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How the Millennium Con1es Violently 

Those who do not remember the past are condemned to 
repeat it. 

-Sign at the Jonestown pavillion 
(George Santayana) 

RECENT EVENTS 

The year 2000 is stimulating religious imaginations 
to spin millennial dreams. The new millennium 
is stimulating hopes that the limitations of the 
human condition will be transcended finally and 
completely. Scholars have termed this hope for collec
tive earthly or heavenly salvation "millennialism" or 
"millenarianism," because, so often, the terrestrial 
perfection has been expected to last one thousand 
years. Many millennialists believe the transition 
will take place catastrophically, and sometimes this 
conflict expectation and its accompanying radical 
dualistic perspective have contributed to episodes 
of violence. 

In the last decade of the twentieth century, a 
number of millennial groups involved in violence 
burst into the news. In 1992, the family of Randy 
and Vicki Weaver, who had strong millennial beliefs 
and had taken refuge in the mountains at Ruby 
Ridge, Idaho, was caught up in a conflict with law 
enforcement agents that killed Sam Weaver (age 
14), Vicki Weaver, and U.S. Marshal William 
Degan.l In 1993, the Branch Davidians were 
subjected to not one, but two assaults by federal 
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officers, resulting in the deaths of four ATF agents 
and eighty Davidians. In October 1994, fifty-three 
members and former members of the Order of the 
Solar Temple (Ordre du Temple Solaire) were discov· 
ered dead in Quebec and Switzerland. Some were 
murdered and some committed suicide. At the 
winter solstice just before Christmas 1995, sixteen 
more members of the Solar Temple died in a group 
murder/suicide near Grenoble, France. On March 
20, 1995, members of Aum Shinrikyo released sarin 
gas on Tokyo subway trains, injuring over 5,000 
people and killing twelve. Aum members previously 
had committed a variety of murders, and they 
attempted to commit more murders after the Tokyo 
subway attack. The 1996 eighty-one-day standoff 
between FBI agents and the Montana Freemen 
contained an armed group that was part of a 
revolutionary movement in the United States that 
aimed to overthrow the federal government. On 
March 22, 1997, when the Hale-Bopp comet was 
closest to the earth, five more members of the Solar 
Temple committed suicide in Quebec, and thirty· 
nine members of Heaven's Gate began their group 
suicide near San Diego. On May 6, 1997, two more 
Heaven's Gate believers attempted suicide, and one 
succeeded. The Heaven's Gate believer who was 
revived at that time, Chuck Humphrey, committed 
suicide in February 1998. 

Members of all of these groups were millennial· 
ists, as were members of the Peoples Temple, who, 
in 1978, committed murder and "revolutionary 
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suicide" in and near Jonestown, Guyana. Millennial 
;hopes are perennial and are not necessarily tied to 
, unusual dates on the calendar. On November 18, 
1978, Peoples Temple members opened fire on the 
party of U.S. Congressman Leo Ryan, who had just 
completed an unwelcome visit to Jonestown and 
was leaving with some defectors. Five people were 
killed, including Congressman Ryan, and ten were 
wounded. Back in Jonestown, the community gath
ered to commit suicide by drinking Fla-Vor-Aid 
laced with tranquilizers and cyanide. Some people, 
including children, were injected with the deadly 
potion. Nine hundred and nine people died in 
Jonestown, including 294 children under age nine
teen. A loyal member of Peoples Temple stationed 
in Georgetown, Guyana, slit the throats of her three 
children and then killed herself. Four months later, 
Mike Prokes, the church's public relations man, 
called a news conference in a Modesto, California, 
motel. Prokes said, "I can't disassociate myself from 
the people who died, nor do I want to. The people 
weren't brainwashed fanatics or cultists; the Temple 
was not a cult." Then he went to the bathroom and 
shot himself.2 

Each one of these cases teaches us that well
meaning and ordinary people (lower class, middle 
class, and upper class, young and old, people of all 
races, nationalities, and educational levels) can 
become caught up in religious systems and social 
dynamics that can culminate in violence and death. 
JimJones's sign at the Jonestown pavillion, quoting 
Santayana, is pertinent. If we neglect to study these 
millennial movements, and do not understand the 
dynamics that produce tragic violence, then these 
scenarios will continue to occur. 

