a Muslim. He was taken before
the Sultan (or, more probably, one of his officials), where he
renounced Judaism and “took the turban.” The motive of the con-
version soon became apparent when he went on to lay all kinds of
charges against Sabbatai Zevi, from sexual debauchery and tram-
pling on the holy books to the intention of overthrowing the state.
He obviously felt that he would stand a better chance of ruining
Sabbatai as a Muslim than as a Jew. After that he returned to
Poland, where he “repented” and returned to Judaism.

On September 15, 1666, Sabbatai Zevi was brought to
Adrianople, where the court had moved. Excited Jews laid carpets
in the streets, convinced that this was the moment when the
Messiah would dethrone the Sultan. When a Frenchman made a
mocking remark, one of the Jews told him: “Before long you will be
our slaves, by the power of the Messiah.”

Sabbatai was taken before the Privy Council, with the Sultan
watching from a latticed alcove. There are conflicting accounts of
what took place, but the likeliest is that Sabbatai had been told in
the utmost detail how he would be tortured to death if he refused
to renounce Judaism. Under these difficult circumstances, he dis-
played his usual weakness and passivity. He declared that he was
not the Messiah, and that he wanted to become a Muslim. One
account has him throwing down his Jewish cap and spitting on it
before he allowed the turban to be placed on his head.

Most reports also seem to agree that he described his disciples
in uncomplimentary terms. The Sultan graciously accepted the
convert, giving him the new name of Mehemit Effendi, and the
post of gatekeeper at fifty ecus (or silver dollars) per month. He was

89

[ e



The Millennium Cometh

then taken to the bath, and clothed in “robes of honor,” after
which he was presented with three purses each containing 500
ecus, as well as other generous gifts. The apostasy of such a famous
“Messiah” was quite a catch for Islam.

When the Turks announced the apostasy, the Jews at first
refused to believe it; but when Jewish sources confirmed it, there
was no alternative. The Jews were shattered; they had believed that
two thousand years of misery and slavery were about to end in spec-
tacular triumph, and now there was this miserable anticlimax that
made them a laughingstock. Christians and Muslims jeered at the
Jews of Constaninople so unmercifully that most of them hid in
their homes for days.

It seemed unbelievable. They had been prepared to hear of
Sabbatai’s triumph, or of his cruel martyrdom; but this cowardly
conversion was merely unseemly and slightly comic. Lampoons
began to appear in which Sabbatai and his prophet Nathan were
represented as cheats and crooks, and many shamefaced believers
had to agree.

When the initial disappointment had passed, the Jews of
Constantinople realized that they had good reason to be relieved.
Their attitude to the “infidel” before Sabbatai’s conversion
amounted to rebellion, and many at first expected a pogrom. (In
fact, letters reveal that the Sultan was preparing a pogrom if
Sabbatai had insisted on martyrdom.) The fact that Sabbatai’s con-
version had diverted the anger of the Turks was cause for rejoicing;
in fact, it was not long before some of them were suggesting that
Sabbatai had only pretended to be converted, in order to save his
fellow Jews.

Further away, in places like Hamburg and Amsterdam, believ-
ers had no doubt that Sabbatai had either not converted, or that
he had done so for the best of motives. Others insisted that
Sabbatai had ascended into heaven, and that only his shadow
remained on earth.

The great question now was how the prophet Nathan would
react to the apostasy. The answer was that, after his first stunned
reaction, Nathan began to search the Kabbalistic texts, and soon
came up with obscure references that showed that the Messiah
would have to apostatize before he fulfilled his mission. So Nathan
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was able to proclaim, as if nothing had happened: “ . . . without any
doubt, this is the year of our salvation, and our redemption is at
hand.”

This would come about, he explained, in the spring of the fol-
lowing year, 1667. But when this time came and went without signs
or portents, Nathan applied his ingenuity to explaining why the
Messiah had to apostatize in order to complete his mission. Faced
with the possibility that his own visions and ecstasies had been self-
deception, Nathan preferred to continue to believe. He seems to
have regarded Sabbatai’s apostasy rather as the disciples of Jesus
regarded his crucifixion—as a mystical event that could only be
understood if it was recognized as a total necessity.

[t is unfortunate that we have no reliable account of what hap-
pened when Nathan finally met Sabbatai, sometime in mid-1667.
But the old magic was clearly as powerful as ever, and Nathan
departed on a mission to Rome, financed by Sabbatai. He
remained a total believer for the rest of his days, as did many of
Sabbatai’s most vociferous supporters in Smyrna.

As to Sabbatai, who had been converted to Islam at the age of
forty, he lived on for another ten years in Adrianople, continuing
to have manic attacks in which he declared himself the Messiah,
and behaving with his inimitable eccentricity. The faithful who set-
tled in Turkey also converted to Islam, and frequently met with
Sabbatai, who frequently received new revelations. Visitors were
deeply impressed by the radiance of his face during his visions, and
left with no doubt that they had seen the Messiah.

In 1671 he decided to divorce his wife Sarah, who had also
become a Muslim; according to Nathan, it was because she was con-
stantly picking quarrels with him. Then, after becoming betrothed to
a gitl named Esther, the daughter of a rabbi, he had another depres-
sive phase, and took Sarah back again. Nathan, who had returned to
his master, had been delighted to see Sarah rejected—he had never
liked her—and he was correspondingly sorry to see her taken back.

In 1672, Sabbatai was in trouble again—this time for uttering
blasphemies against Islam in one of his manic phases. He was
imprisoned, and for a while, in danger of being executed. The
Sultan and Grand Vizier were getting tired of their guest’s bizarre
conduct, and of his hordes of disciples. After one of these had paid
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a large bribe to have the Messiah’s life spared, Sabbatai was exiled
to Dulcigno on the Adriatic, in what is now the former Yugoslavia.
Some disciples followed him there as Nathan preferred to travel
around like St. Paul, trying to gain converts.

When Sarah died in 1674, at the age of thirty-two, Sabbatai
renewed his engagement to Esther. Unfortunately, she also died
before she could join him in exile, although Sabbatai declared that
if he was allowed to view her body, he would resurrect her.

Then, in 1675, Sabbatai married again, this time a girl called
Michal, the daughter of a Greek scholar. This new marriage again
raised the hopes of thousands of faithful followers, who continued
to believe that the Messiah’s divine mission would be accomplished
at any moment. In fact, there was yet another wave of messianic
expectation in 1675.

In the following year, Sabbatai had another manic phase, when
he ascended a tower—probably a mosque—and burst into song and
prophecy, enraging the Turks. But they had decided to treat him as a
privileged maniac. More certain than ever that he was the Messiah,
Sabbatai wrote letters to believers ordering them to combine the feasts
of Passover and the Tabernacle, and announcing that he was Jehovah.

A few months later on September 17, 1676, Sabbatai died at
the age of fifty, leaving the believers once more in a state of confu-
sion and bewilderment. Nathan was totally dismayed, and sank
into a state of melancholia. Then, possibly reflecting that Jesus’s
influence became more powerful after reports of the resurrection,
Nathan recovered, and announced that Sabbatai’s death was not
real, but merely a temporary “occultation.” Nathan continued to
preach his message to thousands of believers until his death in
Macedonia in January 1680, at the age of thirty-six.

The most fascinating question remains. Why was Nathan so
besotted with Sabbatai? There was, as we have noted, a sense in which
he was better qualified to become the Messiah than his easygoing and
unworldly master. Nathan was a' far more forceful character than
Sabbatai—brilliant, eloquent, profoundly religious, a born organizer.
Yet every time he talked to Sabbatai, he seemed to fall under a spell.

The answer, [ would suggest, is quite simple. Sabbatai seemed
to be in the grip of some force greater than himself. When this
force possessed him, he became transformed. Nathan was an
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intellectual, who suffered from our modern complaint: self-divi-
sion, Hamlet’s disease. But when Sabbatai became “possessed,” he
seemed to become an instrument of the power of God.

Oddly enough, the thinker who was probably best qualified to
understand this was Friedrich Nietzsche, who regarded himself as
an atheist. Nietzsche’s first book, The Birth of Tragedy, written in
1872 when was a young professor at Basel, is devoted to the ecstasy
induced by the Greek god Dionysus, whose followers become “pos-
sessed.” Nietzsche wrote of “the blissful ecstasy that arises from the
innermost depths of man, nay, of nature, at the collapse of the prin-
cipium individuationis,” that is, the principle of individuality.

Nietzsche was writing from his own experience. As a medical
orderly in the Franco-Prussian war, he had been walking back to his
quarters, exhausted and depressed after a day tending the wounded
and dying, when he heard the sound of approaching horses, and
stood back to allow them to pass. It was his old regiment, and as he
watched them galloping past, on their way to battle, perhaps to death,
he was seized by a tremendous exaltation, which expressed itself in the
words: “The strongest and the highest will to life does not lie in the
puny struggle to exist, but in the Will to war, the Will to Power.”

Understandably, we dismiss the notion as dangerous and illog-
ical. A society based on such principles would soon degenerate into
fascism or anarchy. Yet most of us can also place ourselves behind
Nietzsche’s eyes and understand his feelings as his regiment rode
past: an upsurge of vitality that seems to contradict our normal
moral standards. It is as if the everyday personality, with its doubts
and inhibitions, dissolved away. Nietzsche had once experienced
the same thing in a thunderstorm, and wrote later: “Pure Will,
without the confusions of intellect—how happy, how free.”

This is what Sabbatai Sevi must have experienced when he felt
“possessed.” In such moments, the Jewish moral code, with its inhi-
bitions and prohibitions, most have seemed to him absurd. Like
the Brethren of the Free Spirit, he felt suddenly impelled to deny
the old morality. He may well have felt that Islam suited him better
than Judaism, since it had fewer laws and prohibitions.

But what is really involved here is not a matter of morality or
immorality. It is a question of the individual’s attitude to himself.
Nathan felt weak and self-divided. He wanted a purpose that would
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unite him. When he first heard of Sabbatai, and his strange moods
of ecstasy, he must have felt that such a person could well be the
Messiah. That is why he was obsessed by Sabbatai long before he
met him. And when he met him, he had no doubt. This man who
seemed so gentle and good-natured, so free of self-division, could at
times become the vessel of the Holy Spirit. Unlike Nathan, he had
the power to speak with God.

Yet to understand the essential difference between Nathan and
Sabbatai, the disciple and the master, we have to understand that
it is not a matter of temperaments, but of two modes of being. We
humans are essentially passive. We are born into a world of author-
ity figures: parents and teachers and guardians of the law. Most of
us would like to become successes, figures who command respect.
But we cannot afford to be too different from everyone else. That
would mean rejection.

In fact, there are some figures who, whether they like it or not,
are forced to tread the road of rejection. They may be artists or
thinkers or scientists who feel impelled to break with the old tradi-
tion, and take some new path. If they succeed in persuading others
to see the world as they see it, then they become the “tradition”
that influences succeeding generations.

As often as not, the struggle is painful, even self-destructive.
But the people who have trodden this path see the world quite dif-
ferently from their fellow men. Their actions seem to spring from
a force inside themselves. Nietzsche called such people “self-rolling
wheels.” They do not, for example, ask, “Why has fate sent this mis-
fortune?” or “Why has God allowed this tragedy to happen?,” for
they are aware of the will as a positive force, and are also aware that
most people have an attitude of passivity that makes them unaware
of their own strength.

Most religion is based upon the passive attitude. We are help-
less puppets in the hands of fate. We are swept along by forces that
are far bigger than we are. And if we happen to be religiously
inclined, then we look for an organization in which we feel com-
fortable, surrounded by other believers. Most of us are natural
followers or disciples.

In fact, the difference between the passive and the active atti-
tudes is as thin as a sheet of paper. It is merely a change of viewpoint.
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In most religions it is called “enlightenment.” There is a Zen story
of a monk whose attitude towards religion was too analytical and
intellectual, and who was simply unable to grasp what his master
meant by enlightenment. One day, as he and the master stood on
a balcony overlooking a pond, the master suddenly pushed him
into the water. And as he came up, spluttering and gasping, the
monk shouted: “Now 1 understand!” His point of view had
changed instantly from the passive to the active. This is also what
Buckminster Fuller meant when he commented: “I seem to be a
verb.”

[t is only when we understand this that we can grasp the basic
difference between Nathan and Sabbatai, and understand that it is
perhaps the most fundamentally important difference that can
exist between one human being and another.
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THREE

THE PSYCHOLOGY OF DISCIPLESHIP

In the mid-1970s, I began to correspond with an American
professor who worked at a place called the Ukiah Institute in
California. He seemed to be a pleasant and intelligent man, and
one day he and his wife turned up to see us in Cornwall. It was
then that I was amazed to discover that he and his “wife” (they were
not actually married) had been members of the cult of the Rev. Jim
Jones. In fact, they were not even sure that their two children had
been fathered by the professor.

They explained that in the early days of Jones’s community, there
were group marriages in which several men had several wives, and vice
versa. They also said that after Jones’s death, many of the group left
in California believed that he was still alive, and that he would come
back to kill them. What struck me as strange was that they both
seemed intelligent and well-educated people, and would certainly
have passed anywhere for a normal middle class couple. It was hard to
believe that they had been followers of a man who declared he was
God, and who openly treated his female disciples as his harem.

Fortunately we have a book by an ex-disciple who goes to some
lengths to explain how she and her husband became believers.

In Six Years With God, Jeannie Mertle describes how she and
her husband, Al Mertle, were persuaded by their local minister to
visit a congregation called the People’s Temple, in Redwood Valley,
California. It was run by the Reverend Jim Jones, a minister with a
reputation as a liberal and anti-racist, who was also revered as a
healer.
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First impressions were good. There was a huge congregation—
over five hundred—meeting in a church built to look like a barn.
The choir sounded professional, a requirement recognized by all
American evangelists from Billy Graham to Jimmy Swaggart. To lis-
ten to firstclass singing gets the congregation into a good mood,
and helps to undermine the sense of boredom that is associated
with religious services. Then a large choir of young children, both
black and white, came forward, and sang with warmth and enthu-
siasm. Jeannie was impressed, thinking of her own self-centered
children and step-children, as she watched these radiant youngsters
who were learning about social justice and love.

The next stage was less impressive. A long queue of people tes-
tified to how their pastor had healed them of various ailments,
including cancer. One woman described how, during a church
meeting, the Rev. Jones had suddenly cried out: “Someone needs
me,” and rushed to the house of a man who lay on the floor with
a bullet hole in his forehead. She described how Jones had cradled
the man’s head in his lap, and how a bullet had fallen out of his
head on the floor, and he had regained consciousness. It all sound-
ed preposterous to Jeannie.

