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ABSTRACT

THE REVEREND JIM JONES AND RELIGIOUS, POLITICAL, AND RACIAL

RADICALISM IN PEOPLES TEMPLE

by

Catherine Abbott

The University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee, 2015
Under the Supervision of Professor J. David Hoeveler

On November 18, 1978 over 900 members of Peoples Temple committed suicide or were
murdered in Jonestown, Guyana under the direction of Reverend Jim Jones. This thesis explores
the radical ideology of Jones leading up to and including the day of the murder-suicides by
poisoned Flavor-Aid. Jones was a radical theologically, politically, and in racial thinking,
although he was not an advocate for women’s rights. Jones claimed to be a prophet and then
God, criticized the Bible and became atheistic, called himself a Marxist, a socialist, and a
Communist, and strove for equal rights for minorities in the United States through his
interactions with the Black Panther Party and prominent black religious figures, including Father
Divine. The “cult” was said to have committed “revolutionary suicide,” a phrase used by Huey
Newton. Jones’ radicalism in Peoples Temple may be one factor that ultimately led to the

destruction of Jonestown that day.
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Introduction

I entered the realm of Jonestown scholarship in 2008 unexpectedly. Not knowing much
about Jim Jones and his Peoples Temple but having had an interest in the group for some time, I
watched Stanley Nelson’s documentary on PBS, Jonestown: The Life and Death of Peoples
Temple (2006). The documentary clarified the vision of Peoples Temple as Stanley Nelson
viewed it, emphasizing its resemblance to a counterculture movement over a religious “cult” or a
traditional Christian group. Nelson’s documentary inspired me to write a paper, “Selling
Jonestown: Religion, Socialism, and Revolutionary Suicide in Peoples Temple,” as an
undergraduate at California State University-San Marcos. In that paper, I focused on what I
believed to be the “true religion” in Jonestown: socialism. I presented the paper at conferences
and began to develop and strengthen my argument as I received feedback from professors and
attendees at these conferences.

While living in Southern California, I met people connected to the Jonestown Institute
and former Peoples Temple members. I wrote articles for the San Diego State University-
sponsored Jonestown Institute under the guidance of Research Director Fielding McGehee and
Dr. Rebecca Moore, Religious Studies Professor and Site Manager of the Alternative
Considerations of Jonestown & Peoples Temple. I transcribed newly-released FBI tapes of Jim
Jones’ sermons for the Jonestown Institute, which gave me access to material that has not yet
widely been used by other historians. I met Laura Johnston Kohl, a Peoples Temple survivor
who introduced me to other former Peoples Temple members and invited me to their annual
events and ceremonies. Through talking to these former Peoples Temple members and working

on projects for the Jonestown Institute, I became immersed in the project and began to develop a



new perspective on Jim Jones that differed from other historians’ perspectives: one emphasizing
Jones’ radical ideology concerning religion, politics, and race.

Existing scholarship emphasizes change over time within Peoples Temple. However, I
argue that Jones’ radical beliefs existed even before his conception of Peoples Temple. I have
collected information from many sources: transcripts of Jones’ sermons made available through
the Jonestown Institute, documents from the California Historical Society, and past writings
about the Reverend Jim Jones, Peoples Temple, and Jonestown. Using new information
available, such as the FBI-collected tapes of Jones’ sermons and addresses to his congregation, |
maintain my argument for Jones’ consistent radicalism in Peoples Temple. By relying heavily on
Jones’ own words to support my argument, my thesis adds a new interpretation of the existing
scholarship. The California Historical Society in San Francisco yielded much new information
through rare newspaper clippings and personal documents about Jones and Peoples Temple.
While some of these materials are accessible online, the archives contain many otherwise
unobtainable documents. Access to these resources has given me a unique and new perspective
on Jim Jones, for many of these materials have not been previously made available to historians.

I have divided my thesis into four chapters. The first chapter gives necessary background
information and the last three chapters describe different aspects of Jones’ ideology. Chapter 1
gives an overview of the history of Jim Jones, Peoples Temple, and Jonestown, from the birth of
Jim Jones in 1931 until the aftermath of the massacre in Guyana. The chapter addresses the
historiography of scholarship on Jim Jones and his Peoples Temple. In the final section of the
chapter, I differentiate between religions and cults, offering definitions of the two and explaining
my choice not to use the word “cult” to describe Peoples Temple, which is a controversial topic

among historians and other scholars.



Chapter 2 explores Jim Jones’ radical religious beliefs. The chapter recalls Jones’
assertion of possessing God-like abilities, as exemplified through his (later proven to be
fraudulent) faith healing and his claims to be God Himself. I contend that Peoples Temple was
not a traditional Christian church even in the early years of its existence, although many scholars
have argued the opposite, maintaining that Jones began his career as a traditional Pentecostal
preacher who transitioned into a cult leader in Guyana. After reviewing many sources, I argue
that Jones was a radical before the creation of Jonestown. Jones implored his followers to throw
out their Bibles in California, before the group reached Guyana. Jones condemned religious
teachings, at times focusing on the moral implications of the text but ridiculing the historical
aspects of the Bible and its influence on its followers. Chapter 2 continues with a discussion of
the religion of Peoples Temple. Was Peoples Temple a Pentecostal church, as Jones claimed it to
be, or was it another type of organization entirely? I will use examples of different opinions
about the church and its characteristics as different scholars weigh in on the subject. Finally, the
chapter concludes with a comparative study of “doomsday cults” and “millennial groups.” I have
selected Aum Shrinrikyo and Heaven’s Gate for study, two groups bearing similarities to Jim
Jones’ Peoples Temple. I argue that it has become imperative to study and understand these types
of organizations and perhaps to intervene before another “Jonestown” occurs.