When we learn of an episode of violence 
involving a religious group, we distance those 
people from us by considering them to be brain
washed cultists who have nothing in common with 
ordinary people like ourselves. We make them 
completely "other" from ourselves. But in fact, 
members of these religious groups are ordinary 
people, who are sincerely committed to their 
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religious beliefs. We need to recall that millennial 
beliefs are at the core of a number of mainstream 
scriptures, especially the Bible, and that these scrip
tures, therefore, serve as resources upon which reli
gious people can draw. 

After the deaths at Jonestown, the members of 
Peoples Temple were dehumanized, because we saw 
them in the news only as corpses.3 The news media 
did not characterize the residents of Jonestown as 
good people who were committed to an ideal of 
interracial harmony and human equality. Peoples 
Temple members were building a community based 
on "apostolic socialism," in which financial 
resources were held in common to serve the needs 
of all community members. The members of the 
community worked for each others' well-being. 

The Branch Davidians also were dehumanized 
in the news media. Because the FBI controlled the 
flow of information about the Davidians, the 
Davidians were not permitted to tell their side of 
the story. They were obstructed from explaining 
their religious beliefs to the American public. All we 
saw in the media were depictions of a deranged
looking David Koresh. The invisibility of the other 
Davidians made them into nonentities and created 
a cultural situation in which it became acceptable 
to exterminate them. By this I mean that, because 
the news did not depict the Davidians as human 
beings, the media coverage produced a cultural 
consensus that their deaths did not warrant public 
outcry against the excessive force used against 
them. 4 Seventy-four Davidians died in the fire on 
April 19, 1993. Of these, twenty-three were chil
dren, including two infants who were born after the 
death of their mothers. s 

It is my hope that my comparative study of 
Jonestown, the Branch Davidians, Aum Shinrikyo, 
the Montana Freemen, the Solar Temple, Heaven's 
Gate, and Chen Tao6 will enable ordinary people
religious believers, potential converts, news 
reporters, law enforcement agents, and scholars-to 
deal constructively with the dynamics of millennial 
groups and to avoid violence. 



, 
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KEY TERMS 

In understanding violent millennial groups, I have 
found Robert D. Baird's definition of religion to be 
useful. Utilizing the phrase coined by theologian 
Paul Tillich, Baird defines religion as "ultimate 
concern," and he defines ultimate concern as "a 
concern which is more important than anything else in 

the universe for the person [or the group] involved."? 

Many of us are pragmatic and will change our ulti
mate concerns if placed in life-threatening situa
tions. However, groups such as Jonestown, the 
Branch Davidians, Aum Shinrikyo, the Montana 
Freemen, the Solar Temple, and Heaven's Gate 
show us that people can be willing to kill or die for 
their ultimate concerns. 

The ultimate concern of the Jonestown resi
dents was to preserve their communal solidarity, 
and, thus, be an example that would help establish 
a future sOciety free of racism, sexism, classism, and 
ageism. Jim Jones taught that a period of turmoil, 
race war, and nuclear destruction would precede 
the establishment of the perfect society, which he 
believed would be communist. The ultimate 
concern of the Branch Davidians was to be obedient 
to God's will as revealed in the Bible in order to be 
included in God's salvation kingdom. The Davidians 
believed that Koresh would be killed in arma
geddonB and then he would return to establish 
God's kingdom. The ultimate concern for Aum 
Shinrikyo devotees was the creation of communi
ties of enlightened individuals, who would survive 
armageddon and establish the Buddhist millennial 
kingdom called Shambhala. The ultimate concern 
of the Montana Freemen was to overthrow the ille
gitimate American government to establish true 
American republics obedient to Yahweh's laws 
revealed in the Bible. These are all millennial goals 
involving the expectation that salvation will be 
terrestrial. 

In millennial religions, however, the expecta
tion of an earthly salvation also involves belief in 
heaven or an otherworld. This permits shifting to 

an expectation of a heavenly salvation if historical 
conditions disprove the earthly salvation. When 
the Solar Temple adepts decided that the world's 
population was stubbornly refusing to transform to 
create the Age of Aquarius, they shifted their expec· 
tation of terrestrial salvation to an otherworldly 
realm, to which they made several group "transits/l 
by murder and group suicide. 