Worse was to come. Jim Jones, a big man with long black side-
burns, and wearing dark glasses and a maroon turtle-neck sweater,
began speaking about religion in a way that seemed blasphemous.
In a powerful, deep voice he declared that slave owners had forced
black people to accept the King James Bible, and that “any black
person who still believes in the Bible is a sellout.” As he
denounced the Bible for contradictions, his language became so
foul that the Mertles were shocked, and expected to see him struck
down by lightning. As if reading their minds, Jones looked at the
sky and shouted: “If there is a God in heaven, let him strike me
dead.” When, after a silence, nothing happened, the congregation
burst into relieved laughter.

For hour after hour Jones preached doctrines that sounded
dangerously subversive to the Mertles. Jones praised the Black
Panthers and attacked the Vietnam war and government corrup-
tion. Then he told the congregation that he had seen, by divine rev-
elation, the destruction of civilization in a nuclear war; the only
survivors would be his followers, whom he would lead into a cave.
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This impressed the Mertles, who were worried about nuclear war.
Nevertheless, Jones struck them as repellently coarse.

The preacher went on to demonstrate that he appeared to have
some occult insight into the lives of people in the audience and
into their personal problems, sometimes describing details of their
homes which they hastened to verify. One woman was told that a
pain in her stomach was cancer, but that Jones would make it pass
out via her bowels; she was taken to the toilet with a nurse, and in
a few minutes, the nurse returned holding a mass of smelly flesh
which she claimed the woman had defecated.

After hours of this, the Mertles were exhausted and bored, but
then the church provided a magnificent hot meal for everyone, dur-
ing which Jones sermonized. As the congregation finally left, ush-
ers began setting up chairs for another service. Jones’s energy
seemed inexhaustible.

The Mertles felt they had had enough of the People’s Temple.
But a flood of friendly letters arrived in their mailbox, together
with candy, and they both began to have odd dreams about Jones.
The day-long service haunted their imagination. Jeannie was an
orthodox Christian; Al was an agnostic with a strong liberal bias.
But when Jeannie looked up the Bible to check on Jones’s allega-
tions of errors and contradictions, she found he was invariably cor-
rect. Six weeks later, the Mertles went back, to be greeted by Jones
with a warm smile and handshake: “We were all hoping you'd
return.”

The notion that five hundred people had been thinking about
the Mertles was flattering. Listening this time with her critical bar-
riers down, Jeannie found Jones’s sermon inspiring. The Mertle’s
children also enjoyed themselves. Suddenly, they were “in,” part of
a warm and friendly environment in which they felt perfectly at
home. It was like being back in the womb.

The Mertles soon decided to sell their home and move the 120
miles to Redwood Valley. Their new home was beautiful. When
they discovered they had serious sewage problems, a large male con-
tingent from the congregation turned up and spent a day digging
new sewers, refusing to accept any payment other than a meal.
Everyone was friendly and supportive. It seemed too good to be
true.
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A few doubts began to arise when Jeannie witnessed a session
called “catharsis,” in which church members were castigated for var-
ious faults; one was a woman who had simply gone for a hot dog
with a new member. In the “healing service” that followed, Jeannie
found herself wondering whether the “cancer” that had been defe-
cated was really what it was supposed to be.

A few days later Jeannie’s doubts suddenly vanished. Her eight-
year-old son Eddie collapsed with a heart ailment, and as she drove
to the hospital, Jeannie prayed that Jim Jones would heal him.
When the doctor examined the child, he could find nothing
wrong; the heart problem had vanished. Now Jeannie had her own
“miracle” to describe in front of the congregation.

By 1971, Jones was beginning to show the first signs of the
paranoia that always, sooner or later, seems to afflict rogue messi-
ahs. The public was no longer to be freely admitted to services,
because some mysterious group was trying to discredit Jones. He
had to be notified well in advance of any visitor to the Temple, and
he would “determine by revelation” whether that person was a
“spy.”

All members of the congregation had to endlessly write letters,
like the ones that had brought the Mertles into the Temple.
Thousands of letters were written to help defeat a political candi-
date of whom Jones disapproved, and he was duly defeated. But
when Jeannie's boss discovered she was writing such letters on
office time, she was sacked. Now she was enrolled as a full-time
church worker on a monthly salary.

Jones’s paranoid side became evident after another “miracle.”
When, one evening, there was not enough food to feed everyone,
Jones announced that he was blessing the food in order to multi-
ply it, as Jesus had done with the loaves and fishes; soon, large
plates of fried chicken were carried out from the kitchen. One
member joked that he had seen the chicken brought in buckets
from the Kentucky Fried Chicken stand earlier that evening. Later,
Jones denounced him for lying, then added: “He is paying for it—
he is now vomiting.” An hour later, the offender staggered out of
the lavatory looking pale and exhausted. Jeannie was to learn later
that Jones was capable of slipping poison into the food of those he
wished to chastise.
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Soon Jeannie herself was in trouble. She allowed some young
student teachers, unconnected with the Temple, to give her chil-
dren lessons. The Temple Planning Commission took this amiss,
and the Mertles were sternly criticized for allowing their children to
be taught by “morally unsuitable” outsiders, and pressured until
they reversed their decision. But when ordered to sell tickets for a
church event, Al Mertle got angry when told he would have to pay
for them himself if he failed to sell them, and refused. Small irri-
tations like these made them decide to quit the Temple. Jones
immediately spent an evening with them, talking with all his
remarkable persuasiveness, but the Mertles declined to be swayed.
However, when their children refused to leave the church, the
Mertles capitulated and returned, to warm embraces and assur-
ances of affection.

One sunny afternoon, as everyone sat outdoors eating a picnic
lunch, there were shots from a nearby woodland area, and Jones
slumped forward over the table. After a few moments he sat up, his
face twisted with pain, and declared: “I'm not ready to die yet.”
Then he walked slowly into the church, explaining that he had neu-
tralized the bullets in his body. But on a later occasion, when bul-
lets crashed in through a window of the dining hall and Jones
clutched his head, it was obvious to everyone that the bullets had
not gone anywhere near him; in fact, one of his henchmen was
seen sneaking away holding a rifle. By that time, the Mertles had
come to recognize that Jones organized his own “miracles.”

Jones’s fundamental lack of self-control was revealed when a
black male, whose family had been looked after by the community,
came out of jail. After a two-hour sermon, Jones asked him what he
thought of the community.

The man replied courteously, thanking Jones for his kindness
and help, but then went on to say that he disliked the hero worship
Jones was trying to instill into the community, and that he and his
wife therefore intended to leave. Jones lost his temper and called
him an ungrateful bastard, then asked the wife if she intended to
leave the community. She explained that she had to stick by her
husband. At this, Jones exploded with rage, ordering his hench-
men to “take that ungrateful family to the bus station. Do not give
them one penny.”
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Everyone present was upset; it was the first time many began
to suspect that their idol had feet of clay. After accompanying the
family to the bus station at two in the morning, Jeannie suddenly
felt a surge of hatred for Jim Jones.

In 1972, Jones began to institute an even more authoritarian
regime. All church members were ordered to cut their hair short,
and a squad of barbers enforced this.

When Jones heard that Father Divine (a black Messiah who
claimed to be God) had died, he decided to win over his congrega-
tion in Philadelphia. Jones took his whole community, in buses, to
Philadelphia, and preached a sermon praising Father Divine and
declaring that he, Jim Jones, was practicing his teachings.

But when, the following day, Jones used his second sermon to
invite Father Divine’s followers to desert him and follow Jones to
California, they ordered Jones out. A dozen of his followers
returned to California, and Jones used this as an excuse to tell his
own followers that from now on, they were to address him as
“Father,” and show him the same kind of respect that Father
Divine had commanded. In fact, Father Divine’s followers soon
left, disgusted by Jones’s attacks on their dead leader; but Jones still
insisted on being called “Father.”

Now Jones selected six bodyguards who accompanied him
everywhere. He told his followers that in previous incarnations he
had been the Buddha, the Bab (founder of the Bahai faith), Jesus,
and Lenin, but hinted that in this latest incarnation, he was now
God.

When he opened a church in San Francisco, he had some
excuse for paranoia when the newspapers began to attack his pre-
tensions, particularly his claim that he could raise the dead. He
made his followers picket one offending newspaper for three days,
until all were in a state of exhaustion. Eventually, the newspaper
agreed to print, unedited, Jones’s side of the story. The resulting
publicity brought in many more followers from all over America,
such that Jones was able to open another church in Los Angeles.

An encounter with a nineyear-old boy who was discovered to
be the leader of a gang of thieves revealed the shaky foundation of
Jones’s authority. The boy was ordered to stand in front of the con-
gregation, and asked if he knew stealing was a sin. “Only if you get
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caught,” said the child. After several more unsuccessful attempts to
browbeat him, Jones told him he could strike him dead. The boy
folded his arms and said: “Go ahead.”

Jones now whispered in the ear of one of his guards, who went
out and fetched a glass of water. The boy obediently drank it. Jones
made passes over him and asked him if he really wanted to die. The
boy now looked ill, but remained defiant. He was given another
glass of water. Suddenly, he collapsed. Jones ordered him to be car-
ried out, then told the congregation: “Don’t worry. Anthony won’t
remain dead.”

Later, as the boy recovered consciousness, Jones ordered the
lights to be turned out, then whispered to the boy that he, Jones,
was the devil, and this was hell. The child fainted. For the rest of
the night, church members were ordered to make noises like the
damned in hell every time he woke up. The next day, terrified, the
boy agreed never to steal again.

Soon after this, Jones publicly rebuked a member who had got-
ten drunk. The man defended himself by citing others who drank.
Jones now asked them all if they thought it was fair to sit by quiet-
ly while he criticized someone else for drinking, and ordered that
everyone who drank should bend over and receive three blows
from a leather belt. Jeannie was astonished because the Temple had
no rule against social drinking. But, along with dozens of others,
she bent over and allowed herself to be beaten with a belt.

Next a teenage schoolgirl named Kathy was rebuked for getting
bad grades. One of the “counselors” asked her if it was because she
had sex on her mind. She looked blank and denied it. Now others
began suggesting that she had a lesbian fixation on her sister. Soon
the girl’'s own stepmother was urging her to confess, to put an end
to the grilling. Kathy ended by saying what they wanted, that she
wanted to suck her sister’s vagina and have her sister suck hers.
After this session, Jeannie was so disgusted that she stopped being
a counselor.

For a long time Jones had been having sex with church mem-
bers who attracted him—he seems to have been bisexual—but he now
passed out a questionnaire which included the question: “Do you
want to have sex with Father!” Jeannie wrote “No,” but the many
members who wrote “Yes” were later called by Jones’s secretary and

48




The Psychology of Discipleship

told: “If Father feels you will be helped by relating to him more
closely, you will be contacted.” Soon after, Jones told his followers
that sex was forbidden (except with him) either in or out of mar-
riage. Jones’s wife Marceline stood in front of the congregation and
stated that she had decided that, for the good of the cause, she was
willing to share her husband with other women. After this, Jones
bragged publicly about the number of women he had satisfied.
(Oddly enough, although his following consisted largely of blacks,
he only slept with white women.)

As his power mania increased, Jones’s behavior became steadi-
ly more outrageous. One night, after a follower named Clifford had
dozed off during a long harangue, Jones secured from his wife the
admission that her husband was prudish about oral sex. Jones then
turned to a shy black girl, and ordered her to remove her knickers
and allow Clifford to “suck her pussy.” The girl was so paralyzed
with embarrassment that Jones relented. Then another black girl—
she was having her period—offered to take her place, and lay down
on a table with her legs apart. Clifford at first refused, but was final-
ly bullied into performing cunnilingus on her; after this he
stormed out in a rage.

By 1974, Jones was obsessed by sex, dragging it into every
counseling session. “I get so tired of women begging me to fuck
them. The next woman will get a fucking like she’s never had
before. My organ is so big she’ll be sore for a week.” He added:
“When I fuck a woman I go on for eight or nine hours.” The story
about the size of his organ was disproved one day when he was
relieving himself behind a blanket held by two women, and one
accidentally dropped her corner, and revealed to the congregation
that his member was of average size. Jones excused his lie by
explaining that he had to maintain a certain image for the good of
the cause.

He also “related to” male followers, announcing that every
man was basically homosexual and secretly longed for a male lover.
One day he accused one of the men of being so filthy that he had
given him a rash. The man was ordered to lower his trousers, pull
open his buttocks, and display himself to the audience. Most of the
women averted their eyes. But those who peered obediently into
the orifice said they could see no sign of a rash.
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On another occasion, when Jones asked everyone who had
had sex with him to raise their hands, one man blushed and looked
away. Jones lost no time in rebuking him. “You weren’t ashamed
when you were squealing with delight as we were fucking the other
night, were you Harry?” Harry hastened to confess that he had
been fully satisfied.

Beating also became a part of the public ceremonies, and Jones
had a special “beating board” constructed. On one occasion,
Jeannie Mertle was forced to look on as her own sixteen-year-old
daughter was publicly flogged with seventy-five lashes for hugging
her boyfriend. When members began to sneak out before the “dis-
ciplines” began, Jones posted guards on the doors, and even for-
bade people to use the lavatory during the beatings. One woman
who urgently needed to defecate was made to do it in a tin can in
front of everyone.

From Jeannie’s account, it is difficult to understand why the
Mertles stayed in the Temple so long. They were pressured into
making sacrifice after sacrifice—their home, their savings, their pri-
vacy—and suffered humiliation after humiliation, even being forced
to write false confessions to all kinds of sexual misdemeanors—Al
Mertle had to admit to seducing a teenager who lived with them.

But it was when Jones refused to pay Jeannie her salary, and
the Mertles were threatened with starvation, that they decided they
had to leave. Their seventeen-year-old daughter Linda elected to
stay.

The Mertles were now subjected to all kinds of intimidation,
threats and blackmail. They were told that the Black Muslims,
Mafia, and Black Panthers had all been instructed to get them.
Even after they had moved to Berkeley, Temple guards came and
stood outside their home with folded arms. They were bombarded
with anonymous hate mail. When Jeannie wrote a letter to cam-
paigner Ralph Nader—he had been photographed shaking hands
with Jones—the church found out within days, and its representa-
tive was on the telephone to the Mertles uttering more threats.

Meanwhile, Jones seemed to be winning over all the influen-
tial politicians in California, and was appointed Chairman of the
Housing Commission. But it was only when the Mertles’ daughter
Linda defected from the Temple, and told them how much worse
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things had become since they left that they decided it was time to
campaign actively against Jones.