Chapter 3 sheds light on Jim Jones’ radical political beliefs. The chapter begins with a
brief history of socialist philosophers and socialist utopias. I argue that Jim Jones’ beliefs fell
into this lineage of radical thinkers, although Jones’ beliefs were much more radical than past
socialists’ ideologies. A self-proclaimed Marxist, Jones shared his beliefs with his congregation
and later admitted to purposefully “infiltrating the church” with his unorthodox ideas. This

chapter outlines Jones’ political involvement in Indianapolis, Indiana and San Francisco,



California. In both cities Jones organized activities that benefitted minorities and the
underprivileged. However, in addition to performing charitable works, from an early age Jones
supported Communist leaders and espoused the tenants of socialism, condemning capitalism and
the United States government. He passed these radical beliefs to his followers, as evidenced
through many sermons and community meeting addresses recorded over the years of Peoples
Temple’s existence. Creating a socialist utopian society in Jonestown, Guyana, free from the
“evils” of the United States and its capitalist system became the goal of Jones and his Peoples
Temple. Until the collapse of Jonestown, Jones and his followers still believed in the “socialist
dream,” with most people choosing to drink poisoned Flavor-Aid rather than returning to the
“oppressive” United States.

Chapter 4 explores Jim Jones’ relationships with race and women within Peoples Temple
and in society as a whole. I compare Jones to other radical religious and racial thinkers such as
Father Divine. I also argue that similarities existed between Jones, Sweet Daddy Grace, and
Bishop Smallwood Williams. These ties have not often been made by historians, who instead
choose to focus solely on Father Divine’s Peace Mission Movement. I argue that Peoples
Temple’s services closely resembled a black church’s and that through this tactic, Jones attracted
a large number of African-American parishioners to his racially integrated services. Jones was
acutely aware of racial issues, particularly in Peoples Temple’s founding city of Indianapolis. I
argue that the strong presence of the Ku Klux Klan and Jones’ personal experiences with racism
led him to fight for civil rights. In California, Jones began to use Black Panther Party rhetoric.
This connection has not always been made by historians, many of whom do not emphasize the
African-American experience in Peoples Temple. One notable exception is Peoples Temple and

Black Religion in America, a collection of essays edited by Rebecca Moore, Anthony B. Pinn,



and Mary Sawyer, which designates Peoples Temple as a black church. The end of Jonestown
was inspired by Black Panther leader Huey P. Newton, as Jones borrowed the phrase
“revolutionary suicide” to describe the mass-suicides, although I argue that Jones distorted the
meaning of Newton’s phrase as he led his followers to their deaths. Instead I argue that the group
committed “reactionary suicide,” another term used by Huey Newton. This subtle nuance has
gone unrecognized by most scholars, for the term “revolutionary suicide” has been almost
universally accepted as the action taken on that final day in Jonestown. Lastly, I explore the role
of women in Peoples Temple and in other utopian socialist communes. Despite Jones’ radicalism
in other areas, he was not an advocate for women’s rights.

I have considered the works of past writers and have added to the existing scholarship. I
have expanded the Jim Jones, Peoples Temple, and Jonestown narrative by arguing that Jones
did not simply lose his mind in Jonestown on November 18, 1978 but that he was a radical from
an early age to the death of Peoples Temple. Preoccupied with subversive thoughts, self-
destruction, death, and the end times, as indicated by the stockpiling of cyanide and the pre-
massacre “suicide drills,” or “white nights,” Jones was a radical throughout his life. By using
Jones’ words from his sermons and addresses to Peoples Temple members, I have constructed a
perspective emphasizing this radicalism. I conclude that Jones’ unorthodox beliefs and practices
led to the collapse of the Peoples Temple Agricultural Project, more commonly known as
Jonestown.

Writers have argued that Peoples Temple began as a traditional Pentecostal church and
ended with the murder-suicides of over 900 brainwashed cultists. While I agree that Peoples
Temple looked like a traditional Pentecostal church in the beginning, I will argue that the radical

elements of the organization were always present. Some scholars have argued that Jones’



transition from Pentecostal preacher to “cult leader” was sudden. The change in Peoples
Temples’ practices has often been attributed to Jones’ declining physical and mental health,
although these changes in his well-being have not been proven to be true. Others have argued
that the deaths of Peoples Temple resulted from the “brainwashing” of Peoples Temple members
in Jonestown or the murders of Leo Ryan and his entourage at the Port Kaituma airstrip.
Although the murder of a congressman was almost certainly a major catalyst for the self-
implosion in Jonestown, other factors such as Jones’ radicalism should be considered as reasons
for the death of Peoples Temple.

I offer a new viewpoint on Jones’ ideology and reasons for Peoples Temple’s collapse.
During the early years of Peoples Temple in Indianapolis, Jones’ unorthodox ideas influenced his
racially integrated church. For many years, Jim Jones and his followers believed they could enact
change from within the system. They worked to help minorities and the poor, mobilized their
efforts for liberal politicians, and strove to create a multiracial church. After the move to
Jonestown, Jones’ dream of improving the conditions in the United States turned to skepticism.
An atmosphere of fear and paranoia resulted within Peoples Temple as Jones’ followers,
secluded from the outside world, began to believe they could never live in a capitalist system
such as the United States where plans for concentration camps were possible and racism and
unequal distribution of wealth existed. Finally, I argue that Jones, not a traditional Christian
preacher but a radical in his religious, political, and racial thinking, contributed to the end of
Jonestown through these unconventional beliefs and practices. The socialist utopia of Jonestown
could not survive under such radical conditions and ultimately imploded violently with the

deaths of over 900 people in November of 1978.



Chapter 1: Jim Jones and Peoples Temple’s History, Historiography, and Definitions

Jim Jones and Peoples Temple: An Overview

Jim Warren Jones was born May 13, 1931 in Lynn, Indiana to an underprivileged
working-class family. “There’s a little town in Indiana. The moment I think of it a great deal of
pain comes. As a child I was undoubtedly one of the poor in the community, never accepted.
Born as it were on the wrong side of the tracks,” Jones lamented in one sermon, perhaps
indicating the source of his desire to care for the marginalized in society. In the documentary
Jonestown: The Life and Death of Peoples Temple, Phyllis Wilmore-Zimmerman, a childhood
friend of Jones, recalls, “[His] father did not work, did not have a job, and was a drunk. Jim’s
mother had to work in order to support the family.” Others described the Jones family as
“dysfunctional.” From an early age, interviewees claimed that Jones took an interest in religion
and performed services for neighborhood children. One neighbor of the Joneses contends that
Jim Jones killed a cat with a knife and then held a funeral service for it. “From the time I was
five years old, I thought Jimmy was a really weird kid, there was something not quite right,”
remembers Chuck Wilmore, another childhood friend of Jones. “He was obsessed with religion;
he was obsessed with death.”!