Heaven's Gate serves as a reminder to scholars 
that millennial groups are not always concerned 
with terrestrial salvation. The Heaven's Gate class 
members saw the terrestrial world, which they 
designated the Human Kingdom, as sorely lacking 
in perfection. In order to achieve the Kingdom of 
Heaven, or what they termed The Level Above 
Human (T.E.L.A.H.), each believer had to learn how 
to overcome human desires. Ultimately, theyaban· 
doned their human bodies, their terrestrial "vehi· 
cles," confident that their souls were transferring 
into divinized extraterrestrial bodies in T.E.L.A.H. 
They believed that as inhabitants of T.E.L.A.H., they 
would travel the universe with their teachers, Ti and 
Do, in a "mothership." As T.E.L.A.H. inhabitants, 
they would spend eternity in service by guiding the 
evolution of life on various planets regarded as 
"gardens" for the growth of souls. They exited Earth 
in 1997 (they did not regard this as suicide), because 
catastrophic destruction was imminent due to an 
overgrowth of evil here in this"garden." 

We need to note that increasingly in new reli
gions, extraterrestrials and space aliens are the 
superhuman agents that act in the roles previously 
filled by God, gods, angels, and devils. The religious 
outlook remains the same; there is continued belief 
that there are normally unseen superhuman agents 
that affect us in our earthly existence for good or ill. 

There are two primary types of millennialisill, 
which I call catastrophic millennialism and progres
sive millennialism.9 

Catastrophic millennialism involves a pessimistic 
view of humanity and society. We are so corrupt 
and sinful that the world as we know it must be 
destroyed and then created anew. This will be 
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accomplished by God (or by superhuman agents 
such as extraterrestrials), perhaps with the assis
tance of human beings. The millennial kingdom 
will be created only after the violent destruction of 
the old world. 

Progressive millennialism involves an optimistic 
view of human nature that became prevalent in the 
nineteenth century. Humans engaging in social 
work in harmony with the divine will can effect 
changes that non-catastrophically and progres
sively create the millennia1kingdom.lO 

Believers in both catastrophic millennialism 
and progressive millennialism are certain that there 
is a divine (or superhuman) plan to establish the 
millennial kingdom. Both types of millennialism 
possess an urgent sense of the imminence of the 
millennial kingdom. Catastrophic millennialism 
and progressive millennialism differ on whether 
humanity contains enough positive potential to 
make the transition noncatastrophically or is so 
depraved that violent destruction of the old world is 
necessary before the millennial kingdom can be 
established. 

Both catastrophic millennialism and progres
sive millennialism mayor may not involve 
messianism. 11 I use the Hebrew word messiah to 
refer to an individual believed to be empowered 
by God (or a superhuman agent) to create the 
millennial kingdom. A messiah is always a prophet, 
but a prophet is not necessarily a messiah. 12 

A prophet is someone who is believed to receive 
revelation from a normally unseen source, such as 
God, angels, ascended masters, or extraterrestrials. 
Both messiahs and prophets have charismatic 
authority (see the discussion of charisma in 
chapter 1), but the messiah is the individual believed 
to be empowered to bring about the millennia1 
kingdom. The prophet may announce the 
imminent arrival of the millennial kingdom, and 
perhaps even the imminent arrival of the messiah, 
but the prophet who is not a messiah is not regarded 
as having the power to create the millennial 
kingdom. 
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THE DYNAMICS OF VIOLENCE 

Catastrophic millennialism inherently possesses a 
dualistic worldview. 13 The world is seen as a battle
ground between good and evil, God and Satan, us 
and them. This radical dualism expects, and often 
produces, conflict. It identifies particular groups 
and individuals as enemies. It is the embattled 
worldview of people engaging in warfare. Many reli
gious people hold this dualistic worldview and wage 
their warfare spiritually with prayers, faith, and 
worship as their weapons. But if the warfare becomes 
physical, people are killed, they kill others, people 
are martyred and die for a cause. Jonestown, the 
Branch Davidians, Aum Shinrikyo, and the Montana 
Freemen were catastrophic millennial groups 
willing to fight the battle on the physical level. 

Catastrophic millennialism and progressive 
millennialism are not mutually exclusive. If a group 
experiences some prosperity, some success at 
building its millennial kingdom, the expectations 
of catastrophe may wane and progressive expecta
tions will come to the fore. But if the group experi
ences conflict with "cultural opponents,"14 if it 
experiences persecution, then the group may be 
pushed to exaggerated expectations of catastrophe 
and a radical dualism that tends toward paranoia. 