At first, no one would listen because Jones was now too well
connected with politicians. There were two things in their favor:
first, investigative journalists are always ready to attack those who
have become too successful; second, the paranoid Jones was bound
to contribute to his own downfall.

This happened when he heard rumors that the magazine New
West intended to print an article criticizing him, and ordered his
followers to flood it with thousands of protest letters. The editor
resented this attempt at intimidation. Then there was a break-in at
the magazine and a first draft of the article was stolen. Jeannie took
the opportunity to ring a reporter on the magazine and tell her
story. Other defectors decided to join her. On July 17, 1977, a long
article appeared telling about the beatings, the blackmail, the
forced confessions. The Mertles braced themselves for more threats
of violence, and possibly for these threats to be carried out. Instead,
all threats suddenly ceased.

Since 1973, Jones had been building himself a haven in
Guyana, in South America, which he liked to refer to as the
Promised Land. He assured his followers that it was beautiful, tem-
perate, and safe; in fact, it was a hot, steamy climate, and the jun-
gle surrounding Jonestown (his name for the property) was full of
snakes, crocodiles, and mosquitoes.

Jones made a blunder during his first public relations exercise
there, ordering one of his aides to fake a stomach cancer, which he
would then “cure.” (The Mertles discovered that Jones used chick-
en livers to simulate the tumors.) The press saw through the “mir-
acle,” and Guyanan government officials declined to try and sup-
press the bad publicity that followed.

Jones’s reaction to the newspaper attacks—the New West
denunciation was followed by one in Newsweek—was to order his fol-
lowers to move to Jonestown en masse. Within weeks, the Redwood
Valley and San Francisco settlements were deserted, and Jonestown
had a population of more than a thousand. There they lived in one-
room shacks and in overcrowded dormitories, and discipline was
stricter than ever. Jones had loudspeakers installed all over the
camp, and these blared out his sermons and messages for an
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average of six hours a day. Jones talked endlessly about conspiracies
against him, and declared that if the government tried to interfere,
he and his followers would commit mass suicide. Once a week, all
eleven hundred followers were gathered together, as if for a fire
drill, and made to rehearse the mass suicide.

The beginning of the end came on November 14, 1978, when
California congressman Leo Ryan asked the U.S. federal authori-
ties to intervene. An ex-Temple member had described how his son
had been killed under mysterious circumstances after he had left
the Temple, and had asked Ryan’s help in getting his granddaugh-
ters back from Guyana. Ryan had agreed, and soon other families
were asking for his help in similar cases. Now Ryan agreed to go
and see for himself, and to make sure that no one was being held
in Jonestown against his will.

At first the Guyanan immigration authorities were obstruc-
tive, and Jones’s lawyer Mark Lane equally so; it took Ryan and his
entourage of journalists three days to reach Jonestown. There, in
the middle of the night, they were introduced to Jones, who looked
exhausted and sick—"“like a man in decay,” said one witness—but
still wearing his trademark sun glasses.

Nevertheless, he was polite, and gave the Congressman’s group a
meal, then laid on a rock concert for them. A woman slipped a note
into the hand of one reporter, begging his help in getting her and
three others back to America; he quickly concealed it. Other people
took reporters aside and told them stories of brutal punishments.
Finally, twenty people asked Ryan to take them back with him.

In a long press interview, Jones played down the beatings, but
admitted freely to having many mistresses and illegitimate children.
Asked if it was true that married couples were ordered not to have
sex he replied: “Bullshit. Thirty babies have been born here since
last year.” In front of TV cameras he became increasingly hysterical.
“I've given my life for my people. I live for my people.”

Ryan seems to have recognized the menace in the air, for in a
speech at dinner, he declared, “There are many people here who
believe this is the best thing that ever happened to them,” and
there was frenzied clapping.

On the afternoon of Saturday November 18, trucks drove
Ryan’s party, including defectors, to the airport. Before they left
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Jonestown, one of Jones’s followers had tried to cut Ryan’s throat,
but had been overpowered. But as the reporters prepared to board
the plane, a dump truck and a tractor drew up. Jones, together with
three men holding guns jumped off and began to shoot. Ryan’s face
was shot off; cameraman Bob Brown was killed as he continued to
film, his brains spattering his camera. Two other journalists and
two defectors were killed. Many more were wounded. One of the
two planes had succeeded in taking off, but only after a member of
Jones’s entourage, who had pretended to be a defector, had forced
his way on board and shot two defectors.

All that night, the survivors waited in terror, expecting Jones’s
men to come and finish them off. In fact, Jones had driven straight
back to Jonestown and, after a long and incoherent sermon, ordered
all his followers to commit suicide with cyanide. It was squirted into
the mouths of the babies, then administered to the older children.
Then the adults were ordered to take it, with armed guards standing
by to kill anyone who refused. Over the loudspeakers, Jones’s voice
told his followers that they were going to meet in a better place.
Within two hours, more than nine hundred people had died.

[t seems likely that, up to the last minute, Jones was undecid-
ed whether he too would die because he had packed a briefcase full
of money and his passport. For some reason, he changed his mind,
and shot himself. His wife Marceline seems to have drunk poison.
Only two or three people escaped by hiding in the jungle; these
reported that guards had killed anyone who was unwilling to die.
Jones'’s son Stephen survived, because he was away playing basket-
ball. He said of his father: “I can almost say I hate the man. He has
destroyed almost everything [ have lived for.”

The fear of the survivors that they would be killed seems not
to have been entirely imagination; Jeannie and Al Mertle were later
found dead in their home, tied up and shot to death.

The parallels with Koresh are too obvious to need underlining:
the megalomania, the obsessive need to possess female followers
and humiliate the males, and the steadily increasing paranoia. The
parallels with Hitler and other dictators are even more relevant, for
Jones actually gained some degree of political power before his own
excesses began to work against him.
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But the most interesting insight to emerge from Jeannie
Mertle’s Six Years With God is why normal, sensible people could
come to accept a paranoid maniac as a messiah. The answer obvi-
ously lies in the sense of love and kinship that the Mertles first
experienced when they joined the Temple. It seemed a haven of
security, an extended family under the wise guidance of a “Father”
who possessed supernatural powers.

Then why did it go so wrong! The answer obviously lies in the
character of Jones himself.

Born in May 1931 into a poor farming family in Ohio, he was
fascinated by preachers in local churches—he tried several denomi-
nations—and enjoyed playing the preacher with his friends, making
them listen while he delivered long sermons. He was also known as
a hottempered boy who needed to have his own way, and who
became foul-mouthed when he didn’t get it.

Jones married at eighteen, went to Indianapolis, and although
he was unordained, succeeded in becoming pastor of a church
there. His ideals of racial brotherhood and civil rights led to so
many difficulties that he rented his own church, selling monkeys as
a door-to-door salesman to make a living. A visit to Philadelphia to
watch Father Divine in action led him to decide that he had to be
more authoritarian, and he set up an “interrogation committee”
that could call his followers to account and, if necessary, adminis-
ter punishment. By the time he was in his early twenties, Jones was
already a mesmeric preacher who demanded total loyalty.

The changing times were on his side, and by 1960 he had been
appointed director of the California State Human Rights
Commission, with a salary of $7,000 a year. Attacks on him—some
were physical—as a “nigger lover” only increased his reputation and
the size of his congregation. And as church members began to con-
tribute money, Jones bought a fleet of buses and announced that they
were moving to Redwood Valley, California, where (according to one
newspaper) they would be safe from atomic radiation when the
nuclear war came. This is where, in 1969, the Mertles first saw him,
and were horrified and fascinated by his profanity and flamboyance.

Jones was already claiming divine revelation, and powers of
faith healing. Much of this was, undoubtedly, fraudulent, but there
may also have been an element of genuineness. Scientific studies of
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thaumaturgy suggest that most people possess healing powers. In
1882, Madame Blavatsky’s colleague Colonel Henry Steel Olcott,
was asked for help by the local Buddhist priest in Colombo,
Ceylon; Catholics were about to set up a healing shrine, and the
priest thought that a little auto-suggestion might convince his own
congregation that the Catholics did not have a monopoly on mira-
cles. The Colonel tried “suggestion” on a man with a paralyzed
arm, and made mysterious passes in the air. Soon the man began
to improve, and others demanded treatment.

Convinced that he was deceiving them, Olcott soon found
that he was curing so many that the auto-suggestion hypothesis
began to look increasingly thin. After a while, he felt that he was
actually directing some miraculous force, and that it worked
because he was directing it.

Olcott’s experience seems to suggest that most people could
develop healing powers if they had the desire and self-confidence.
Whether such powers are a matter of hypnosis or auto-suggestion is
irrelevant, for they work.

Jones’s hypnotic personality certainly helped his own preten-
sions to work miracles, but in the case of the cure of Jeannie
Mertle’s son Eddie (when Jones was not present) it could obvious-
ly play no direct part; it seems that the explanation lies either in
coincidence, or in Jeannie’s own faith.

This is an important point, for it would be a mistake to assume
that messiahs depend simply on their powers of deception. The
influence they exert over their followers seems to create a build-up
of some psychic (or psychological) force, which can cause strange
things can happen.

What does seem perfectly clear, from the careers of David
Koresh and Jim Jones, is that their decline into a form of insanity
was inevitable. Most public men—politicians, priests, even actors—
are constrained by their relation to their followers and admirers,
which demands a degree of responsibility and self-control. The
rogue messiah, on the other hand, sets out to convince his disciples
that he knows far better than they do; he demands total belief, total
subjugation to his will.

But, as we have seen, in adopting this role, he is giving free reign
to the worst elements in his nature. This is why genuine religious
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teachers lay so much emphasis on the will of God, and on their
own personal unimportance. When someone like Jones or Koresh
sets out without genuine religious inspiration—instead, they have
merely a desire to exercise power—they are setting into motion
forces that lie beyond their control.

That the same applies even to those who possess a genuine reli-
gious impulse can be seen from the career of one whose many fol-
lowers still regard him as a genuine mystic: Paul Brunton.

Born in 1898 (as Raphael Hurst), Brunton suddenly achieved
fame and success in 1934 with his first book A Search in Secret India.
“I have titled this book Secret India because it tells of an India which
has been hidden from prying eyes for thousands of years,” Brunton
declared in the introduction.

The first thing the reader notes about this book is the lack of
dates and place names: the writer seems to be determined to be
vague. He tells how, as a youth, he was discussing metempsychosis
(transmigration of the soul) with an old bookseller when an Indian
who was in the shop introduced himself and invited him to dinner.
This was the first of many such occasions, and the old Brahmin was
soon recommending his young friend to seek out the ancient wis-
dom of the holy men of India.

In the next chapter, Brunton is staying in the Hotel Majestic in
Bombay, working as a journalist, when he meets an Egyptian called
Mahmoud Bey, who possesses magical powers. He tells Brunton to
write a question on a piece of paper, then to fold it tightly. Then he
tells Brunton that the question was, “Where did 1 live four years
ago!” When Brunton unfolds the paper, he finds the answer written
beneath the question. Brunton writes down another question:
What journal did he edit two years ago? Again the magician tells
him what he asks, and he again finds the answer written on the
paper. The Egyptian then explains that he learned his magical pow-
ers from an old Jew, a student of Kaballah, whom he met by chance.
The old Jew has taught him how to command spirits.

From these early chapters, the reader emerges with a suspicion
that the author is a romancer in the tradition of Arthur Machen
rather than a sober reporter of fact. Yet his descriptions of his vis-
its to yogis like Sri Meher Baba, Ramana Maharshi, and Mahasaya
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(a disciple of Ramakrishna) carry a sense of authenticity. At the
time when Aldous Huxley was discovering the “perennial philoso-
phy,” Brunton apparently knew all about it. With its mixture of
exotic places and even more exotic sages, it is not surprising that A
Search in Secret India became one of the best-sellers of the 1930s.

A Search in Secret Egypt, published in the following year, was
equally successful. Again, the reader feels that Brunton is spinning
romance (or embroidering fact) whenever it suits his purpose; yet
again, he seems to possess genuine knowledge. For example, his
assertion that the Sphinx was built thousands of years before the
Great Pyramid, by survivors from Atlantis, has recently received
some scientific support from a study of the weathering of the
Sphinx by Dr. Robert Schoch, of Boston University. (Schoch
believes it was weathered by rain, not by wind-driven sand.)

In February 1938, a young Jewish naval officer named Bernard
Masson wrote to Brunton requesting spiritual advice, and they
entered into correspondence. Two years later, Bernard Masson’s
younger brother Jack also wrote to Brunton, who was living in India
as the guest of the anglophile Maharajah of Mysore. Like Bernard,
he was fascinated by the stories of yogis, and was even trying to raise
his fouryearold son Jeffrey in the yogic tradition. In due course,
Jeffrey Masson, having achieved some fame as a psychiatrist (and
opponent of psychoanalysis) told the story of his father’s involve-
ment with Brunton in a book called My Father’s Guru.

In 1945, Jack Masson went to visit Brunton in Mysore, having
been assured by his much-admired elder brother that Brunton was
an avatar, an incarnation of God. Brunton proved to be a bald-
headed little man with a toothbrush mustache, who looked more
like a suburban bank manager than a mystic. He was, apparently,
halfJewish, but preferred not to mention this, or the fact that he
had had a “nose job” to remove a Semitic curve.

Brunton assured Masson that he had been drawn to India for
a special purpose, which would eventually become known to him.
He also told him that “discipleship under an adept is a privilege
that cannot be bought,” that it could only be earned over many
incarnations.

Jeffrey Masson comments: “Certainly my father wanted some-
thing no person could ever give him, and P.B. claimed to be able to
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give my father what no other person can give another. One want-
ed, the other offered, transcendence of this world, spiritual enlight-
enment, and wisdom.”

When his brother Bernard had been sixteen, he had experi-
enced a sense of his identity with the universe, and had been try-
ing to repeat the experience ever since. Now Jack Masson took up
the quest, and Brunton seemed to promise success and fulfillment.
Which is why, in 1946, he asked Brunton to come and share his
family home in a Mediterranean-style house in the Hollywood hills
of California. Masson owned two large linen stores in Los Angeles,
one of them five stories high, and was also a diamond broker.

From Masson’s account of his childhood with Brunton, it is
clear that Brunton was no confidence-man, like Koresh or Jim
Jones. He ate sparingly—vegetarian food only—never touched alco-
hol, and meditated and fasted regularly (and induced his disciples
to do the same). He sometimes spent a week subsisting only on
water. He deprecated sexual activity, and Masson agrees that in this
respect, there was no touch of the hypocrite about him.