As he grew older, Jones saw the rampant racism in Indiana and decided to become a
preacher, giving him the power to integrate his own church. Created in the early 1950s in
Indianapolis, Peoples Temple attracted people of all socioeconomic and racial backgrounds.

“Every single person felt that they had a purpose there and that they were exceptionally special,”

' American Experience: Jonestown: The Life and Death of Peoples Temple, directed by Stanley Nelson,
(WBGH Educational Foundation, 2007), DVD.



recalls Deborah Layton, a former Peoples Temple member. “And that is how he brought so many
young college kids in, so many old black women in, so many people from diverse backgrounds
who realized that there was something bigger than themselves that they needed to be involved
in—and that Jim Jones offered that.” However, integration in the church created controversy in
Indianapolis as not everyone accepted the concept of Jones’ multiracial congregation.?

The harassment of Jones and his followers from outside sources prompted a move in the
mid-1960s to California, believed by Peoples Temple members to be a more progressive state
than Indiana. Another motivator for the move was Jones’ growing paranoia regarding the
possibility of a nuclear holocaust. He purportedly read an article that claimed Ukiah, California
was one of the safest places to be in the United States during nuclear fallout, and so the group
headed west. After arriving in California, Peoples Temple and Jim Jones became more politically
active, helping Democratic candidates win local elections and serving the poor and minorities in
the community. Peoples Temple and Jim Jones were recognized for their efforts and praised by
many politicians and journalists during this time.?

However, the golden era for Peoples Temple in California soon ended. After several
instances of bad publicity in San Franciscan newspapers concerning Reverend Jones’ supposed
mistreatment of his people, Jones set in motion his vision of a socialist utopian society. The
commune would be located in Guyana, a South American nation that Jones believed would
welcome Peoples Temple and their unorthodox beliefs and practices. Jones was an advocate for
socialism and communism throughout Peoples Temple’s existence but his utopian dream was

realized with the founding of the Peoples Temple Agricultural Project, or Jonestown. Many of

2 American Experience: Jonestown, dir. Stanley Nelson.
3 American Experience: Jonestown, dir. Stanley Nelson.
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Jones’ followers in California made the move to Guyana, establishing themselves as part of Jim
Jones” socialist experiment.*

Jones’ troubles did not end once Peoples Temple began to settle in Jonestown. A group
called the Concerned Relatives filed complaints against Jones, charging that the Reverend would
not let people leave Guyana and that he physically, emotionally, and sexually abused Peoples
Temple members. These statements prompted California State Representative Leo Ryan and a
small entourage to visit Jonestown on November 17, 1978 to investigate these claims. Ryan
inspected Jonestown and found nothing amiss until Peoples Temple member Vern Gosney and
others slipped the congressman notes the next day. These members wanted to leave Guyana but
claimed that Jones would not permit it. Jackie Speier, an aide to Congressman Ryan, realized that
“at this point, we knew something was very, very wrong.” Ryan confronted Jones with the notes.
Contrary to prior accusations that Jones was keeping people against their will in Guyana, Jones
told a visiting reporter that people were free to depart whenever they pleased but took aim at the
Concerned Relatives: “People play games, friend. They lie... What can I do about liars? Are you
people going to—Ileave us. I just beg you, leave us... We will bother nobody. Anybody who
wants to get out of here, can get out of here. They have no problem getting out of here. They
come and go all the time.” A few Peoples Temple members decided to leave Jonestown with
Ryan’s staff. However, most of the group did not make it out of Jonestown alive. Ryan, his
entourage, and the defectors were ambushed at the Port Kaituma airstrip. Peoples Temple
members in trucks opened fire upon the crowd. Five people were killed, including Congressman

Leo Ryan. Others were wounded, but survived the attack.’

* American Experience: Jonestown, dir. Stanley Nelson.
5> American Experience: Jonestown, dir. Stanley Nelson.
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After the shooting at the airstrip, Jones called a meeting in the Jonestown pavilion. A vat
of cyanide-laced grape Flavor-Aid had been prepared. As loyal followers passed out the drink,
Jones implored his people to “lay down [their] lives” by drinking the concoction. Some members
took the poison willingly, others were coerced or drank the poison after witnessing the deaths of
family and friends. Jones claimed Peoples Temple was committing “revolutionary suicide,”
protesting the “conditions of an inhumane world,” particularly referring to the capitalist United
States. “Hurry, hurry, my children, hurry! All right, let us not fall into the hands of the enemy.
Hurry my children!” Jones can be heard shouting on the infamous “death tape” recorded during
the murder-suicides. “Die with respect die with a degree of dignity It’s [sic] nothing to death, it’s
just stepping over into another plane.” Over 900 men, women, and children died in Jonestown

that day in what has been called “the largest mass suicide in modern history.”®

Historiography of Peoples Temple

Many works have been published about Jim Jones and his Peoples Temple. The authors
have attempted to recreate a narrative of the events or to understand why the deaths happened
that day in Jonestown. While I have been inspired by and built upon these works, I bring a
different viewpoint to the analysis of the group. Most writings about Jones and his Peoples
Temple have been written by journalists, survivors, or historians and other scholars who have not
had access to the sources that I have been able to use. Because I have read and listened to Jones’
newly-released sermons and visited the California Historical Society to view rare documents, I

have revised the perspective on Jones’ radicalism.

8 American Experience: Jonestown, dir. Stanley Nelson.
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One category of books on Jim Jones and Peoples Temple was published by journalists
soon after the deaths. Often these books were sensationalized, capitalizing on the mass murder-
suicides in Jonestown. Marshall Kilduff and Ron Javers’ Suicide Cult: The Inside Story of the
Peoples Temple Sect and the Massacre in Guyana (1978) was released not long after the deaths
in Jonestown. This quick publication turnaround shows that not much scholarly research could
have been done for the book in such a short amount of time. The FBI-seized sermon tapes were
not yet available, so Kilduff and Javers relied on testimonies and preliminary findings about
Jones and his Peoples Temple for their account of the events. A similar exploitative book, Hold
Hands and Die! (1978), written by John Maguire and Mary Lee Dunn, suffers from many of the
same problems. Hold Hands and Die! does not contain much scholarly research because it was
released so quickly after the deaths. There simply was not enough time to gather the necessary
information needed for a deeper analysis of Jim Jones and Peoples Temple.