I suggest that if members of a catastrophic 
millennial group perceive themselves as being 
persecuted by outside cultural opponents, and 
furthermore perceive that they are failing to achieve 
their ultimate concern, this will be a group that is 
likely to commit violent acts in order to preserve its 
ultimate concern. IS In attempting to deal with such 
a catastrophic millennial group, it is counter
productive to undertake actions that make the 
members feel persecuted, and the worst thing to do 
is to apply increased pressure that causes the 
members to despair about achieving their ultimate 
goal. Persecution just confirms the millennial 
group's dualism and perception of being locked in a 
conflict with powerful and demonic enemies. If the 
group members are pushed to the point of despair 
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about the success of their goal, they will not 
abandon their ultimate concern, but instead they 
will be motivated to take desperate actions to 
preserve it. 

If, due to internal weaknesses and the experi
ence of cultural opposition, a catastrophic millen
nial community gives up on the possibility of 
including individuals in the outside world in salva
tion and turns inward to ensure the salvation of its 
members alone, then violent actions are more likely 
to be committed. This was the point reached by the 
Jonestown residents and Aum Shinrikyo devotees as 
well as by the Solar Temple adepts and Heaven's 
Gate students. The violence may be directed 
outwardly against enemies, or it may be directed 
inwardly to control dissidents or perhaps to commit 
suicide and remove the group from the hopelessly 
corrupt world. Jonestown, Aum Shinrikyo, and the 
Solar Temple indicate that it is likely that both 

inwardly-directed and outwardly-directed violent 
acts will be committed. 

In studying catastrophic millennial groups 
involved in violence, we need to distinguish between 
fragile groups that initiate violence to preserve their 
ultimate concern, and groups that are assaulted 
because law enforcement agents regard them as 
dangerous. There are also revolutionary millennial 
movements that possess theologies or ideologies 
that prompt believers to commit violent acts against 
enemies perceived as demonic or subhuman. 

Fragile Millennial Groups that Initiate 
Violence due to Internal Weaknesses and 
Cultural Opposition 

Jonestown and Aum Shinrikyo are examples of cata
strophiC millennial groups experiencing internal 
and external pressures that can produce violence. 16 

Jonestown and Aum Shinrikyo are examples of 
fragile catastrophic millennial groups whose 
members commit violent acts because they feel 
persecuted and perceive their millennial goal (their 
ultimate concern) as failing. 

Both Jim Jones and Shoko Asahara created 
stresses internal to the group that endangered the 
ultimate concern. Both leaders set goals for their 
groups that were impossible to achieve. Both Jones 
and Asahara were, by virtue of their own actions, in 
danger of failing to be the messiahs they claimed to 
be. Jones's descent into debilitating drug addiction 
after he moved to Jonestown intensified the pres· 
sure felt by the other leaders to keep Jonestown 
economically viable. Jonestown was in danger of 
failing as a communal experiment, and was suffering 
from Jones's erratic behavior when the unwanted 
visit by Congressman Leo Ryan, reporters, and 
concerned relatives-all perceived as enemies
pushed the community over the edge. Shoko 
Asahara styled himself as a perfect Buddha, a fully 
enlightened person with infallible powers of 
prophecy. He created stresses internal to Aum 
Shinrikyo by stipulating that an impossible number 
of individuals had to become renunciants (monas
tics). Once Asahara, as an infallible Buddha, 
predicted armageddon, then armageddon had to 
occur. Asahara's insistence that devotees perform 
violent acts of asceticism led to a devotee's death 
and subsequently the murder of an individual who 
wanted to defect. Aum Shinrikyo, therefore, 
possessed criminal secrets, and any investigation of 
the group endangered its ultimate concern of estab
lishing the Buddhist millennial kingdom. I? 