Masson’s mother spent three weeks fasting on water, then
another week without anything at all. His father displayed equal
endurance, once fasting for forty days. On the other hand, his father
was not able to share Brunton’s ideal of sexual purity, and while he
resisted seducing a pretty au pair girl, he made a habit of fondling
and kissing her breasts. The same au pair assisted young Jeffrey’s sex-
ual awakening by allowing him to hold her tight as she lay on her
bed clad only in knickers. Masson remarks: “The flip side of P.B’s
‘no sex’ rule was the sexually-charged atmosphere around our
house.” Brunton would later marry a beautiful girl who was thirty-
five years his junior, but claim there were no sexual relations.

In the Algonquin Hotel in New York, Jeffrey and his sister met
Aldous Huxley in the elevator, and introduced him to their par-
ents. Huxley does not seem to have been impressed by the knowl-
edge that Brunton was their guru.

When, at the age of thirteen, Jeffrey was sitting in meditation
with Brunton, he had a brief spiritual experience. As his legs ached
and his skin itched, he suppressed the discomfort, and suddenly
experienced an “altered state.” Brunton seemed to sense it, and when
Jeffrey confirmed it, his standing with his parents rose enormously.
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He began to learn Sanskrit—~Brunton claimed to be familiar with
it—and acted as Brunton’s secretary.

Brunton claimed to be able to remember his previous incar-
nations, one of which was on Venus (“There are no cars on
Venus.”); his most recent was on the dog star Sirius, sacred to the
Egyptians. He declares in A Hermit in the Himalayas: “The beings
who people it are infinitely superior in every way to the creatures
who people earth. In intelligence, in character, in creative power,
and in spirituality we are slugs crawling at their feet. The Sirians
possess powers and faculties which we shall have to wait a few ages
yet to acquire.”

Brunton said that he had personal experiences of UFOs, and
added that his move to earth “was a foolish one. I was very tranquil
there, but here my life is troubled.” But he claimed he often trav-
eled to other planets in his astral body at night. On this planet,
Brunton preferred to remain anonymous, preferring to be intro-
duced to acquaintances of the Massons as Mr. Opher (his first
names were supposed to be Philo S.).

In many ways, Brunton was impressive. He meditated for three
hours a day, and when Masson peeped into his bedroom at night,
was observed to be sitting cross-legged on the floor. He ate two
tomatoes for lunch and one carrot for dinner. He was always
serene, and (unlike Jones and Koresh) never showed anger or
looked bored. He never tried to become wealthy at the expense of
his disciples, although he allowed them to pay his travel expenses
to foreign countries, and over the course of years accepted around
a hundred thousand dollars from Jack Masson.

Yet in spite of his spirituality, Brunton had some curiously triv-
ial habits; Jeffrey Masson had to carefully untie parcels sent to him,
and knot together the pieces of string for later use; paper towels
were laid out on the balcony to dry so they could be used several
times; a secretary might be sent all the way downtown to exchange
a ten-cent item at a big store, spending more than a dollar in car-
fare.

Unfortunately, Jack Masson failed to gain the spiritual illumi-
nation that Brunton promised; his fortieth birthday—the date by
which it was supposed to arrive—came and went uneventfully.
Masson was fairminded enough to blame himself for this.
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There were many matters about which Brunton was mysteri-
ous. He implied that there was some evil conspiracy of the powers
of darkness which he was attempting to frustrate. He told Jeffrey
how he had been in Tibet, and implied that he spoke Tibetan; he
also described how he had been forced to flee to escape being
arrested by the Communists, leaving behind the manuscript of a
book called A Search in Secret Tibet. (Later, Masson came to doubt
that Brunton had ever been in Tibet, since he would certainly have
mentioned it in one of his dozen books.)

But the real problem, it seemed, was the impending World
War 111, which he knew, by revelation, was to be expected sometime
around 1963, give or take a year or two. (In his prediction of immi-
nent disaster, Brunton seems to have been like all the other messi-
ahs, including Jesus of Nazareth: it is as if the disaster scenario is
essential to generating a sense of urgency and togetherness.)
Brunton’s disciples were advised to sell all they had and move to
South America to escape the coming nuclear holocaust, and most
of them did this, including Jack and Bernard Masson. Brunton
promised that he would join them there, but never did.

Jeffrey Masson’s disillusion came in 1961 when he went to
Harvard to study Sanskrit and Indian history under scholars of
world renown. It soon became apparent that Brunton’s professed
knowledge was a fake, and that what Masson had learned from him
was a mass of errors. “The dates were wrong, the names were
wrong, even the language was wrong. . . . You could not put P.B.’s
books by those by Renou or Lamotte and not see the enormous
gulf. . . . As a writer about Indian texts, [P.B.] was simply a charla-
tan.” When Masson pressed Brunton about his Ph.D., Brunton
claimed it was from Roosevelt University in Chicago, but became
progressively vague about the details. When Masson telephoned
Roosevelt University, there was no record of Brunton’s degree.

Finally, Masson caught Brunton in actual fakery. At a crowded
dinner table, Brunton asked Masson if he would believe in his
(P.B’s) genuineness if he could cause the table to rise into the air.
Masson said he would. Brunton then told them all to close their
eyes and rest their hands on the tabletop. Masson peeked, and saw
Brunton place his own hands under the table and try to lift it. “It
is beginning to move. Can you feel it” Everyone chorused yes,
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except Masson, who said: “I'm not surprised, since your hands are
underneath it and pushing it.” Everyone was deeply embarrassed,
and this was the last time Jeffrey Masson saw Brunton.

Brunton’s last book, The Spiritual Crisis of Man (1952) was
ridiculed by reviewers and sold few copies. And when World War
[II failed to materialize in 1963, hordes of disciples dropped away.
Brunton moved to Vevey, in Switzerland, and took a tiny apart-
ment, where he spent his last days, dying in 1981. The pretensions
had vanished, and he seemed glad that the Massons treated him
simply as a friend, not a guru.

In 1965, Jack Masson wrote a long letter to his brother
Bernard that began “Wake up Bernard!” and listed Brunton’s faults
and failings. “Actually, he ruined your life and he almost ruined
mine.” He had told Jack Masson that he was in a “lucky cycle,” and
Masson had invested $25,000 in cotton which he had quickly lost.
Brunton had insisted that Masson should buy him a certain house,
because it was “ideally suited” to him; after Masson had paid a
deposit, Brunton changed his mind. Masson sold a valuable plot of
land in Los Angeles (which he had been renting to Standard Oil)
and many other pieces of real estate, to go to South America to
avoid World War III; financially this was a disaster that almost
ruined him. After that, Brunton failed to keep his promise to go to
South America. Above all, he had promised Masson spiritual
enlightenment, which had failed to arrive.

By the end of My Father’s Guru, the conclusion seems
inescapable. Brunton was not an avatar or a mystic, says Masson,
but a journalist with a strong romantic streak. He was fascinated by
yogis and spiritual powers, but he remained a dilettante. Brunton
maintained a veil of mystery to disguise the simple truth about him-
self, which was not particularly discreditable: that he had attended
the Central Foundation School in London, then the McKinley-
Roosevelt College in Chicago (not a university); that he became tas-
cinated by psychical research and developed powers of medi-
umship; and that his “master” was Allan Bennett, a friend of
Aleister Crowley who left England to become a monk in Ceylon.

Brunton genuinely felt he had something to teach—and atrer
all, it was the disciples who sought him out—and he did his best, like
any vicar or priest, to be a spiritual adviser. But, like many vicars and
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priests, his talents in this sphere were limited. He was obviously
relieved, at the end of his life, to drop his pretensions and behave
normally.

One friend of Brunton’s later years assured me that Masson’s
account is flagrantly unfair, that Brunton was a true mystic, and
that this is apparent to anyone who reads his journals.

What of the disciples? It cannot be claimed that they were par-
ticularly stupid or gullible. They felt, like most intelligent people, a
desire to evolve as human beings, and in spite of disappointments,
many did just that. There can be no doubt that the drama of mes-
siah and discipleship occurred on a higher level than in the case of
Jim Jones or David Koresh. Yet in its essentials, it remains the same:
a matter of genuine aspiration mixed with self-deception. It is this
matter of self-deception that deserves closer analysis.

In an essay called “The Will to Believe,” William James attacks
the purely scientific viewpoint, which argues that skepticism is
always preferable to unproven belief. He is questioning the view of
T.H. Huxley, who said that what makes people decent and honest
is “not pretending to believe what they have no reason to believe,
because it may be to their advantage.” He is also questioning the
view of the mathematician W.K. Clifford wrote that “belief is des-
ecrated when given to unproved and unquestioned statements for
the solace and private pleasure of the believer.”

James argues that in matters where the intellect cannot make
up its mind one way or the other—for example, whether the world
was created by a benevolent God, or a malignant Devil, or that it is
simply meaningless—it is better to believe what we want to believe.
It is stupid, says James, to “put a stopper on our hearts, instincts
and courage, and wait till doomsday” until we have enough evi-
dence to believe make up our minds.

The simple truth, says James, is that human beings need to
believe because belief leads to action, and human beings are born
with a need to act. Elsewhere, he sketches a picture of what hap-
pens when human beings lack all incentive to act. He describes
how the mind seems to “lose its focusing power, and be unable to
rally its attention. . . . At such times we sit blankly staring and do
nothing.”
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He goes on to say that in asylums, this state of apathy is called
abulia. James knew all about it because he had experienced it him-
self in his youth. In a period of depression about his future
prospects, he began to feel such a sense of frustration and ineffec-
tuality that the sudden memory of a patient he had seen in a men-
tal home—a man with a greenish complexion who stared blankly in
front of him—was enough to make him feel “There but for the grace
of God go [,” and to bring him to the verge of a nervous break-
down.

James finally emerged from this when he suddenly decided to
work on the assumption that human beings really possess free will:
that when faced with a problem, they decide how much effort they
will exert to solve it, and whether they will attack it with determi-
nation, or simply give up. [t was this belief in the power of the mind
that gradually rescued James from a sense of meaninglessness.

As soon as we look at the consequences of this “meaningless”
state—staring blankly in front of us and feeling that nothing is
worth the effort—we can see why we need belief so urgently.
Without purpose human beings feel only half alive.

C.G. Jung even went so far as to write: “About a third of my
patients are suffering from no clinically definable neurosis, but
from the senselessness and emptiness of their lives.” He further
wrote: “Among all my patients in the second half of life . . . there
has not been one whose problem in the last resort was not about
finding a religious outlook.”

That is to say, religion is basically purpose-hunger, and the rea-
son that middle-aged people experience it more than young people
is that so many of them are successful in life (in the financial sense)
and still realize that they lack purpose and belief.

Huxley and Clifford would say it is better to have no belief at
all than to believe in nonsense. But the experience of Madame
Blavatsky’s friend Colonel Olcott (described below) seems to con-
tradict this. He tried inducing belief in his healing powers in other
people without believing in them himself; then found, to his
amazement, that he was developing healing powers. It makes no
difference whether we believe that these healing powers were due
to auto-suggestion; the fact remains that they worked, and that, by
whatever means, Olcott really cured people.
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The amazing career of Helena Petrovna Blavatsky is an instruc-
tive example of what William James meant about the power of
belief.

Madame Blavatsky (born Helen Hahn in 1831) left Russia to
escape an elderly husband, and spent twenty years wandering
around the world. She was forty-two when she landed in America,
and found everyone talking about the new craze called Spiritualism,
in which spirits of the dead were contacted through mediums.
Madame Blavatsky had always had the power to make strange
things happen: when she was around, flowers fell out of the air and
rapping noises resounded.

Colonel Olcott, a middle-aged lawyer, was interested in spiri-
tualist phenomena and wrote about them in a newspaper. He and
Madame Blavatsky met at a seance in 1874 and immediately took
to each other. She told him that she had met certain “spiritual
Mahatmas” in Tibet, mysterious god-like beings who lived in the
Himalayas, and who did their best to guide the evolution of
humanity. They called themselves the Brotherhood of the Great
White Lodge.

Notes addressed to the Colonel often fell out of the air, which
Madame assured him, were from the Mahatmas; they usually con-
tained instructions about Madame Blavatsky’s needs. The
Mahatmas even suggested that he should desert his wife (with
whom he was on bad terms) and move in with Madame Blavatsky,
which he was glad to do. Their relationship was totally non-sexual.

As the fashion for spiritualism began to fade, HPB (as she was
known to her admirers) and the Colonel decided to found a socie-
ty for the study of ancient wisdom; they called it the Theosophical
Society, and launched it in September 1875. Even before that—in
the summer of that same year—she had handed the Colonel a few
pages that she had written at the “order” of the Brotherhood of the
Great White Lodge. It was the beginning of a book entitled Isis
Unveiled, which would achieved unexpected success when pub-
lished two years later.

Isis Unveiled was an attempt to create a scripture for the
Theosophical Society; HPB claimed she wrote it under spirit-dicta-
tion. It begins by attacking both modern science and Christianity—
one for its narrow materialism, the other for its narrow dogmatism.
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There is, she declared, a far more ancient wisdom, a legacy of the
sunken continent of Atlantis. What followed was a remarkable
digest of world religions and philosophies. At the very least, Isis
Unveiled is an amazing compendium of mysticism, Eastern religion,
and occult lore.

But although the Theosophical Society and Isis Unveiled
achieved immediate success, the fickle American public soon turned
its attention elsewhere, whereupon Madame Blavatsky and Colonel
Olcott decided to move to India, where their success was immediate
and widespread. The Indians were flattered that a European should
think their culture preferable to that of the West. Within five years,
the Theosophical Society had branches all over India and Ceylon.

Then disaster struck. A discontented housekeeper denounced
HPB to a Christian newspaper as a fraud, claiming, for example,
that she had made a model of the chief Mahatma, Koot Hoomi,
and walked around the house with it on her shoulders on moonlit
nights. An investigation by the Society for Psychical Research was
highly skeptical of HPB’s claims. In March 1885, accused of forgery
and fraud and threatened with legal proceedings, Madame
Blavatsky was forced to flee back to Europe.

All was not lost. Two years earlier, a disciple named A.P.
Sinnett had written a simplified version of Theosophical doctrines
in a book called Esoteric Buddhism, and this became an unexpected
bestseller. It declared on the first page that the author had
obtained his information from “secret Masters” from Tibet. Since
Sinnett was the editor of India’s most influential newspaper The
Pioneer, he could not be lightly dismissed as a crank.

Sinnett explained how the book had come to be written.
Sinnett had apparently handed Madame Blavatksy letters addressed
to Koot Hoomi, and lengthy answers had appeared on his desk.
The result was a brief and clear compilation about Atlantis and
Lemuria, the early history of the earth, reincarnation, kama loca
(the realm of spirits) and the secret teachings of the Buddha; his
book went through numerous editions.