Memoirs offer another source of material available about Jim Jones, Peoples Temple, and
Jonestown. However, survivors and former members of the group may have problems retaining
accurate memories. The authors, including former Peoples Temple member Deborah Layton,
writer of Seductive Poison: A Jonestown Survivor’s Story of Life and Death in the Peoples
Temple (1998), recall events, people, places, and conversations from decades earlier to tell their
stories. Memory is not always a trusted source of information as it can fade and change over
time. Personal bias may also exist within these memoirs. For these reasons, it becomes necessary
to read the voices of many survivors and former members to ascertain if there is a consensus,
although no two stories are exactly alike.

A third category of books on Jonestown includes works by historians. Mark Lane’s The

Strongest Poison (1980) is one of the earliest scholarly books published about Jim Jones, Peoples
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Temple, and Jonestown. This account explores conspiracy theories and Lane questions whether
the United States government could have stopped the murder-suicides. Lane explores the role of
the media in the coverage of the event, pondering if false information was released about the
deaths in Jonestown. Lane even speculates that the death of California State Representative Leo
Ryan could have been a conspiracy.” The author writes, “Almost immediately following the
mass murder in Guyana, it became apparent that the agencies of the United States government
were at work to obfuscate the relevant evidence.”® This book not only covers the Peoples Temple
narrative; it seeks to answer questions that were posed immediately following the mass murder-
suicides.

Several authors set out to find the “untold story” of Jonestown. John Peer Nugent, author
of White Night: The Untold Story of What Happened Before—and Beyond—Jonestown (1979),
begins the Peoples Temple narrative twenty years before the deaths at Jonestown. This account
includes speculation about the United States government creating a “climate for violence”
through its politics during the 1950s through the 1970s. Nugent posits that Jonestown was not an
isolated “freak” occurrence but rather an event that came as a result of the United States’ social
and political environment. Furthermore, he argues that another incident like Jonestown could
happen.’ He also explores reasons why the members of Peoples Temple followed Jones’ orders,
considering Hannah Arendt’s “banality of evil” argument and self-delusion through “psychic
numbing” and “middle knowledge.” Nugent explains these delusions as “knowing and not
knowing at the same time,” which may illuminate how the members of Peoples Temple coped

with the knowledge that cyanide was being shipped into Jonestown and other developments

" Mark Lane, The Strongest Poison (New Y ork: Hawthorn Books, 1980), 10.

8 Lane, The Strongest Poison, 3.

9 John Peer Nugent, White Night: The Untold Story of What Happened Before—and Beyond—dJonestown
(New York: Rawson, Wade Publishers, Inc., 1979), dust jacket.
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leading to the mass murder-suicides.'® Nugent’s work adds to the scholarship, exploring new
questions about the organization and its place in the United States.

More recent scholarship regarding Peoples Temple is less sensational and exploitative
than the works that immediately followed the deaths in Jonestown. John R. Hall, author of Gone
from the Promised Land: Jonestown in American Cultural History (2004), analyzes Peoples
Temple by placing Jonestown in the context of American cultural history rather than calling
Peoples Temple an independent religious movement. The author focuses on Peoples Temple’s
beginnings and cultural origins, seeking to determine whether another mass murder-suicide such
as at Jonestown could happen again.!! Hall studies the long line of work before him and
incorporates some newer material, namely, FBI tapes that had just been released. However, in
2004 not all of the sermons had been transcribed and still have not all been transcribed. Hall’s
work represents this third category of writers: those who have researched the topic rather than
accounting for the events solely through eyewitness testimony, interviews, preliminary findings,
or remembering personal experiences in Peoples Temple.

Salvation and Suicide: Jim Jones, the Peoples Temple, and Jonestown (2003) tells the
Jonestown narrative, but author David Chidester also uses more recently made available sources
such as the sermon tapes, although he did not have access to all of the tapes that have been
transcribed. He focuses on Jones’ motivation for the suicides, including the Reverend’s belief
that Peoples Temple needed to escape the evils of the United States’ capitalist system. Chidester
makes note of the methodology used in Salvation and Suicide: “The method employed in this

book might be called religiohistorical interpretation, worldview analysis, or the phenomenology

19 Nugent, White Night, 258.
11 John R. Hall, Gone from the Promised Land: Jonestown in American Cultural History (New Brunswick,
NJ: Transaction Publishers, 2004).
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of religion. Ninian Smart has called it ‘structured empathy.” Structured by such interpretive
categories as symbol, myth, ritual, classification, and orientation, the method is open to an
empathic understanding of the worldview of others.”'? Chidester’s treatment of the subject is a
marked departure from the earlier sensationalized works.

Peoples Temple and Black Religion in America (2004), edited by Rebecca Moore,
Anthony B. Pinn, and Mary R. Sawyer, examines Jonestown from a different background: the
black religious experience in the United States. The editors point out that although the leadership
of Peoples Temple was predominantly white, the majority of the group was African-American.
The group was influenced both by religion and politics, conducting social protests and social
activities as well as religious services. The reason for constructing this collection of ten essays,
the editors write, is to view Peoples Temple not only from the theoretical framework of New
Religious Movements (NRMs), but to look at the group from several disciplines. This collection
of essays adds to the understanding of Jonestown and Peoples Temple as more than purely a
religious movement, but one that warrants sociological and psychological study as well.'* I have
built upon ideas presented in this book, particularly the ways in which Peoples Temple combined
religion and politics.