The stresses internal to Jonestown and Aum 
Shinrikyo were exacerbated by the activities of 
outside opponents-concerned relatives, anticult 
activists, reporters, law enforcement agents, and 
government representatives-that caused members 
of both groups to feel persecuted. The response 
within both Jonestown and Aum Shinrikyo was to 
turn inward and give up on the outside society as 
being hopelessly corrupt and sinful. Jonestown resi
dents opted to take revenge against their enemies 
by killing Congressman Ryan and attacking news 
reporters and defectors in Ryan's party, and then to 
preserve their communal solidarity by murdering 
their children and committing group suicide. Their 
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revolutionary suicide in protest of corrupt capi
talism was meant to prevent the further disruption 
of their community by defectors and outside oppo
nents. IS Aum Shinrikyo devotees committed a 
variety of murders to prevent defections and to 
silence outside opponents. They developed weapons 
of mass destruction for revolutionary purposes, but 
they utilized these weapons to wage war against 
their immediate enemies. The Tokyo subway gas 
attack had the short-term aim of preventing a 
massive police raid from being carried out against 
Aum communes. Fortunately, Japanese police were 
able to take the Aum leaders into custody before 
they became a full-fledged revolutionary millennial 
movement and initiated armageddon. 

Both Jonestown residents and Aum Shinrikyo 
devotees possessed a radically dualistic worldview. 
The Jonestown leaders saw reality in terms of a 
conflict between communism and capitalism. Jim 

. Jones used the biblical metaphor of "Babylon" to 
refer to evil capitalistic society.I9 The Aum guru and 
leaders saw reality in terms of a conflict between 
spirituality and materialism. Because Aum Shinrikyo 

~ 	 concealed criminal secrets, its leaders saw every 
possibility of investigation as part of a conspiracy to 
destroy Aum. Residents of Jonestown and residents 
of the Aum communes felt persecuted and besieged 
by outside enemies. The integrity of their communes 
was threatened from within by potential and actual 
defectors. 

Because of their fragility due to internal weak
nesses, many of which were caused by their respec
tive leaders and their experience of cultural 
opposition, Jonestown residents and Aum Shinrikyo 
devotees initiated violence to preserve their ulti
mate concerns. In both cases, violence was directed 
both inwardly against members and dissidents and 
outwardly against enemies. 

The Solar Temple and Heaven's Gate, both 
treated in chapter 7, were also fragile millennial 
groups whose members committed violent acts to 
preserve their ultimate concerns. In the case of the 
Solar Temple, internal weaknesses, plus the 
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experience of cultural opposition, caused the adepts 
to despair that the Age of Aquarius would be created 
on earth, so they opted to make a "transit" to a 
"heavenly" salvation on the star Sirius. Before 
leaving, they executed their enemies, and they 
murdered some less resolute Solar Temple members 
to assist them in making the transit. In the Heaven's 
Gate group, the two leaders, Ti and Do, had set 
impossible goals for their "class," and their dualistic 
catastrophic millennial worldview made the group's 
members extremely sensitive to any negative 
response to their message, which they interpreted 
as persecution. The Heaven's Gate class members 
committed suicide, which they regarded as an "exit" 
from Earth to enter the Kingdom of Heaven, to 
preserve their ultimate concern. 

Assaulted Millennial Groups that are 
Attacked by Law Enforcement Agents 
because they are Perceived as Dangerous 

Although the Branch Davidians also saw themselves 
in conflict with sinful "Babylon," they differ from 
Jonestown and Aum Shinrikyo because they never 
doubted the achievement of their ultimate 
concern. 20 All of the actions taken by the ATF and 
FBI agents21 against the Davidians had the effect of 
confirming David Koresh's prophecies about the 
violent events of the endtime and thereby enhanced 
his authority as the messiah. The Branch Davidians 
were catastrophic millennialists and they felt perse
cuted, but their persecution strengthened their faith 
in David Koresh and his prophecies. They haq no 
reason to doubt that God would accomplish the 
millennial kingdom. The events of the ATF assault 
and the fifty-one-day siege conducted by FBI agents 
confirmed that everything was going according to 
God's plan, and that David Koresh had the divinely
inspired ability to interpret the Bible. I believe that 
this explains why the Davidians were able to with
stand such an incredible amount of persecution by 
law enforcement agents. The Davidians never gave 
up their efforts to convert individuals in the outside 

.... 
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world because their persecution made it appear 
more likely that the ultimate concern would be 
achieved. David Koresh attempted to get his 
message out during the siege, and when that was 
prevented, he and other Davidians attempted to 
convert the FBI negotiators. 

The problem was that the FBI agents were 
unequipped to understand the Bible-based language 
spoken by Koresh and the Davidians. The tran
scripts of the negotiation tapes22 show that the 
Davidians tried valiantly throughout the siege to 
communicate and negotiate with the FBI agents, 
and that clearly indicates that the Davidians did not 
want to die. They believed that God might will 
them to die at the hands of agents of Babylon to 
initiate the catastrophic endtime, and they were 
willing to die for their ultimate concern, but the 
Branch Davidians did not want to die. The Davidians 
attempted to communicate with FBI agents up until 
the very end. 