So when Madame Blavatsky returned to London, she found
hordes of faithful disciples who were uninfluenced by the newspa-
per scandals. Unfortunately, she was dying of Bright's disease. She
presided over her adoring disciples for six more years, and died at
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the age of fifty-nine, in 1891. Annie Besant, a famous socialist and
feminist, took over the leadership, and the Theosophical Society
has continued to flourish to this day.

The question of how far HPB was a fraud must be left open;
there are too many independent accounts of her “occult powers” to
doubt that she was a genuine medium. One disciple, Charles
Johnston, watched her tapping her fingertips on the table, then saw
her raise the hand well above the table, while the tapping noises
continued. Seeing his astonishment, she sent “astral taps” onto the
back of his hand, which he could both feel and hear. He said it felt
like tiny electric shocks.

Colonel Olcott and others claimed to have seen Koot Hoomi
when Madame Blavatsky could not have been playing tricks. The
logical conclusion is that she was part genuine, part fraud. But
unlike most rogue messiahs, she never became paranoid, and
always retained her sense of humor. After rebuking a female fol-
lower who had two lovers, telling them that absolute chastity was
necessary to achieve initiation, she ended: “I cannot allow you
more than one.”

This story was told by W.B. Yeats, who was twenty-nine when
Madame Blavatsky came to London, and who lost no time in visit-
ing her. He found her fascinating—“a sort of female Dr. Johnson”—
and saw immediately that it was absurd to ask whether she was gen-
uine or a fraud. She told one follower that the earth was shaped
like a dumb-bell, with another globe stuck on at the north pole,
and the follower repeated this to Yeats, apparently unaware that
Madame Blavatsky was pulling his leg.

What emerges very clearly from Yeats’s account is that HPB
was so much more intelligent and so much more vital than most of
her disciples that the question of telling them the exact truth did
not arise; most of them would probably not have understood if she
had tried.

Yeats is of central importance in this study of messiahs and dis-
ciples, for he enables us to understand the basic motivation of the
disciple. Yeats was a typical romantic, who, like Wordsworth, felt
that the “world was too much with us,” and loathed with a raging
passion the boredom and vulgarity of everyday reality. He was in
total agreement with the child in Blake’s poem, who asks:
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Father, O Father! what do we here
In this Land of unbelief and fear?
The Land of Dreams is better far,
Above the light of the Morning Star.

Yeats’s early poetry is a determined attempt to turn his back on
this dreary everyday world and to inhabit the land of dreams. His
father, a painter, was a skeptic and an atheist, but Yeats found his
rationalist faith unsatisfying. He longed for evidence of “other real-
ities,” and was strongly influenced by the world of the Pre-
Raphaelites, with its visions of pale, beautiful women, and medi-
eval knights.

As a child Yeats had been fascinated by stories of fairies and
the supernatural, and this interest was renewed in his teens by a
psychic female cousin, who claimed that she often saw people who
were “not of this world.” One evening, as they walked by a river,
they saw a light moving over the water at a place where there were
dangerous currents. Yeats’s cousin said she saw a man walking in
the water, although Yeats could see nothing. Then they noticed a
similar light moving up the slope of the mountain Knocknarea,
and when it reached the top in five minutes—Yeats timed it—he
knew that no human being could climb it in that time.

After that, Yeats began frequenting “fairy hills” and question-
ing old women about them. Yet his interest in fairies remained in
the realm of wishful thinking; he found it impossible to believe in
their actual existence.

In London, he made a habit of wandering around with
Shelley’s Prometheus Unbound in his pocket, repeating poetry under
his breath. “In London I saw nothing good and constantly remem-
bered that Ruskin had said to some friend of my father’s, ‘As [ go
to my work at the British Museum [ see the faces of the people
become daily more corrupt.”

This is what Yeats wanted to believe, that this civilization of
bricks and concrete is somehow a lie, and that the truth lies in
some other reality. He wrote poems about his longings—for “pearl-
pale high-born ladies” with “passion-dimmed eyes and long, heavy
hair"—and admitted that he indulged in auto-eroticism until he
looked pale and exhausted. He liked to write about people who

67



The Psychology of Discipleship

found their way to fairyland, or who set out on a long journey look-
ing for some ultimate beauty:

What the world’s million lips are
searching for
Must be substantial somewhere. . . .

What he was trying to do, of course, was to focus an intellec-
tual vision, the vision that he found in the work of great poets, but
the physical world kept distracting him.

In his autobiography, Yeats speaks of his fascination with a pas-
sage in Shelley’s lyrical drama Hellas, which Shelley wrote in 1821
to express his sympathy with the Greeks in their War of
Independence against Turkey. Yeats writes of his obsession with
“Shelley’s dream of a young man, his hair blanched with sorrow,
studying philosophy in some lonely tower, or of his old man, mas-
ter of all human knowledge, hidden from sight in some shell-strewn
cavern on the Mediterranean shore.”

In Hellas, the Turkish Sultan Mahmud II expresses his desire
to speak with this old Jew, who is called Ahasuerus, and is believed
to be the Wandering Jew of legend. His adviser Hassan explains
how those who would speak with him must “sail alone at sunset”
to the island of Erebinthus, and cry aloud “Ahasuerus!” If his
request is granted, a meteor will arise and light him “through the
soft twilight to the Bosphorus.”

Thence, at the hour and place and
circumstance

Fit for the matter of their conference,

The Jew appears. Few dare, and few
who dare

Win the desired communion . . .

Yeats admits that he had been attracted to Theosophy
“because they had affirmed the real existence of the Jew, or of his
like, and . . . 1 saw nothing against his reality.” In other words,
Madame Blavatsky offered Yeats the hope that the substance of his
dreams was real.
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Before leaving Dublin for London, Yeats had attended a
seance in which he found himself making spontaneous movements
that he would not control; one was so violent that it broke the
table. Yet he found himself suspecting the impulse was simply an
unknown part of his own mind. What he saw in Madame
Blavatsky’s house convinced him that the spirits were real.

On his first visit, a cuckoo in a non-functional cuckoo clock
came out and hooted at him. When he told Madame Blavatsky, she
said casually: “It often hoots at strangers.” On another occasion,
the room filled with a strong smell of incense, although someone
who came into the room could smell nothing. One evening, Yeats
saw a red light shining on a picture of one of the Tibetan Masters
in a dimly lit room; as Yeats approached, the light faded and van-
ished. When he told Madame Blavatsky what had happened she
said: “I was afraid it was mediumship, but it was only clairvoyance,”
and added: “If it had been mediumship, it would have stayed on in
spite of you. Beware of mediumship; it is a kind of madness; 1
know, for I have been through it.”

Significantly, Yeats was finally thrown out of the Theosophical
Society because he found their teachings too abstract; what he
craved was the certainty that these “other worlds” of Theosophy
were real. This led him to begin a series of unsuccessful experi-
ments to try to raise the ghost of a flower, and induce dreams with
a pure form of indigo. The Theosophists felt that he was trying to
drag Theosophy down to the material level, failing to see that what
he was really doing was trying to lift everyday reality up to the
immaterial level; they asked him to leave.

After this, Yeats made the acquaintance of a student of
Kaballah named MacGregor Mathers who, together with a student
of occultism named Glenway Wescott, created a society called the
Golden Dawn, devoted to the practice of magic.

The founders claimed that the society had originated in the
discovery of a cipher manuscript in a secondhand bookstall, and
that the decipherment of this manuscript had led to a correspon-
dence with a Fraulein Sprengel, a member of a German magical
order, who gave permission for them to found an English branch.
Fraulein Sprengel was almost certainly an invention of Mathers
and Wescott, and it was later proved that her letters were forged.
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Yet there was a sense in which Golden Dawn magic seemed to
work. Mathers told the actress Florence Farr to place a symbol writ-
ten on cardboard against her forehead and close her eyes; when she
did so, she saw a cliff top above the sea. Mathers had shown her a
water symbol from the Kaballah.

Yeats was given a symbol written on cardboard, and saw a black
Titan pushing himself up from ancient ruins; Mathers had given
him a symbol of salamanders, or fire spirits. Mathers explained that
it was not necessary to use a cardboard symbol; it would have been
sufficient if he had imagined it. And he proved his point when
walking in a field of sheep with Florence Farr; after Yeats told her
that he was going to imagine that he was a ram, all the sheep ran
after him. This view of symbols and the unconscious would later be
developed in the psychology of Jung.

So for Yeats, Madame Blavatsky and Mathers served the essen-
tial function of messiahs; they enabled the poet, who had so far
assumed that his imaginings were a form of escapism, to feel that
there was a “way of knowledge” that could actually achieve results.

In 1897, Yeats went to stay with his friend Lady Gregory at
Coole Park in Galway, Ireland, and accompanied her on expedi-
tions to collect fairy stories from the local peasantry. For the first
time, Yeats began to take seriously the notion that fairies—or some
kind of “nature spirits"—might actually exist; the stories told by
country people sounded too factual to be lies or self-deception.
This led him once more to an interest in Spiritualism, and he
began to attend seances. Yet by this time, the romanticism of his
youth—he was now thirty-two—began to give way to realism; he no
longer found it necessary to believe in Shelley’s old Jew. His poetry
gradually ceased to be romantic and mystical, and took on a new
down-to-earth tone.

The need for self-dramatization—as a young poet with his hair
blanched with sorrow—now lay behind him, along with the need to
believe in fairies who carry children off to the land of heart’s desire.
But we can see clearly that when this need had existed, it was not
an insane delusion, but a strategy for dealing with problems that he
found exhausting and oppressive: a method of attacking the world.

All human beings have the same need to develop and mature.
In order to do this, they require certain experiences, as children
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require certain vitamins if they are to grow up healthy. We all want
to do interesting things, to meet interesting people, to encounter
interesting challenges. We all want to act, to do, rather than mere-
ly be acted upon. People who are too timid, too unsure of them-
selves, remain undeveloped and frustrated. And, as William James
points out, in order to act we must have a belief to act upon. A man
who lacked all belief would be like a becalmed ship, or like James’
patient who suffered from abulia.

To understand the messiah phenomenon, we must under-
stand that “believers,” whether they are the followers of the Rev.
Jim Jones, or Paul Brunton, or Madame Blavatsky, should not be
seen simply as dupes, but as hungry people who are looking for
“food.” They want to believe because they want to act, and they
want to act because they want to evolve. The alternative is misery
and stagnation.

What, admittedly, is far more puzzling is the compulsion that
drives the messiahs themselves to behave in a way that seems to
guarantee their own destruction. . . .
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FOUR

THE MESSIAH AS KILLER

The philosopher Auguste Comte never actually became a
“messiah.” In fact, as a thinker who regarded himself as a strict
rationalist, the idea would have horrified him. In spite of which, he
came so close to it that his story is one of the great “might-have-
beens” of history.

In the mid 1820s, Comte began the most heroic attempt ever
made to solve all the problems of humanity. He called this magnif-
icent intellectual edifice his “positive philosophy,” but these words
convey only a dim idea of its sheer grandeur.

Comte’s burning conviction was that the basic problem of
humanity is false belief—superstition. Get rid of this, he said, and
rely instead on science and common sense, and earth would turn
into heaven.

The troubles of humanity, Comte contended, started with reli-
gion. Man was afraid of natural forces, like thunder and lightning,
so he turned them into gods and worshipped them. This, he
admits, was not entirely a bad thing, for it gave us a set of unified
beliefs, and transformed man from a self-centered animal into a
social being. Comte calls this the theological stage of development.

[t is after that that things go into serious decline. Man begins
to use his reason to question authority, and society degenerates into
a kind of free-for-all, with everybody grabbing what they can. This,
says Comte, has destroyed all the great civilizations of the past. But
although our civilization has arrived at this dangerous stage (which
he calls the metaphysical stage), we are the first to have an excellent
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chance of survival. We have developed science, and it has given us
new certainties that cannot be overthrown by reason; on the con-
trary, reason supports them. There will be no more illusions or
superstitions, only the calm, cool light of knowledge. As man
applies this knowledge to society itself, we shall slowly create a heav-
en on earth, without poverty, without war, without misery.

Comte called this “the positive stage.” The book in which he
expressed these ideas, the Course of Positive Philosophy (written
between 1830 and 1842), had an immense influence, and many
came to regard Comte as the greatest philosopher of his time.

Bearing in mind the disasters set in motion by Shoko Asahara,
Jim Jones and David Koresh, we may well feel that an updated ver-
sion of Comte’s philosophy is exactly what is needed to guide
humanity through the next millennium. It would have to begin
from the recognition that although the world’s major religions are
great humanitarian ideals, they are not divinely inspired, and that
the world’s sacred books are the products of the mind of man, not
of God. Then humanity would be ready to embark on the age of
positive philosophy, and religious, as well as political, messiahs

“would become a memory of the distant past.

Unfortunately, the problem is more complicated than it
seems. To begin with, Comte himself is hardly an advertisement for
his religion of reason. A disastrous marriage led him to a mental
breakdown and a period in an insane asylum. After separating from
his wife, Comte fell in love with a young married woman whose
husband had deserted her; when she refused to yield to his
entreaties, he tried emotional blackmail, which undoubtedly con-
tributed to the illness that killed her. Comte then attempted sui-
cide by throwing himself in the river. After her death he main-
tained a kind of religious devotion to her image, not unlike Dante’s
idealization of Beatrice.

The crisis made him aware that man has deep emotional needs
that cannot be satisfied by the worship of mere reason, or even of
art. Man has a craving to open his soul to the universe, to be flood-
ed by a feeling of awe and wonder, to lose his individuality in the
contemplation of something greater than himself.

To his credit, Comte had the courage to confront this prob-
lem. In his last great work, A System of Positive Politics (written
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between 1851 and 1854), he boldly invents a new religion, complete
with holy days, saints, prayers and rituals. The object of devotion of
this new religion will be humanity itself, which he calls the “Great
Being.” Comte does not deny God, but he feels that God is an
unproven hypothesis, and therefore irrelevant to his religion of
humanity. Man must learn to recognize that the highest good he
knows is the Brotherhood of Man. When man grasps that the old
religion is only a superstition, he will recognize that he himself is
capable of becoming a kind of god, and that every time he serves
his fellow man, he becomes a little more godlike.

Comte’s “Church of Humanity” is based on a thirteen month
calendar, in which each month is named after some great man:
Moses, Homer, Aristotle, Archimedes, Caesar, St. Paul, Charlemagne,
Dante, Gutenberg, Shakespeare, Descartes, Frederick the Great and
Bichat (the French anatomist). As this list shows, he had no animus
towards religious figures; every day of the year is a feast day for some
“saint” of humanity, including Buddha, Mahomet and St. Augustine.