Rebecca Moore’s Understanding Jonestown and Peoples Temple (2009) is a thorough
account of the events leading up to and beyond the murder-suicides of November 18, 1978.
Moore’s book sheds light on Peoples Temple and the mass murder-suicides at Jonestown by

using a variety of primary and secondary sources to create a scholarly appraisal of the events in a

12 David Chidester, Salvation and Suicide: Jim Jones, the Peoples Temple, and Jonestown (Indianapolis:
Indiana University Press, 2003), xiv.

13 Rebecca Moore, Anthony B. Pinn, and Mary R. Sawyer, eds., Peoples Temple and Black Religion in
America (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 2004), xii.
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surprisingly objective narrative.!* The book covers the time span of 1931-2009, from Jim Jones’
birth until the book’s publication, as Moore has included updates and interviews with survivors
of Peoples Temple. The account moves chronologically, from Jones’ time spent in Indiana
through the group’s existence in California and then Guyana. After the murder-suicides, Moore
continues the story through those who survived the massacre. The author’s goal is to provide an
alternative perspective of Peoples Temple and Jonestown: one that does not depict the members
of the group as brainwashed cultists, but rather as survivors of a horrific event brought on by the
Reverend Jim Jones. !

My research expands upon the existing research about Jim Jones. An evolution of radical
activity within Peoples Temple exists, as other historians have argued; however, I maintain that
these radical elements were present from Jones’ childhood, young adulthood, and the formation
of the church. John R. Hall and John Peer Nugent contend that the political and social climate in
the United States could result in another “Jonestown.” I agree that this is an important
perspective to consider. Jones’ radicalism, created by perceived “evils” of the United States, may

have been one of several reasons for the murder-suicides on November 18, 1978.

Was Peoples Temple a Religious Group or a Cult?

What was Peoples Temple? A religious organization, a cult, or something else entirely?

Many historians, journalists, and others agree that the group fit the criteria for a cult when the

14 Moore’s sisters, Carolyn Moore Layton and Annie Moore, died in Jonestown on November 18, 1978.
15 Rebecca Moore, Understanding Jonestown and Peoples Temple (Westport, CT: Praeger Publishers,
2009).

15



church moved to Jonestown in the mid-1970s. The task of defining a religion is a difficult one.
Jonathan Z. Smith writes in Imagining Religion: From Babylon to Jonestown,
...There is no data for religion [emphasis Smith’s]. Religion is solely the creation of the
scholar’s study. It is created for the scholar’s analytic purposes by his imaginative acts of
comparison and generalization. Religion has no independent existence apart from the
academy. For this reason, the student of religion, and most particularly the historian of
religion, must be relentlessly self-conscious. Indeed, this self-consciousness constitutes
his primary expertise, his foremost object of study. '
Keeping Smith’s excerpt in mind, the historian is free to define religion under his or her own
terms. I use the term “religion” and write about Jim Jones’ “congregation” or “organization”
rather than labeling Peoples Temple as a “cult,” which commonly has a negative connotation.
The members of Peoples Temple did not view themselves as participating in a cult and so I will
respect their perspective and refer to the group as a religious one or as a social movement.
“Nobody joins a cult,” former Peoples Temple member Deborah Layton asserts in the
documentary Jonestown: The Life and Death of Peoples Temple. She continues, “You join a
religious organization, you join a political movement, and you join with people that you really
like.”!” Considering Layton’s perspective, I will not call Peoples Temple a cult. Nevertheless, the
group did possess cult-like characteristics according to some definitions offered by scholars.
After the deaths in Guyana, many journalists and historians defined “cult” in terms that I
argue were tailored to fit Peoples Temple. In an article printed February 6, 1979 in the San
Francisco Examiner, Tom Eastham penned the article “Clerics Defend Religions as Different

from Cults.” Eastham interviewed Reverend James LeBar, a representative of the New York

Catholic archdiocese. LeBar identifies these “pseudo-religious cults” such as Peoples Temple as

16 Jonathan Z. Smith, Imagining Religion: From Babylon to Jonestown (Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 1982), xi.
17 American Experience: Jonestown, dir. Stanley Nelson.
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having four basic characteristics: 1) a very close allegiance to a person rather than to God; 2) in
inordinate preoccupation with money—not for the poor or charity, but for the leader; 3)
deceptive practices in recruitment; and 4) deprivation of freedom within the group—and in
particular, the freedom to leave.!® If these qualifications are accepted, Peoples Temple fits
LeBar’s definition of a “pseudo-religious cult.” Peoples Temple members came to know Jim
Jones as God, Jones collected a large amount of money and property from his followers, Peoples
Temple falsely advertised itself as a Pentecostal church, and Jones prevented members from
leaving the Jonestown commune in Guyana.

Jackie Speier, aide to California Congressman Leo Ryan, defines cults in the same
article: “They offer a ready-made substitute family, coupled with a very strong charismatic
leader acting as a father figure who has the ability to mesmerize his followers. Mind control
seems to be implemented through intimidation, coercion, forced and sometimes aberrant sexual
conduct, drugs, food deprivation, sleep deprivation, and divestment of worldly possessions.”!
Jones did offer a “ready-made substitute family,” and was a charismatic leader, which is not
unusual for a religious group to have at its head. However, Speier’s charges that cults include
mind control tactics to sway their member does separate traditional churches from cult-like
groups. In Jonestown, Jones was charged with some of these tactics, such as sleep deprivation.
Deborah Layton recalls, “In Jonestown, there was a speaker system and only Jim spoke on it.
And it went twenty-four hours a day and he would tape himself. So, in the middle of the night,

all through the night, his voice was talking to you.”?

18 Tom Eastham, “Clerics Defend Religions as Different from Cults,” San Francisco Examiner, February 6,
1979, p. 9, MS 4125, Oversize Box 1, California Historical Society, San Francisco, CA.

19 Eastham, “Clerics Defend Religions as Different from Cults.”

2 American Experience: Jonestown, dir. Stanley Nelson.
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Senator Edward Zorinsky (D-Nebraska) also contributes to the conversation about
religion in the United States, taking a slightly different position. He claims that “the right to hold
unusual and unconventional religious beliefs in this country must be absolutely protected... It
would indeed be ironic if, after fleeing Europe to escape religious persecution, our founding
fathers gave birth to a new persecution and an intolerant nation.”?! According to Zorinsky’s
assertions, Peoples Temple should have been left to operate as it saw fit in peace. However, in its
later years, Peoples Temple merely acted as religion to protect itself from outside “dangers,”
instead more closely resembling a subversive counterculture movement. Jones was able to
promote Peoples Temple as a church so that it could be left undisturbed by outside influences.