During the siege, at least one Davidian 
(livingstone Fagan) came out of Mount Carmel for 
the purpose of explaining the Davidians' faith. 
Other Davidians came out for personal reasons or 
they sent their children out. The persecution 
confirmed Koresh's prophecies, so the community 
was not endangered when people chose to come 
out. But many Davidians stayed inside Mount 
Carmel because they were waiting for a revelation 
of God's will, and because each time Davidians 
came out, FBI agents punished them by escalating 
the psychological warfare.23 

The Branch Davidian tragedy illustrates how 
law enforcement agents should not deal with armed 
catastrophic millennial groupS.24 To avoid violence, 
law enforcement agents have to take seriously the 
group's religious views and avoid acting in ways 
that make them appear to be the agents of Satan. In 
the event of a siege, group members should be 
offered terms that permit them to remain true to 
their ultimate concern even while surrendering. 
This was not done with the Branch Davidians, to a 
great extent because of the advice being given to 

law enforcement agents by anticult activists.25 

Anticult activists possess their own radical dualistic 
worldview that perpetuates the prejudiced stereo· 
type of the so-called cult. 

After being ignored by the FBI when they 
offered their services, two Bible scholars, Dr. J. 
Phillip Arnold and Dr. James Tabor, pursued a plan 
to persuade the Davidians to surrender. Arnold and 
Tabor were concerned because the Davidians 
believed they were in the "Fifth Seal" of Revelation 
(Rev. 6: 9-11). The Davidians interpreted this Bible 
passage as a prediction that some of the members of 
the godly community would be killed by Babylon, 
and after a waiting period the rest of the commu· 
nity would be martyred. 26 Arnold and Tabor directed 
a radio broadcast to the Davidians in which they 
discussed the biblical prophecies. The Davidians 
were elated that finally someone was communi· 
cating with them who understood their Bible-based 
language.27 Arnold and Tabor suggested that other 
prophecies in Revelation indicated that David 
Koresh should come out in order to present his 
interpretation of the Seven Seals to the world, even 
after being imprisoned. They argued that the 
waiting period described in the Fifth Seal would be 
longer than a few months. The Davidians should 
exit Mount Carmel because God did not intend 
them to be martyred there. Once out of Mount 
Carmel David Koresh would be able to spread his 
message of God's salvation to the rest of the world. 

On April 14, 1993, Koresh sent out a letter in 
which he reported that he had received permission 
from God to write a "little book"28 containing his 
interpretation of the Seven Seals. Koresh's letter said 
that once the manuscript was in safekeeping with 
Tabor and Arnold, he and the Davidians would 
come out.29 The negotiation tapes reveal that the 
Davidians were heard cheering at the prospect of 
coming out.30 On April 16, Koresh reported to the 
FBI that he had completed writing his interpreta· 
tion of the First Seal. 31 When Attorney General 
Janet Reno asked if there were reasons to continue 
waiting and negotiating with the Davidians, FBI 
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agents did not tell her about Koresh's promise to 
surrender. A woman who escaped the fire on April 
19 carried out a disk that contained David Koresh's 
interpretation of the First Seal of Revelation, indi
cating that Koresh was sincere in his promise.32 

J. Phillip Arnold and James Tabor succeeded in 
offering the Davidians a way they could remain true 
to their ultimate concern and still come out, but 
their successful efforts were nullified by the FBI gas 
and tank assault on April 19. During the assault, the 
Davidians probably concluded that the prophecies 
of Revelation were being fulfilled in their martyrdom 
at the hands of Babylon. Only nine Davidians 
escaped the fire. 

Revolutionary Millennial Movements 
Possessing Theologies of Violence33 

The eighty-one-day soft siege of the Montana 
Freemen in 1996 was handled correctly by the FBI. 
The standoff involved a group of armed people who 
aimed to spark "the second American revolution" 
to overthrow the federal government they identi
fied as "Babylon" and to establish true American 
republics obedient to Yahweh and his laws. 
Revolutionary millennial movements have an 
inherent potential for violence because they aim to 
overthrow what they view as a persecuting govern
ment. The believers are convinced that they are 
participating in the divine plan to violently destroy 
the illicit government and then establish the millen
nial kingdom. They believe that violent revolution 
is necessary and divinely ordained in order to estab
lish the millennial kingdom. 