Astonishingly, Comte’s new religion gained many followers,
and there were still remnants of his Church of Humanity around
as late as 1960. It is an amusing thought that, if he had not died at
the age of fifty-nine—a mere three years after he published his
scheme for the Church of Humanity—he himself would have been
venerated as a kind of messiah, and probably forced to accustom
himself to the mantle of a prophet.

If his Church had run true to form, he would undoubtedly
have found himself forced to control hordes of devoted followers,
and to distinguish between the competing claims of jealous disci-
ples. In other words, he would have learned that the real problem
of humanity is not superstition, but a strange mixture of the will to
power and the will to believe, which seems to make us incapable of
distinguishing truth from falsehood.

Comte was probably correct: the science of sociology (a word
he invented) may one day enable us to understand the chemical
composition of fanaticism, perhaps even to defuse it. But if so, it
will have to confront the problem that is the subject of this book:
what makes human beings such easy prey for messiahs?

Why tell Comte’s story here? Because before going on, it is nec-
essary to underline the point that the study of messiahs is not a
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branch of psychopathology. They cannot be understood as if they
were madmen who think they are Napoleon or Julius Caesar. They
are as logical as you or I or Auguste Comte (if that can be called log-
ical).

That is to say, most of them are normal human beings whose
aim is to satisfy the same desires that the rest of us have, particu-
larly the craving for self-esteem. But for some odd reason, this
desire tends to explode out of control, like the cells in a cancer. It
is at this stage that they become capable of violence, even of mur-
der.

What follows is a typical case of a messiah whose approach was
as logical as Auguste Comte’s.

Jeffrey Don Lundgren, the son of Mormon parents, was born
on May 3, 1950, in Independence, Missouri. He claims to have had
a difficult childhood, with a father who treated him harshly and a
mother who was more concerned with keeping her home spotless
than giving affection to her children. In 1970, he married Alice
Keehler, whom he met at Central Missouri State University; Alice
was pregnant when they married.

Lundgren found that providing for a family was less easy than
he expected, and after six months, he joined the navy, leaving his
wife at home. His superiors noted that he would at first seem to be
hard-working and efficient, then would lose interest in the tasks
assigned to him.

By the time he left the navy two years later, two sons had been
born, and he still felt no better equipped to support a family. He
returned to the university, but left without a degree because, it was
rumored, of irregularities in funds entrusted to his charge. In the
many jobs he held over the next five years, he showed the same ten-
dency to impress at first with his vigor and efficiency, then to allow
himself to run out of steam and drift. He was fired from most of
his jobs. He was also arrested for passing bad checks. By the time
his wife had given birth to two more children, he was physically
mistreating her, and having affairs with other women.

In 1980, two television sets and some other electrical equip-
ment vanished from the Missouri hospital where Lundgren was
working as a maintenance man. They were found in Lundgren's

75



The Messiah as Killer

home, and he explained that he had taken them home to work on
them. The hospital disbelieved him, but agreed not to press
charges; instead, he was asked to resign.

Both Lundgren and his wife had been closely involved with a
breakaway sect of the Mormon church, called the Reorganized
Church of Latter Day Saints (which, in fact, regarded itself as the
original Church). But although Lundgren had done his best to
draw “gentiles” (non-Mormons) into the Church, he had failed to
progress in the hierarchy; this, like his repeated failures to find reg-
ular employment, rankled him. By now, he was getting desperate.

Then, in 1981, he told Alice that he had realized that the
Church was a political organization, and that he had finally figured
out how to manipulate it; he predicted that within six months he
would be invited to join the Melchizadek Priesthood.

The steps he took to fulfill this prediction are not clear, but
presumably they entailed gaining the approval of the local church
elders by displaying enthusiasm and proficiency in the Mormon
scriptures. Within less than six months he had become a
Melchizadek Priest.

Lundgren’s biographers seem to believe it was at this point that
he also discovered a talent for scriptural interpretation, and the fact
that this brought him the kind of admiration that he craved. He
began to run a small study group in which he taught his own inter-
pretation of the Book of Mormon, teachings that differed funda-
mentally from those of the Reorganized Church. Lundgren also dis-
covered that religion can be made to pay. A local businessman began
to support him with several hundred dollars a month, and he seems
to have received donations from other members of his group. By the
mid-1980s, Lundgren had acquired enough followers to feel that it
was time to start his own breakaway sect in some distant place. He
chose Kirtland, Ohio, because of a Mormon text that declared:
“Come to Ohio, for there ye shall receive power.”

The Mormon religion was founded by Joseph Smith, the son of
a farmer, who was born in Vermont in 1805. According to Smith,
an angel called Moroni appeared to him on the night of September
21, 1823, and told him where he might find a set of gold plates, bear-
ing the history of the former inhabitants of America; they were
buried in a hill about four miles from Palmyra, New York.
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Smith finally uncovered the plates in 1827. On leisure time
provided by fifty dollars contributed by his first disciple, a farmer
called Martin Harris, Smith translated them with the aid of a pair
of silver spectacles called “Urim and Thummim,” and published
The Book of Mormon in 1830. (The plates were returned to the
angel Moroni, so no one but Smith ever saw them, although Smith
copied some of them on a piece of paper and allowed Harris to
show it to a New York professor named Anthon, who pronounced
the characters genuine.)

Part of The Book of Mormon, the Book of Lehi, was thrown
on the fire by the wife of the Prophet’s disciple Martin Harris, who
declared it the work of the devil.

The Book of Mormon, written in “reformed Egyptian,” pro-
fesses to give the history of America from the time of its settlement
by the people of Jared, who came from the Tower of Babel, more
than two thousand years before Christ; they eventually destroyed
themselves through warfare.

About 600 B.C., a number of Israelites, fleeing from Jerusalem,
built a boat and sailed to Chile. These included four brothers.
From one of the brothers, who was fair, descended a white race, the
Nephites; from the other three, who were dark (because they were
rebellious and ungodly) descended the Indians, or Lamanites.

After his death on the cross, Jesus Christ appeared in America
and preached the gospel. In A.D. 385, when the Nephites were
almost wiped out by the Lamanites near the Hill Cumorah, their
prophet Mormon wrote their history, which was buried in the hill.

From its publication, The Book of Mormon was received with
derision and skepticism, its opponents insisting that it began as a
romance written by a clerical gentleman called the Rev. Solomon
Spalding. No one had any doubt that Smith was a confidence trick-
ster who had invented the whole story. In his book A Gathering of
Saints, Robert Lindsey writes: “In a caustically anti-Mormon book
published in 1834, Mormonism Unweiled, E.D. Howe, an investiga-
tive journalist of the day, published a collection of affidavits from
friends and neighbors of Smith who described him as a lackadaisi-
cal and lying religious con man who claimed supernatural powers
that enabled him to find buried treasures in ancient Indian burial
mounds with stones and divining rods.” Lindsey describes how,
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when a forged letter from Joseph Smith appeared in 1983, describ-
ing digging for money, it was sold to a top Mormon official, who
suppressed it and housed it in a secret vault.

As long ago as the mid-1920s, the official historian of the
Mormon Church, Brigham H. Roberts, appealed to church leaders
to “help him resolve problems” about The Book of Mormon. One
problem was that it contained so many similarities to a book called
A View of the Hebrews, written in 1823 by the Rev. Ethan Smith.
Another problem was that The Book of Mormon refers to the
ancient Hebrews using steel, and to domestic animals that were
unknown in remote times. Referring to many similar examples of
discrepancies, Roberts concluded that, “The evidence, I sorrowful-
ly submit, points to Joseph Smith as their creator.”

Ignoring the rising skepticism, Smith himself continued to
receive revelations from God, which were relayed to his small band
of disciples. The indignation created by the book aroused curiosi-
ty, and Smith soon began to accumulate dozens of followers. But
the general hostility against the Church of Latter Day Saints, and
another revelation from God finally led him to decide to move
elsewhere.

It was in Kirtland, Ohio, that Smith’s Mormon followers first
established themselves, and built a temple that cost $70,000 from
funds mostly contributed by well-to-do members. The citizens of
Kirtland were as hostile as the New Yorkers towards a group they
perceived as hopelessly deluded cranks. The Saints established
their own bank and printed their own currency, but when both col-
lapsed, they were forced to move on.

Five of the twelve “apostles” appointed by Smith denounced
him for ruining their lives and left. Smith went on to found a new
headquarters in Nauvoo, Illinois. He seems to have taken a num-
ber of wives from among his flock; he eventually had twenty seven—
the full count may be as many as forty eight—but when he
announced, in 1843, that he had received a divine message approv-
ing polygamy, he and his brother Hyrum were arrested by the state
governor. That night—June 27, 1844—a mob stormed Carthage jail
and shot Smith and Hyrum dead.

His successor, Brigham Young, led the Mormons to Utah,
where they founded Salt Lake City three years after Smith’s death.
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With incredible energy they irrigated the desert and arranged the
transportation of thousands of converts from Europe. When
Young announced the doctrine of polygamy in 1852, he was
deprived of the governorship of the territory. Nevertheless, when
he died in 1877, he left behind him seventeen wives and fifty-six
children. It was 1890 before the Church disowned the doctrine of
plural marriage, although in practice it continued to be permitted.

It was in August 1984 that the new self-proclaimed Mormon
prophet, Jeffrey Lundgren, moved with his family to Kirtland, and
established himself as one of the guides to the Temple that had
been built by Smith. The disciples had provided enough money for
the move, and Lundgren began to supplement his income by help-
ing himself to “contributions” to the Temple provided by visitors,
and profits from the bookstore. Church authorities would later
estimate that he had pocketed about $21,000.

One by one, followers began to move to Kirtland to join the
new prophet. Lundgren soon announced that he had, through rev-
elation, located a spot where the plates of The Book of Mormon
were buried, and followed this up with a story about meeting an
angel in the Temple. His powers as an interpreter of The Book of
Mormon seemed to increase, and so did his study group.

One of the new disciples, an overweight young woman called
Sharon Bluntschly, was electrified one night when Alice Lundgren
confided to her that her husband was a prophet who had actually
met Joseph Smith (who was alive and well) and who had had a
vision of himself as Christ on Calvary. At that moment, Lundgren
walked in, seemed to sense that something was going on, then
rebuked his wife sternly for telling secrets, all of which convinced
Sharon that it must be true. She raised no objection when
Lundgren told her that her paycheck—she was a supermarket clerk—
should be turned over to him.

Lundgren soon developed doctrines about the Apocalypse.
When this comes about, Christ would return to earth—to Kirtland—
and after an earthquake, the Temple would be raised to the top of a
mountain. Until that time, Lundgren and his small band of the
elect must defend the Temple from the forces of evil. According to
him, these included all existing churches. One follower who had
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been giving Lundgren his paycheck left the group, feeling that
Lundgren was becoming paranoid.

From September 1986, Lundgren began purchasing firearms
(rifles, semi-automatic weapons, and handguns) to defend the
Temple against assault. He taught that anyone who was not a mem-
ber of their small group was an enemy, and that shooting and
killing might become necessary.

In April 1987, two more disciples moved from Independence
to Kirtland. These were Dennis and Cheryl Avery, and their three
daughters: Trina, thirteen; Rebecca, eleven; and Karen, five.
Lundgren was not entirely happy about the move. To begin with,
he felt that Cheryl Avery dominated her husband, and Lundgren,
like most prophets, taught that woman was intended to be sub-
servient to man.

Besides, her husband, seven years her senior, seemed to entertain
some doubts about Lundgren’s vocation, and would often ask awk-
ward questions in Bible class. The Lundgrens also thought that the
two eldest Avery daughters were rebellious and rude. The family had
only one thing to recommend them: $10,000 left over from the sale
of their house in Independence. It took Lundgren just three months
to persuade them to hand this over to him, promising that he would
pay their rent. In fact, he seldom did so. The Avery’s finally had to flee
under cover of darkness to avoid paying the backlog of rent.

By October 1987, the officials of the Church had decided to
remove Lundgren from the guide service. They had noticed the
sharp fall in donations and bookstore profits since Lundgren had
been in charge, and had reached the logical conclusion. What they
heard about his teachings sounded thoroughly heretical.

The dismissal meant that Lundgren would have to vacate his
house, which was provided by the Church. He rented a nearby
farmhouse, and told his followers, now numbering a dozen or so,
that they could also move in, so that they could all be part of a fam-
ily. In effect, this meant Lundgren could become a kind of dictator.
He alone was allowed to use the telephone and collect mail from
the mailbox.

The arrangement also had the advantage of swelling his income,
since the followers had to hand him their paychecks. According to
his wife, his sexual demands were also becoming more peculiar, and
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included eating excrement and smearing it on the body of his sexual
partner. One of the followers found a large dildo and a glossy homo-
sexual magazine in the prophet’s truck.

Much of their time was spent in attending Bible classes, and
even more of it in military training. Lundgren conformed to the
basic tradition of messianism in announcing that the end of the
world was imminent. He explained that on April 30, 1988, they
would have to take over the Temple by force, and that when this
happened, there would be a great earthquake in which the unbe-
lievers would be destroyed. By now, the Avery family was counted
among the infidels, for they had begun to pester Lundgren about
his failure to keep his promise of paying their rent.

As April 30 approached, the police began to take an interest in
Lundgren and his followers. One dissident member had left the
group, alarmed at Lundgren’s increasingly violent fantasies, and
informed the police about the projected take-over of the Temple.
Lundgren thereupon changed his mind, and told his followers that
the take-over had been postponed because God was displeased with
the amount of sin in the group. When one girl decided to defect,
Lundgren and his wife took her to the barn and lectured and
screamed at her for hours. She walked out nevertheless.

In October 1988, a violent thunderstorm was followed by a
double rainbow. Lundgren announced that this was the beginning
of the end. The thunderstorm was the breaking of the first of the
Seven Seals in Revelation; the breaking of the Second Seal would
signal the killing of ten followers who had shown themselves
unworthy. At the top of this list was the Avery family.

From this point on, Lundgren began bringing a Colt .45 to his
Bible classes. By February 1989, he was actively planning the mur-
der of the Averys. After that, he announced, the faithful would
leave town and venture into the “wilderness.” He ordered his group
to begin digging a pit in the barn to serve as a grave.