Mary McCormick Maaga, author of Hearing the Voices of Jonestown: Putting a Face on
an American Tragedy, takes the stance that Peoples Temple should not be referred to as a cult.
She uses the term “New Religious Movement,” identifying the group’s religious nature but also
recognizing Peoples Temple as a movement as Jones pushed his group to inspire change in the
world, particularly before Peoples Temple’s move to Guyana in the mid-1970s. “The difficulty
with using [the term cult] is that it has been used pejoratively by the anticult movement and
sensationally by the media so that it is no longer clear that it can be used as a neutral descriptive
term in social scientific inquiry,” writes Maaga. Additionally, she argues that sects and cults are
two different types of groups. Sects split off from existing organizations, such as Peoples Temple
did from the Pentecostal Church, whereas cults arise “out of the general social environment
because of a religious or spiritual innovation that is attractive to a number of people.” She argues

that Jones created a sect, as he “was not claiming to have created something new with Peoples

2l Eastham, “Clerics Defend Religions as Different from Cults.”
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Temple. Rather, he was calling his followers back to the ‘authentic’ Christianity reflected in the
ministry of Jesus Christ to the outcasts of society.”??

I refer to Peoples Temple as a religion, a congregation, a group, or an organization. The
word “cult” has a negative implication, as Religious Studies Professor Mary McCormick Maaga
has argued, although Peoples Temple certainly contained cult-like elements according to the
definitions presented in this chapter. The Peoples Temple began by referring to the group as a
congregation, for it outwardly resembled a Pentecostal church rather than a cultish organization,
despite Jones’ radicalism. Towards the end of the group’s existence Peoples Temple could more
accurately be referred to as a New Religious Movement, an Alternative Religious Movement, or

even a subversive counterculture movement that followed the tenets of socialism rather than

traditional Christianity.

22 Mary McCormick Maaga, Hearing the Voices of Jonestown: Putting a Face on an American Tragedy
(Syracuse, NY: Syracuse University Press, 1998), 76-77.
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Chapter 2: Jim Jones and Religious Radicalism

Background

Many historians, journalists, and other scholars have painted Jim Jones’ religious beliefs
as a dichotomy throughout time and space. These writers have argued that Jones was a traditional
Pentecostal preacher in the early days of Peoples Temple in Indiana and California (during the
1950s and 1960s) and an anti-religious cult leader during his later days in Jonestown (1977-
1978). However, I argue that Jim Jones was a religious radical throughout Peoples Temple’s
existence. He called himself Reverend Jones, yet did not always adhere to the basic tenets of
Christianity. While Peoples Temple began its existence by presenting itself as a Pentecostal
church, the church practiced unorthodox methods that grew only more radical over the years.
Jones moved away from traditional religion and towards “apostolic socialism.” With the
escalation of anti-church rhetoric would come the rejection of the Christian God, Jesus Christ,
and the Bible as Jones positioned himself as the head of the church and worthy of sole worship
by his congregation. I argue that Jones was not a preacher of Christianity and traditional biblical
teachings but rather a religious radical who created a climate of fear and paranoia in Peoples
Temple that would lead his followers to their deaths.

Jones was preoccupied with the end times and planned the deaths of his followers long
before the end of his Peoples Temple on November 18, 1978. In addresses to his followers in
Jonestown, he asked them to plan their deaths. During one community meeting held in the late

1970s, Jones and Peoples Temple members discussed the possibility of carrying out suicide
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bombings at Ku Klux Klan meetings, for Jones believed death should not be wasted but should
happen to support a cause. !

Jones also practiced “white nights,” during which his followers would drink beverages
provided during Peoples Temple meetings. After consuming the drinks, the members were told
that they had just consumed poison. Jones would wait to see if they would continue to drink the
beverage. These drinks were not poisoned; rather, the “white nights” were a test of loyalty. This
experiment allowed Jones to gauge his followers’ reactions to his orders. Jones believed a
positive reaction to drinking the “poison” would show Peoples Temple members’ devotion to
him and his anti-capitalist, anti-United States cause. Jonestown scholar Rebecca Moore writes in
Understanding Jonestown and Peoples Temple, “No one rebelled or questioned his decision, and
some expressed concern that their children were not participating along with them.” These
“suicide drills” were practiced as early as 1976 in San Francisco at a Planning Commission
meeting two years before the Jonestown massacre.” Jones purchased and began to accumulate
cyanide in Georgetown, the capital of Guyana, “outside normal church channels.” As indicated
through his addresses about planning the deaths of Peoples Temple members against perceived
enemies, the “suicide drills,” or “white nights,” and the stockpiling of cyanide in Jonestown,
Jones planned the deaths of his people long before the murder-suicides took place in 1978. My
argument for Jones’ years-long push for his members to plan or accept their imminent deaths
differs from the perspective of many historians and journalists who were shocked by the deaths

in Jonestown on November 18, 1978.

! The Jonestown Institute, “Q998 Transcript,” Alterative Considerations of Jonestown & Peoples Temple,
accessed August 24, 2015, http://jonestown.sdsu.edu/?page 1d=27639.