The Freemen indicate for us that there is no 
need to have a messiah or a guru in order to have a 
potentially violent religious movement. In 1996, 

the Freemen living in Justus Township were the 
most visible portion of an ongoing revolution 
against the American federal government. This 
revolutionary movement is a Euro-American 
nativist movement (see chapter 6). Extremist indi
viduals associated with militias, white supremacist 
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groups, and the religion known as Christian Identity 
are committing acts of domestic terrorism, and 
federal and local law enforcement agents are 
working to contain this revolution. 

Unlike Jonestown, the Branch Davidians, Aum 
Shinrikyo, and the Solar Temple, anticult activists 
were not opposing the Montana Freemen. The 
national news coverage of the Freemen was medi
ocre, but they were not demonized. Instead we saw 
the Freemen and their children on television, and 
we saw that they were human beings. The news 
coverage in the Billings Gazette was exceptionally 
good. Relatives of the Freemen were interviewed, 
and the Freemen were depicted as being farmers, 
ranchers, and working people with concerns that 
other Americans had. 

During the Freemen standoff, FBI agents 
consulted scholars knowledgeable about millennial 
and new religious movements, including Dr. 
Michael Barkun, Dr. J. Phillip Arnold, Dr. Jean 
Rosenfeld, and myself. The scholars advising the 
FBI agents urged them to keep the siege low-key and 
to avoid making the Freemen feel persecuted. We 
urged the FBI agents to utilize third-party interme
diaries (worldview translators),34 who could under
stand the Freemen's worldview and speak the 
Freemen's language, but also who had the cognitive 
distance from the Freemen worldview to analyze it. 
We urged the FBI agents not to pressure the Freemen 
or cause them to despair of achieving their religious 
goal. Finally, we urged the FBI agents to offer terms 
to the Freemen that permitted them to simultane
ously remain true to their ultimate concern and 
come out of Justus Township. 

Toward the end of the Freemen standoff, 
J. Phillip Arnold spent four days with the FBI nego
tiators in Montana, which contributed to the break
through involving the exit of a couple along with 
the woman's two young daughters (ages eight and 
ten). FBI agents offered final terms to the remaining 
Freemen that reassured the Freemen they could 
continue striving to achieve their ultimate concern 
while in federal custody.3s According to the Freemen 
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perspective, they did not surrender, but took their 
fight against Babylon into the federal courts.36 The 
Freemen were not put into a position in which they 
felt their only options were either to kill or die for 
their ultimate concernY 

CONCLUSION 

The categories highlighted here-fragile millennial 
groups, assaulted millennial groups, and revolu
tionary millennial movements-can be seen as 
distinct moments on a continuum involving 
millennial beliefs and the potential for violence. A 
particular millennial group may possess several of 
these features simultaneously-fragility, revolu
tionary ideology and activity, and being subjected 
to assault. A group may move from one of these 
categories to another as it develops.38 I have assigned 
one of these categories to each millennial group 
treated in this book according to whether the 
members or outside opponents initiated the 
violence, and whether a revolutionary ideology, 
fragility, or self-defense was the primary motivation 
for violent acts committed by believers. 

Aum Shinrikyo possessed a revolutionary 
ideology and was actively acquiring weapons of 
mass destruction in preparation for initiating arma
geddon, but in fact, the violent acts committed by 
devotees were related to the fragility of Aum 
Shinrikyo and its endangered ultimate concern. 
Hence, I conclude that at the times of the sarin gas 
attack on the Tokyo subway and earlier acts of 
violence, Aum Shinrikyo was a fragile millennial 
group. 

The Branch Davidians had revolutionary poten
tial in that David Koresh taught that they would go 
to Israel and fight on the side of the Israelis against 
the United States and the United Nations in arma
geddon in 1995. Initially, the Davidians were not 
expecting armageddon to take place in Texas. David 
Koresh and one of his followers supported the group 
financially by buying and selling arms at gun shows. 

No conclusive evidence has been produced that the 
Davidians' weapons were illegal, and in 1993 the 
Davidians were not preparing to fight armageddon 
against their Texas neighbors. ATF agents and FBI 
agents assaulted the Branch Davidians twice because 
they misunderstood their religious commitment 
and intention. 