On April 17, the Averys were brought to the farm, believing
that they were about to accompany the rest of the group on a camp-
ing holiday. They were given dinner, after which Alice Lundgren
and her three younger children departed in the truck, leaving only
the eldest, Damon, behind. Then Dennis Avery was asked by one
of the followers to go to the barn to help sort out the camping
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equipment. There he found five men waiting for him, and one of
them—it was Ronald Luff, Lundgren’s second in command—placed
a stun-gun to his head and pulled the trigger. It failed to work, and
Avery only cried aloud in pain. The five men then threw him to the
floor and bound his hands, feet and mouth with tape. After that
he was thrown into the pit dug in the floor, and Jeffrey Lundgren
shot him in the heart. Meanwhile, someone ran a chainsaw to
drown the noise of the shots.

Cheryl Avery was the next to be invited to the barn. There,
Ronald Luff tried to shoot her, but the gun jammed. He told her:
“Just give up—it will be easier that way,” and she sank to the ground
and was tied up. Then she was lowered into the pit, and shot in the
back of the head by Lundgren.

Trina, the eldest, was told that her mother wanted her in the
barn. She was also tied up with tape and shot in the head. So, over
the next quarter of an hour, were Becky and Karen. When all the
Averys were dead, their bodies were covered with lime, held down
with rocks, then buried under earth. Piles of rubbish were moved
to conceal the spot.

The next day, by pure chance, two policemen came to the farm
to question the Lundgrens about the plan to storm the Temple.
After two hours, they left, having learned nothing. Later that day,
when the police returned, the farm was abandoned. No one
noticed anything unusual about the barn.

Five days later, the group set up camp on a site in the Canaan
Valley, near Davis, in West Virginia. There, the prophet told his dis-
ciples, they would purify themselves and see God. In mid-May, they
moved to a still more remote site.

[t was there that Lundgren began to display the sexual rapaci-
ty which seems typical of rogue messiahs. For a long time he had
had a hankering for an attractive disciple named Tonya Patrick,
whose husband Dennis was regarded by Lundgren as a potential
enemy. At the new campsite, Dennis was told that Tonya’s obedi-
ence could not atone for his own rebelliousness, and that Tonya

and her daughter Molly would have to move in to the Lundgren’s
tent; Lundgren backed up the demand by thrusting his revolver
into Dennis’s face and telling him that if he had any objections, he
should state them immediately. Dennis decided to hold his peace.
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A few nights later, while Alice slept deeply, Lundgren crept
into Tonya’s bed and had sex with her. She made no protest,
explaining later that she was afraid for the lives of her husband and
daughter. Lundgren soon grew tired of secrecy, and announced
that Tonya would be his second wife. Either she could be pierced
with a sword and die to atone for her sins or “pierced” with his
penis and live. Alice Lundgren and Tonya’s husband Dennis decid-
ed that it would be better if Tonya lived.

Soon after this, Lundgren announced to his followers that his
status was now higher than that of Moroni or Jesus: he was the
“god of the earth.”

In July 1989, Lundgren invented a new ceremony called
Intercession. The women must intercede with God for their hus-
bands. In this ceremony, the woman had to enter Lundgren’s tent,
fully clothed, then do a striptease to music. Her knickers were the
last item to be removed and these were then handed to Lundgren,
who was seated on the bed, naked but covered with a sheet from
the waist down. Lundgren then wrapped them around his penis,
and Alice would masturbate him. The woman was also expected to
masturbate as she danced.

When he had achieved orgasm (the shedding of his semen, he
explained, was analogous to Christ’s shedding of his blood) he would
stand up and ask, “Are you stripped of pride, my daughter?” and the
naked woman would have to go and embrace him. Then she was per-
mitted to dress again—it had to be slowly and seductively—and put on her
semen-stained knickers, which she had to wear for the rest of the day.

In the afternoon, the ceremony was repeated with another
female disciple whose husband, meanwhile, had to sit in his tent
and read the Bible. When his wife returned, he had to kneel before
Lundgren and pledge allegiance to the new “god of the earth.”

Lundgren continued to hate Tonya’s husband, and when
another male follower, Keith Johnson, seemed to take his side, he
flew into a rage, after which he calmed down and declared that
Keith’s wife Kathy would now have to intercede to save her hus-
band. Since she had also been guilty of uttering untruths, her
mouth would also have to receive his “sword.”

On August 25, Kathy Johnson successfully interceded for her
husband. Since Alice was not present, Lundgren made her his
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mistress. In fact, this had been his intention ever since she had
danced in front of him, then bent over and showed her vagina.
Lundgren claimed that this was a vagina God had showed him in
a vision, and ordered him to find. When Kathy left his tent that
day, Lundgren had found the vagina of his dreams, and Kathy was
a woman in love.

With this new demand upon his sexual energies, Lundgren
decided to return Tonya to her husband Dennis. Lundgren was
not, in fact, pleased with Tonya, because she complained about his
sexual prowess.

The wet and cold winter of 1989 was Lundgren’s undoing.
Kathy was now pregnant; so was Sharon Bluntschly. The group was
also broke. Two members, Richard Brand and Greg Winship,
decided that they wanted to leave to sort out their thoughts;
Lundgren threatened them with death if they dared to breathe a
word about the murders.

The rest of the group now moved to the farm of Ronald Luff’s
brother Rick in Missouri. But Rick Luff was outraged by
Lundgren’s multiple marriages, and ordered them either to behave
themselves or get off his property. The group left, and now began
to scatter. Kathy Johnson joined the Lundgrens in San Diego, hop-
ing that Alice would reconcile herself to a plural marriage. Alice
showed herself unyieldingly hostile to the idea.

Meanwhile, the much-cuckolded Keith Johnson, still in love
with his pregnant wife Kathy, decided to tell all. He contacted a
friend in the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, and Firearms—the down-
fall of David Koresh—and told the story of the murders. In fact, the
Federal authorities were disinclined to take him seriously; never-
theless, they passed on the information to the Kirtland police.

They in turn, tried to contact Dennis and Cheryl Avery, and
learned they were nowhere to be found. They searched the barn
mentioned by Keith Johnson but could see no obvious sign of any
disturbance of the floor. But on January 3, 1990, they finally dis-
covered an eight foot square area of the dirt floor that looked as if
it had been dug up. A few hours later, they discovered the body of
Dennis Avery. The next day, the other four bodies were located. On
January 7, 1990, Jeffrey Lundgren was arrested in a motel in San
Diego; so were Alice and Damon Lundgren.
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In July 1990, thirteen cult members went on trial in the Lake
County Courthouse: five of the men—Lundgren and his son
Damon, Ronald Luff, Richard Brand, and Daniel Kraft—were
charged with murder; the other eight with conspiracy to commit
murder. Lundgren was found guilty and sentenced to death; his
wife and son to life imprisonment. Ronald Luff also received life.
Three of the women were given from seven to twenty five years, hav-
ing entered into plea bargaining. Greg Winship received from twen-
ty years to life, Richard Brand fifteen years to life. Kathy Johnson—
now the mother of Lundgren’s child—received one year. As of 1991,
she continued to believe that Lundgren was a god, and that he
would walk out of prison to join her when he felt so inclined.

There is a sense in which the story of Jeffrey Lundgren throws
more light on the psychology of rogue messiahs than any we have
considered so far.

To begin with, there can be no possible doubt that he started
out as a con man. We know that he passed dud checks, was fired
for stealing television sets, and stole money from the Temple in
Kirtland. He is one of the few messiahs who began his career as the
kind of crook who could have landed in jail. Paul Brunton was a
kind of religious mystic. Jim Jones began life as a fighter for human
rights. Even David Koresh seems to have believed that he possessed
some God-given insight into the scriptures. Lundgren became a
messiah simply because he was tired of being a failure. His claim to
know where the golden plates were buried, to have seen an angel in
the Temple, and to have talked to Joseph Smith, are all obvious
examples of the wiles of the religious con man.

Yet that view still leaves us with a major question. What pos-
sessed him to ruin everything by murdering the Avery family?

The clue lies in the ceremony he called Intercession, in which
the female disciple had to do a strip tease, then remove her knick-
ers and hand them over, while Lundgren was masturbated by his
wife. Lundgren turned into reality a fantasy that most males can
appreciate—being a kind of Haroun Al Raschid, whose harem is
expected to satisfy his every whim.

The problem, as Freud recognized, is that society provides its
members with security at the expense of frustration. Most healthy
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males would enjoy having a harem. Most women would probably
enjoy a wider sexual experience, if it could be obtained without
endangering their domestic security, in, let us say, a society in
which no stigma was attached to having lovers. We all want as wide
an experience as we are capable of absorbing, because it enables us
to mature, to realize our potentialities as a human being. But we
also recognize that to give free reign to these impulses would cause
endless problems.

As a young man, Lundgren had accepted these limitations,
although, like most undisciplined people, he tried to escape them
with a little dishonesty. His moment of revelation seems to have
come when he recognized that the Church was a political organi-
zation, and when he worked out how to manipulate it.

Experience proved him correct. Suddenly, he was faced with
the exciting prospect of more freedom than he had thought possi-
ble. It simply depended on using his charisma and his talents as a
teacher. When Lundgren broke with the Church—or the Church
broke with him—he realized that he could live very comfortably on
the contributions of disciples. Suddenly, life was pleasanter than he
had ever dared to hope.

Then the Averys introduced a note of discord, particularly
Dennis, who was less susceptible to Lundgren’s charisma than his
wife. The sensible response would have been to order them to
leave. Unfortunately, Lundgren owed them $10,000. As far as he
could see, the only way out of this intolerable situation was to kill
them, then move further into the wilderness, where his dreams of
power would not be contradicted by jarring realities.

The killing of the Averys must have been another moment of
revelation. Lundgren had struck them down like an avenging angel.
In doing so, he had also bound the males closer to the group. They
could not betray him without betraying themselves. It was time for
the next step in self-fulfillment: to realize his sexual daydreams. So
he devised Intercession, which was in many ways more satisfying
than crude seduction. The man who merely possesses a woman

always has a sneaking suspicion that nature is manipulating him
like a puppet. But Intercession combined the detachment of
voyeurism with the symbolic surrender of the female. Lundgren
was the master.
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Like the serial killers discussed in the introduction, Lundgren
was seeking the ultimate sexual experience, the orgasm that would
turn him into a god. But by the time that happened, reality had
caught up with him, and it was time to settle the bill.

What this curious case demonstrates is that the messiah
syndrome has the power to turn an ordinary crook into a kind of
madman.

Now it should be clear why 1 have brought together in this
chapter two characters as utterly different as Comte and Lundgren.
For they only seem to be polar opposites: one a-rationalist, one an
emotionalist; one a scientist, one a messiah. Yet look a little more
closely and the difference begins to blur. Comte was every bit an
emotionalist as was Lundgren, and in pursuing his own aims
(power, sex, money), Lundgren was every bit as rational and logical
as Comte. Both Comte and Lundgren tried to found a new reli-
gion. Comte had come to recognize what Lundgren—and William
James—knew all along: that religion is not intended to appeal to the
intellect, but to the emotions.

A few years ago, in a country where [ was lecturing, my wife
and [ were placed in the care of a young American teacher who was
a Mormon convert. He was charming and intelligent, but when he
begged us to look into Mormonism, [ did not tell him that [ had
looked already, and had been unconvinced. When, at the end of
our stay, he presented us with a copy of The Book of Mormon, |
had not the heart to tell him that [ already had a copy, as well as
half a dozen other works on Mormonism. Instead | promised to
take it away and read it.

[ would not have dreamed of arguing with him. Our relation-
ship was based upon a perfectly solid foundation of mutual liking
and respect. Why should I have hurt his feelings by expressing skep-
ticism? [ felt that he was better off believing in Mormonism than
believing in nothing.

Reason actually plays a fairly small part in human relations.
There would be no point whatever in attacking Lundgren or
Koresh or Jim Jones because what they taught was contrary to rea-
son. We are surrounded by people who, by that strict standard,
ought to be in a madhouse. Our conviction of our own sanity may
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A TASTE FOR POWER

The LeBaron story is longer and more complex than any pre-
sented so far in this book, and the insights it offers are proportion-
ately greater. If the Lundgren case demonstrates that the messiah
syndrome can turn an opportunist into a homicidal maniac, the
incredible series of murders committed by Ervil LeBaron and his
family demonstrate that messianism can be as contagious as measles.

Dayer LeBaron was the grandson of Benjamin Johnson, one of
Joseph Smith’s first disciples; Smith had converted him when he
was only fifteen. Johnson was also one of the first saints to hear of
God’s latest “decree” about multiple marriage. After telling him
about it, Smith married two of Johnson’s sisters.

After Smith’s murder, Johnson became one of Brigham
Young’s closest supporters; he took seven wives, and in 1883 was
declared a Patriarch of the faith.

Understandably, young Dayer (born in 1886) worshipped his
grandfather, for this man was nothing less than a walking fragment
of history; he had seen and taken part in all the great events that
Dayer had studied in school. It must have felt a bit like being the
grandson of William the Conqueror.

And one day, when Dayer was a teenager, Benjamin Johnson
changed his whole life by placing his hand on his grandson’s head
and declaring: “When 1 die, my mantle will fall upon you, as the
mantle of Elijah fell upon Elisha.” From then on, Dayer was pos-
sessed by the conviction that, whatever happened, his life would be
quite unlike that of ordinary men.
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In 1905, five years after the death of his grandfather, Dayer dis-
covered a box containing one of the Patriarch’s manuscripts. This
document excited him because it referred to a “prediction by the
Prophet (Joseph Smith) relating to a testimony I should bear when
[ had become hoary with age.” Surely there could be only one tes-
timony his grandfather could mean: that he himself, and not
Brigham Young, was Joseph Smith’s true heir! This, in turn, would
explain Johnson’s mysterious words about his “mantle” falling on
his grandson. It would mean Dayer LeBaron was the true heir to
Joseph Smith, the “One Mighty and Strong Prophet” of God.

Dayer was ready for this revelation. Life over the past few years
had been anticlimactic; now it suddenly became more interesting.
Yet he was still not sure what he was supposed to do.

There was only one clue. His grandfather had advised him that
the future of Mormonism lay in Mexico; Johnson himself had once
fled there when he was in trouble with the state authorities for
polygamy. After much prayer and inner searching, Dayer decided
that he was being called to Mexico. He and his young wife, Maud,
moved there in 1911.

What followed was again anticlimactic, as they landed in the
middle of the Mexican Revolution. In 1912 Dayer and his family
hastened back to the United States. God still seemed reluctant to
explain what he had in mind. Praying for guidance, Dayer seemed
to hear an inner voice that advised him to return to Mexico. So once
more he sold his home and moved, but when nothing happened yet
again, his inner voice prompted him to return to Arizona. In thir-
teen years he moved back and forth nine times between Mexico and
the U.S. He was a sorely puzzled and troubled man.