2 Rebecca Moore, Understanding Jonestown and Peoples Temple (Westport, CT: Praeger Publishers,
2009), 78.

3 Tim Reiterman and John Jacobs, Raven: The Untold Story of the Rev. Jim Jones and His People (New
York: The Penguin Group, 1982), 474.
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Ultimately, Jones’ plan to poison his people with cyanide-laced grape-flavored Flavor-
Aid would be carried out, resulting in the deaths of most of his congregation. A few Peoples
Temple members survived the final day. A small number of people escaped into the Guyanese
jungles.* Seventy-five year old Catherine Hyacinth Thrash slept in her cabin throughout the
entire massacre.’> Other members were in Georgetown, the capital of Guyana, for a basketball
tournament the day Jones commanded his followers to commit suicide. Peoples Temple
members in Georgetown and San Francisco had also received the call through radio to commit
suicide Stephan Jones, Jim Jones’ natural-born son, convinced these Peoples Temple members
not to follow the instructions from his father, Jim Jones. Most did not follow through on Jones’
orders, except for Sharon Amos, a long-time close follower of Jones. Amos took her own life
and those of her three children by slitting their throats and her own in Georgetown.®

Many questions were raised after the bodies of over 900 Peoples Temple members were
discovered in November 1978 in Jonestown. Journalists and scholars pondered the true religion
of Peoples Temple in Jonestown and whether the group was a cult, a religion, or something else
entirely. I will argue that although in its infancy Peoples Temple outwardly resembled a
traditional Christian church, Peoples Temple was always a religiously radical group. As time
passed, Jones became more vocal that he was a prophet, the messiah, and eventually God
Himself. These beliefs resulted in the sometimes blind following of Jones by loyal Peoples
Temple members, most of whom would ultimately give their lives to Jones and his cause by

drinking the poisoned Flavor-Aid.

4 John R. Hall, Gone from the Promised Land: Jonestown in American Cultural History (New Brunswick,
NJ: Transaction Publishers, 2004), 287.

5> David Chidester, Salvation and Suicide: Jim Jones, the Peoples Temple, and Jonestown (Bloomington,
IN: Indiana University Press, 2004), 162.
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Faith Healing and Jim Jones as God in Peoples Temple

In the beginning of Peoples Temple’s existence, Jones was already planning to position
himself as the sole head of the church by placing himself as the Godhead. To convince Peoples
Temple and outsiders that he possessed God-given curative powers, Jones practiced faith healing
in the church. Faith healing was not unusual in the Pentecostal tradition, which is perhaps one
reason why many historians have not argued for Jones’ radicalism during this era, but I will
argue that Jones took faith healing a step further by convincing his followers that he was the
prophet or God as early as Peoples Temple’s time in Indianapolis in the 1950s and 1960s.

Many of Jones’ followers eagerly accepted his purported paranormal abilities to heal
members of their afflictions, including cancer, tumors, blindness, and other medical ailments.
Through these miracle cures, Jones convinced many members and outsiders that he was God, or
at the very least possessed God-like abilities. “See, I’'m a superman,” Jones claimed in a sermon
presented in the mid-1970s. “That’s not being egotistical, I'm a superperson. I have just a certain
evolution, a paranormal, a precognitive. I have just an extra-dimensional, extraterrestrial, some
evolvement.”” These claims show Jones’ radical beliefs about his exceptionalism and his abilities
to heal people.

According to John R. Hall, author of Gone from the Promised Land: Jonestown in
American Cultural History, Jones began to show interest in faith healing after visiting a Seventh
Day Baptist Church. Although he was skeptical of the Baptists’ abilities to cure ailments, Jones
saw that faith healing had its advantages. Hall writes of Jones’ reaction to Baptist faith healings:

“These assholes, doing nothing with this thing. I couldn’t see nobody healed.” Jones began to

7 The Jonestown Institute, “Q1059-3 Transcript,” Alternative Considerations of Jonestown & Peoples
Temple, accessed September 3, 2015, http://jonestown.sdsu.edu/?page id=28038.
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practice faith healing, remarking that the Baptists were not the only ones capable of doing it. Hall
relays Jones’ thoughts about the situation: “’If these sons of bitches can do it ... then I can do it
t0o.”” Jones also recognized that faith healing would draw large crowds and bring in more
money for the church.® This preconceived idea to heal members of the church shows that Jones
consciously made the decision to become a faith healer. The power was not a God-given ability,
as many of his followers believed.

During his sermons, Jones called out members of his congregation by name, gave out
their Social Security number, and named their ailments. Jones began to garner much attention for
these cures, especially for treating cancers and for helping wheelchair-bound people to walk
again. However, Jones was deceitful about his “healings.” He asked Peoples Temple members to
wrap their legs in casts, making them appear unable to walk before being “cured” during his
performance. Later it was revealed that Jones persuaded trusted followers to go through people’s
purses and personal effects to learn more about them before he called on them to be healed.’
Peoples Temple members would finagle their way into potential parishioners’ homes, claiming
to be pregnant in order to use their bathroom. Once inside, the Temple member would “take an
inventory of the residence,” noting photos on the walls, drugs in the medicine cabinet, and other
small details that could be passed along to Jones. During sermons, Jones would read from these
“crib notes” while wearing his iconic sunglasses so that attendees could not see him reading off
the papers on the pulpit.!® Knowing detailed information about his members seemingly through

his gift of God-like abilities added credibility to his claims to be a prophet.

8 Hall, Gone from the Promised Land, 17-18.

° Hall, Gone from the Promised Land, 17-20.

19 Julia Scheeres, 4 Thousand Lives: The Untold Story of Hope, Deception, and Survival at Jonestown
(New York: Simon & Schuster, Inc., 2011), 25.
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During Peoples Temple’s time in California, Jones still practiced faith healing during his
services. In an Indianapolis Star article dated October 14, 1971, Byron C. Wells wrote that
several hundred people went to see Jim Jones perform his miracle cures weekly. According to
Wells, Jones proclaimed, “I am a prophet of God and I can cure both the illness of your body as
well as the illness of your mind.”!! Peoples Temple members and outsiders accepted Jones’
claims to be God and to possess healing abilities. People came to see him in droves with the hope
that they would either be witness to Jones’ miracle cures or even be cured themselves.

Soon after Wells’ article was printed, Jones moved beyond his claim to be a messenger of
God, now asserting to be God. “I am God,” Jones stated matter-of-factly in an address given in
the mid-1970s. “The more you see God or power or love in me, the more I can reproduce in you,
and I wish to reproduce all the good that I have... I’'m living in the presence of health. I’'m able
to walk all night and all day, and days without sleep or rest, without food, because I have entered
into that which you said was God in the suppositional sky, but he never came near you. I am God
Almighty.”'? This proclamation shows Jones’ belief that he was the savior of his Peoples
Temple. However, he recognized that not everyone would agree with his assessment, claiming,
“Lot of people fight against me, too ... ‘cause they want to prove I’'m not God tonight, because I
tore up their Skygod. But I'm going to prove I am God. I'm going to take away all the
symptoms, there’ll be no more burning, there’ll be no more back difficulty ... I'm going to give
you a ... dose of good health.”!3 Already before the move to Jonestown, Jones was cultivating an
“us versus them” mentality in Peoples Temple, placing himself as his people’s savior rather than

Jesus or the traditional Christian God.