Jonestown, the Solar Temple, and Heaven's 
Gate were unambiguously fragile millennial groups, 
whose members committed violent acts to preserve 
their ultimate concerns. Each suffered from internal 
stresses that endangered their respective goals as 
well as from varying degrees of cultural opposition 
that members viewed as persecution. 

The Montana Freemen were part of a diffuse 
revolutionary millennial movement in contempo
rary America, and the Freemen were prepared to 
commit violent acts, but if the Freemen, like similar 
Christian Identity communities in the United 
States, had experienced some success at building 
their millennial kingdom set apart from corrupt 
mainstream society, then the potential for violent 
acts committed by believers could have diminished 
over time. 

It needs to be noted that catastrophic millen
nial beliefs do not necessarily cause violent 
episodes.39 Numerous catastrophic millennial 
groups exist and have existed without getting 
caught up in violence. 

On the other hand, every millennial movement 
is revolutionary in its hope for a radical transforma
tion to a collective salvation.40 A key issue in deter· 
mining the potential for volatility is whether the 
believers expect that the transformation will be 
accomplished by divine intervention or by the 
active participation of the faithful in overthrowing 
the current sinful order. Under specific social condi
tions, otherwise peaceful catastrophic millennial 
groups may become assaulted or fragile. 

The comparative study of Jonestown, the 
Branch Davidians, Aum Shinrikyo, the Montana 
Freemen, the Solar Temple, Heaven's Gate, and also 
of Chen Tao, reveals the perSistent folly of a radical 
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dualistic worldview, and shows that such "dichoto
mous thinking"41 is found not only in members of 
catastrophic millennial groups, but also among 
defectors from new religious movements, anticult 
activists, law enforcement agents, and news 
reporters. It is all too human to see things in conflic
tual terms-us vs. the enemy, the good guys vs. the 
bad guys. The persistence of a radical dualistic view 
is seen in defectors from catastrophic millennial 
groups, who simply reverse those they define as the 
enemy. The religious group they have left and its 
leader are redefined as evil, and they work as 
passionately to destroy that group as they previ
ously worked to promote it.42 Law enforcement 
agents and members of the military are trained to 
see situations in terms of the good guys in conflict 
with the bad guys. Numerous retired police officers 
and former military personnel populate the 
continuing Euro-American nativist movement that 
includes the Freemen, constitution and Common 
Law study groups, and militias. They have merely 
redefined the federal government and its agents as 
evil, and they work passionately to destroy the 
government's dominance. Police officers and former 
military personnel were active in helping Aum 
Shinrikyo prepare to wage deadly armageddon 
against the population of Japan. In the cases of 
Jonestown, the Branch Davidians, and the Solar 
Temple, news reporters in search of sensationalized 
stories of conflict contributed to the tragic conclu
sions. The Heaven's Gate leader, Do, felt persecuted 
by the news media in the mid-1970s, and this 
contributed to his decision to lead his class to 
commit a group suicide more than twenty years 
later. 

In order to deal constructively with members of 
unconventional religious groups, law enforcement 
agents, reporters, and scholars have to learn to 
regard the members as human beings possessing a 
sincere commitment to their ultimate concern. If 

people can regard each other as human beings, as 
persons like "US," and not as demonic and inhuman 
enemies, conflictual dualism on all sides will 
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diminish. For law enforcement agents, this means it 
is necessary to meet with members of new religious 
groups, listen to them, and, whenever possible, 
enlist their cooperation in the investigation of their 
activities. News reporters can contribute to peaceful 
dialogue rather than violent conflict by respectfully 
permitting members of unconventional religions to 
articulate their views and to be seen as human 
beings. Scholars need to promote increased public 
understanding of religion by making their expertise 
available to reporters, law enforcement agents, and 
the wider community. However, as scholars attempt 
to humanize the members of new religious move
ments for the general public, they should not be in 
the business of giving II clean bills of health" to 
particular groups. Aum Shinrikyo stands as a 
warning that sometimes NRMs contain nasty 
surprises. Scholars also should be leary of labeling a 
group as potentially dangerous given the propen
sity of law enforcement agents, reporters, relatives, 
and anticult activists to step up cultural opposition 
to unconventional groups. How to utilize skillfully 
the lessons learned from this comparative study 
remains at issue. 
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