Then, in 1923, Dayer was shaken awake in the middle of the
night by his grandfather, who was wearing white robes and a crown
of gold. Andrew Johnson told him that his mission was about to
begin, and that the first step was to take an attractive teenager
named Onie Jones as his wife. Since this was now against the law
in Utah, Dayer persuaded his wife Maud to divorce him, then mar-
ried Onie. Maud continued to live with him as if nothing had hap-
pened. The family moved back to Colonia Juarez in Mexico, where
the number of LeBaron children swelled to nineteen, but only ten
would live to adulthood.
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Life in Mexico was difficult, for things had changed since the
Revolution, and bigamy was frowned upon. The LeBaron children
encountered a great deal of mockery and hostility at school. One of
them, Lucinda, had a mental breakdown that would last, on and
off, for the rest of her life. Dayer decided to move his family to a
new site across the mountains, which he christened Colonia
LeBaron.

In 1934, Dayer’s eldest son, Ben, had a psychotic episode.
After a period in an insane asylum, he suddenly decided that he
was the true heir of Joseph Smith, the “One Mighty and Strong
Prophet,” and therefore the legitimate leader of the Mormon
Church. Ben’s brother Alma soon became a convert. When Dayer
was on his deathbed, Ben succeeded in persuading him to transfer
the “descent” to himself. Unfortunately, after another period in a
mental home, Ben threw himself into a river and drowned.

Another of the elder brothers, Wesley, also announced that he
was the Prophet, and he began building a fleet of flying saucers to
take himself and his followers to heaven. He seems to have been
discouraged by his inability to make them fly, but never wholly
abandoned his claim to being the true heir of Joseph Smith.

Ervil LeBaron, one of the younger brothers, had at first been
convinced that Ben was the Prophet; but the common sense of his
next-eldest brother, Joel, led him to change his mind. It looked as if
the LeBaron family was moving back towards sanity and normality.
Then came the bombshell. Brother Joel suddenly announced that
the Prophet’s mantle had fallen on him. According to Joel, he had
climbed a mountain and talked to an angel, who had confirmed it.

Oddly, Ervil was once again convinced. He became Joel’s most
faithful disciple, and Joel in turn appointed Ervil to the second
highest position in their newly formed Church of the Firstborn.
Ervil was a tall, powerfully built man, and a good speaker. Joel
could also deliver a powerful sermon, but he was personally a quiet
and modest man. His brother was altogether more dominant and
eloquent. When Joel moved away to found another colony in the
mountains, he left Ervil behind in charge of the church at Colonia
LeBaron.

It was a fatal mistake. Without his brother, Ervil began to real-
ize how pleasant it felt to have power. He began to dress in tailored
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clothes and drive new cars. He also took charge of the mating of his
flock, and frequently had a revelation from God that some attrac-
tive teenager had been selected to be his wife. In due course he
acquired thirteen of them, some American, some Mexican. He
even took away the wife of one of the church members and married
her while her lawful husband was away in the United States. The
youngest of his wives was only thirteen.

Unlike Joel, Ervil was the kind of person who enjoyed giving
orders and making new rules, which he preferred to call laws. In
due course, Joel heard murmurs of protest, and returned to
Colonia LeBaron. He lost no time in doing away with some of
Ervil’s more repressive laws and soothed the protesters. Ervil meek-
ly accepted the Prophet’s authority.

Amazingly, Joel then repeated his mistake; he went away to
found another colony called Los Molinos, and again left Ervil in
charge. Once again, the intoxication of power turned Ervil into a
dictator. His sermons, always rambling and bewildering, became
even longer; one lasted ten hours. Convinced that enemies wanted
to kill him, he began carrying a gun. The only person he seemed to
trust was a disciple named Dan Jordan, who often had to listen to
Ervil’s diatribes about the Prophet Joel.

In due course, Joel returned, and was once more overwhelmed
with protests about his younger brother. This time he took decisive
action, and relieved Ervil of his position. Strangely, Ervil took his
dismissal well, saying: “You don’t know what a relief this is to me.”

But disagreements between the two brothers continued to
multiply. Joel had entrusted Ervil with the buying of some land
around Los Molinos, on the Baja peninsula; now he found that
Ervil had made out the deeds to more than eight thousand acres in
his own name instead of in that of the church. There were legal
wrangles, and Joel announced the excommunication of his brother
and Dan Jordan, to take effect at the church’s next conference.

Ervil retaliated by declaring that he was the true heir to the
mantle of Joseph Smith, and issuing a privately printed book in
which he declared that his enemies and detractors would suffer the
“Blood Atonement.”

One week before the church conference, Joel drove from Los
Molinos to Colonia LeBaron. There a young church member who
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happened to be a follower of Ervil began talking to him about some
abstruse theological point. Since the sun was hot, the young man
invited Joel into the empty house before which they were standing;
the unsuspecting Joel followed him inside. Not long after, Joel’s
teenage son saw Dan Jordan drive up, and enter the house.
Suddenly there were sounds of a struggle and two shots. Dan
Jordan and the young man hastily left the house and walked away.
When Joel’s son ran in to see what had happened, he found his
father lying dead on the floor in an empty room. He had been shot
twice in the mouth while someone had held him down on the
floor.

With a warrant out for his arrest, Ervil vanished to the United
States. Four months later, tired of being on the run, he walked into
a Mexican police station and gave himself up. The trial dragged on
throughout most of 1973; on December 13, Ervil LeBaron was sen-
tenced to twelve years in prison for being the “intellectual author”
of his brother’s murder. The LeBaron saga had been playing on for
almost forty years.

The rejoicing of Joel’s followers was shortlived. The next day,
the verdict was overturned by a higher court for technical irregu-
larities, and Ervil LeBaron was set free.

Now the undisputed leader of the Church of the Firstborn,
Ervil had no doubt he would be recognized by Joel’s followers in
Colonia LeBaron and Los Molinos. It was an unrealistic expecta-
tion; they regarded him as a butcher. Besides, they already had a
replacement for Joel—his younger brother Verlan, whom Joel had
appointed Patriarch after excommunicating Ervil.

Throughout 1974, Ervil became increasingly restive and indig-
nant; it seemed that he had murdered his brother for nothing. If
he wanted to be the undisputed Prophet, it seemed there was only
one way: to murder Verlan.

Soon after dark on December 26, 1974, a wooden house in
Los Molinos suddenly burst into flames. Firefighters with buckets
of water eventually overcame the blaze. It was at that point that the
shooting began. Men emerged out of hiding and began firing at
random into the crowd. Others tossed Molotov cocktails into hous-
es. People screamed and ran; yet, oddly, no one fired back. The
inhabitants of Los Molinos had been told that God would protect
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them. When the raiders left, less than an hour later, eleven men
and four women lay wounded, and more than two dozen homes
fire bombed. Two of the victims would die later. The main objec-
tive—brother Verlan—was unharmed since he was away on a trip.

A few weeks later, there would be another murder: that of
Neomi Chynoweth, one of the wives of Ervil’s follower Bud
Chynoweth. She was taken out into the bush and then shot to
death by Vonda White, Ervil’s tenth wife. No one has ever estab-
lished exactly why she was killed, or why Ervil ordered the murder.

Ervil, meanwhile, was back in the United States, trying to
spread his ministry among the Mormons, and doing his best to per-
suade them that they owed him ten per cent of their earnings. One
of the men he targeted was a farmer named Bob Simons, who also
believed that he was a “Prophet of God.”

Bob had arrived at this conclusion after a mental breakdown
and electric shock treatment. When he received a pamphlet about
a new prophet called Ervil LeBaron, Simons was curious and wrote
to him. By now, Simons was running a successful farm and attempt-
ing to carry his religious message to the Indians. LeBaron and Dan
Jordan called on him and tried hard to convert him, but it seemed
pointless to Simons to reduce his own status by accepting another
man as his prophet.

After many long theological wrangles, Simons became aware
that Ervil was hoping to seduce one of his younger and prettier
wives—that, in fact, he had made her an offer to take her into his
own family. That was too much. Simons wrote Ervil LeBaron an
angry letter denying his authority. Ervil decided that Simons had
to die.

The man he chose to carry out the execution was a Mormon
whom Simons trusted, Lloyd Sullivan, who had confided to
Simons that he now also had his doubts about the Prophet. On
April 23, 1975, Lloyd Sullivan arrived at the Simons ranch to take
him to meet some Indians who were searching for a white prophet.
Eventually, they arrived at the spot, in the remote countryside west
of Salt Lake City. Simons climbed out of the car and peered into
the distance, looking for his potential converts. Two young men—
Eddie Marston and Mark Chynoweth—stepped quietly out of the
bushes. Marston pointed a shotgun at Simons’ head and pulled the
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trigger, blowing off the back of his skull. After that, the three men
buried Simons in a grave that had been dug hours before he was
killed.

Once Ervil had accepted murder as a solution to his prob-
lems—and, moreover, had once gotten away with it—he could see no
reason to stop. Killing Bob Simons was pointless; it solved nothing.
But it soothed his wounded vanity—one more victim was buried in
an unmarked grave. LeBaron at least felt confirmed in his sense
that he was a man to be reckoned with. Like Jeffrey Lundgren, he
justified murder by regarding it as the Blood Atonement sanc-
tioned by the Lord.

The next murder took place in June 1975; the victim was
another rebellious cult member, Dean Vest. Trouble had started
when Vest asked permission to take a sixteen-yearold girl named
Rena Chynoweth as his second wife; his first wife had left him and
moved to Seattle. Ervil was reluctant, for he had been sexually
molesting Rena since she was twelve. Now he married Rena him-
self, and gave Vest another woman named Linda.

The problem was that Linda preferred Ervil, and soon left her
husband’s bed for that of the Prophet. After that, Ervil sensed that
Vest was disillusioned with the cult and was preparing to leave. He
had his own reasons for wanting to prevent this; Vest owned a
barge worth $10,000, and Ervil wanted that money. He told his
wife Vonda—the one who had killed Neomi—that he had chosen
her to murder Vest.

It happened sooner than planned. Vest heard that his first wife
and daughter had been involved in a traffic accident, and prepared
to fly to Seattle. It was his bad luck that Vonda happened to be
baby-sitting in his home that day. When he told her that he was tly-
ing to Seattle to see his wife, she was convinced that he had no
intention of returning. So while Vest did his packing, Vonda found
a loaded revolver. Then, wearing rubber gloves, she approached
Vest from behind and shot him twice. Blood gushed from his
mouth and he collapsed. Vonda then shot him carefully in the
head.

She ran upstairs and cleaned the gun, and washed her hands
to get rid of gunpowder marks. After that, she rang the police and
told them that someone had entered the house while she was
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upstairs with the children, and had shot Dean Vest. The police dis-
believed her—there were blood spots on her shoes—and in spite of
her indignant denials, she was taken into custody.

A few months later, Ervil got himself arrested again. He made
the mistake of returning to Mexico, and was recognized by a mem-
ber of brother Verlan’s congregation. He was arrested, and he and
his lieutenant Andres Zarate went on trial for the attack on Los
Molinos. Incredibly, he was once again acquitted. One writer on
the case hints at the corruptibility of Mexican officials; whatever
the reason, Ervil LeBaron was again a free man by December 1976.

The next murder was Ervil’s own daughter, Rebecca. Ervil had
married her to a rich follower, Victor Chynoweth, who lived in
Denver, although Chynoweth already had a wife called Nancy.
Rebecca hated the marriage; Nancy treated her as an interloper,
and when she had a baby, Nancy took it over and treated Rebecca
as a hired nurse. Rebecca became increasingly angry and bitter.

Early in 1977, she was sent off to Dallas, Texas, where her
father had set up a repair business for domestic appliances. There
she was just as miserable. What she wanted was to be reunited with
her baby, and allowed to return to Mexico. Rebecca even hinted
that she might go to the authorities and talk about her father’s
activities.

In April 1977, Ervil told her that she would be allowed to col-
lect her baby in Denver, then fly to Mexico. Eddie Marston—he had
killed Bob Simons—and another “soldier” called Duane
Chynoweth, collected her for the drive to the airport. Instead, they
took her to a lonely road and strangled her with a rope. Rebecca’s
grave has never been located.

[t was at about this time that Ervil began to plan his most
ambitious crime so far. The victim was to be his brother Verlan.
But in order to lure Verlan to Utah, Ervil planned another mur-
der—that of Mormon cult leader Rulon Allred, who ran a funda-
mentalist group with three thousand followers. In the early days,
Allred had been a friend, but he had been alienated by the apos-
tolic claims of the LeBaron brothers. The plan was to murder him,
then murder Verlan when he attended the funeral.

Two women were selected to kill Allred: Ervil’s thirteenth wife,
Rena Chynoweth, and Ramona, wife of Dan Jordan. On May 10,
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1977, the two women checked into a motel in Murray, south of
Salt Lake City, where Allred ran a naturopathic clinic. As they sat
in the waiting room, Allred looked in, then returned to his labo-
ratory. Rena followed him, drew the revolver and shot him seven
times. With one of Allred’s eleven wives standing there, she even
tried to deliver the coup de grdce with a final bullet in the head, and
missed.

The two women then hurried out of the clinic, removed their
wigs and bulky outer clothing, worn as a disguise, and were picked
up by Eddie Marston, who had been baby-sitting Ramona’s child in
the car; they drove back towards Denver. Left behind in Murray
were three more “soldiers” whose job was to kill Verlan when he
came to the funeral.

Ervil’s planning had been correct; Verlan LeBaron did fly up
to Utah four days later for the funeral. But when the assassins
arrived there, they realized that their task would be impossible;
there were not only thousands of mourners, but also fifty police-
men to ensure that Allred’s killers did not strike again. With their
quarry only a hundred yards away, the killers decided they had to
abort the mission.

In fact, the police had already discovered the vital clue that
would bring Ervil LeBaron to justice. Two men scavenging in a
waste bin had found a plastic bag containing bullets, an empty box
that had held a newly purchased gun (complete with the gun’s seri-
al number), and crudely drawn maps showing the way to Allred’s
clinic. Fingerprints were found on empty soda cans, and a
reversible jacket matching the description of one that the killer had
worn was also found.

A check on the gun’s serial number revealed that it had been
purchased in Denver, and that the buyer was Nancy Chynoweth,
the wife of LeBaron’s wealthy follower Victor. Although Nancy
insisted that the gun had been stolen from her, she was extradited
to Salt Lake City on a murder charge.

One of LeBaron’s daughters, Alicia, was interviewed by police.
She had married outside the sect, and was no longer involved in it.
Asked which of Ervil’s followers would commit murder if he gave
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