1 Byron C. Wells, “Church Filled to See ‘Cures’ by Self-Proclaimed ‘Prophet of God,” Indianapolis Star,
October 14, 1971, MS 4125, Box 1, Folder 1, California Historical Society, San Francisco, CA.

12 The Jonestown Institute, “Q1059-3 Transcript.”

13 The Jonestown Institute, “Q1059-3 Transcript.”
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Former Peoples Temple member Garry Lambrev accepted Jones’ claims to be God.
“When he said that he was God, I didn’t disbelieve him for a minute,” Lambrev recalls. During
the same interview with Leigh Fondakowski, Lambrev laments giving Jones so much power,
despite the Reverend’s good works and seemingly workable plan for a better society.'*
Lambrev’s words show that Jones had an incredible amount of influence over his followers
during Peoples Temple’s existence, even convincing members that he was God.

Journalists Tim Reiterman and John Jacobs also address Jones’ claim to be God-like in
their book Raven: The Untold Story of the Rev. Jim Jones and His People. The authors argue that

Jones’ health was failing, which left him weak and insecure. They continue,

In counterpoint to these insecurities, Jones began to build a cult around his own

personality. He had seized on the notion of using a tangible personality on which to base

the faith of his followers. Wrapped up in the notion was a philosophy that cut a fine line
between atheism—the belief in no God—and a religious view Jones expressed in his
earliest tracts—that God is simply the force of goodness and love in each person. In
claiming to be the ultimate receptacle of good qualities, Jones began to promote himself
as a fountain of faith. Subtly he encouraged his rank and file to see him in Christlike and

Godlike terms. '

Not everyone voiced incredulity about Jones’ to claim to have God-like abilities.
Professor James Carley submitted a piece to the editor of the Indianapolis Star in 1971 to argue
against the editor’s criticisms of Jones’ faith healing powers. “James Jones seems to me to have
great qualities. His parapsychological powers are quite extraordinary. Naturally many people are
inclined to approach evidence of extrasensory phenomena with skepticism—it is part of our

training,” writes Carley. However, Carley maintains that there is enough evidence to support

Jones’ claims, calling the Reverend a “prophet ... [of] some kind.” He continues, “Obviously

14 Leigh Fondakowski, Stories from Jonestown (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2013), 36.
I3 Reiterman and Jacobs, Raven, 74.
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this man has some powers (not dissimilar to those of Jesus in the Biblical record) that are beyond
those of most of us.”'® However, Carley’s position that Jones was a prophet with special abilities
was in the minority. Many of Jones’ faith healing powers were later proven to be fraudulent, but

at the time he convinced many believers that he had a unique gift to heal people.

The Beginnings of an Anti-Religious Message and “Apostolic Socialism”

Although Peoples Temple began as a Pentecostal church, “[Jones] took a path out of
modern Pentecostalism, back to the radical ministry to Jesus and the communalism of apostolic
Christianity,” writes John R. Hall.!” Jones claimed to practice “apostolic socialism” and he
expected the members of Peoples Temple to follow suit. “By thus establishing a religious social
movement, over the years Jones was able to align the intense form of religious zeal prevalent
during the primitive Christian era with the central concerns of the modern age: race, class, and
nuclear holocaust.” Hall continues, “Jim Jones and those who followed him established a
movement that fused the central dilemmas of modern Christianity: personal salvation versus the
social gospel, with the philosophical antithesis of Christianity, a “godless” yet prophetic version
of communism.”!®

In one sermon, Jones clarifies his plans for establishing an apostolic socialist model for
his church:

Man in Crowd: Jim Jones has come to bring socialism to the United States of America.
Hallelujah, hallelujah hallelujah!

16 “Jones’ Parapsychological Powers ‘Extraordinary,” Carley Believes,” Indianapolis Star, December 22,
1971, MS 4125, Box 1, Folder 2, California Historical Society, San Francisco, CA.

17 Hall, Gone from the Promised Land, 23.

18 Hall, Gone from the Promised Land, 303.
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[Many people shout]

Jones: It’s beautiful. It’s beautiful. I would add one thing to it. Christian socialism.
That’s where you take them, that stage. You take them stage by stage. Or apostolic
Christian socialism. Very beautiful."

Later in the same sermon, Jones asked his followers to respond to his ideas about

apostolic socialism. The following is one notable response:

Man in congregation: Behold, I have said unto thee. Give up thy capitalist ways. I have
returned with my power and glory to build a new Jerusalem. Hallelujah.

Jones: Yes. To build a new heaven and new earth would probably be more sound

theologically.?

This brief exchange between Jones and his people shows Jones’ plan to enact apostolic socialism
within his church. The sermon also shows Jones’ plan to build a “new Heaven and new Earth,”
indicating his skepticism about the promise of the traditional biblical Heaven and the possibility
of remaining on Earth in its current state.

Not everyone agreed with Jones’ radical religious beliefs. As early as 1965, Jones was
targeted by nonbelievers to the point that he had to give up his Sunday radio program because of
“harassment by telephone.” The decision allegedly was Jones’ and not WIBC’s, for Jones wished
to save the station embarrassment. “It all began, the Rev. Mr. Jones said, when he replied to a
minister who had attacked the late Mahatma Gandhi, Hindu nationalist leader. He said Gandhi
accepted the teachings of Jesus. He added that all the great religions of the world had something

to offer.” Jones explained, “I made a statement ... that I couldn’t see a loving heavenly Father

19 Milmon F. Harrison, “Jones and Black Worship Traditions,” in Peoples Temple and Black Religion in
America, eds. Rebecca Moore, Anthony B. Pinn, and Mary R. Sawyer (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University