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INTRODUCTION

Peoples Temple began as a racially mixed, independent con-
gregation in Indianapolis, Indiana, in the early 1950s. Initially called
“Community Unity,” in 1955 the congregation took the name “Peoples
Temple Full Gospel Church.” In 1959, the congregation affiliated with
the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ). In 1965, some 70 members
of the congregation, including both white and black families, relocated
to Redwood Valley, California, where they were known as the Peoples
Temple Christian Church. In 1966, the total membership was 86 and
by 1968 it had grown to 136. Throughout the late 1960s, a number of
young white people—who had either “dropped out” from society and
become part of the counterculture scene, or who had been influenced
by the Civil Rights and anti-Vietnam War movements—were drawn
to the movement. Some of them came from religious backgrounds;
more of them were committed to secular ideologies of racial integra-
tion and economic democracy.!

In 1968, the Temple began establishing relations with black
churches in San Francisco by attending special events at those
churches, winning the trust of the local black ministers, and inviting
their congregations to visit Peoples Temple in Redwood Valley in an
exchange of fellowship. In 1970, a large building was purchased in
San Francisco, which enabled Peoples Temple to hold services in the
city. Within a short time the membership had grown to three thou-
sand, with the numbers of visitors swelling to thousands more. During
these years, Peoples Temple members also went on bus tours to other
large cities on the West Coast (a branch church was purchased in Los
Angeles) and throughout the country, where they held evangelistic-
style services and recruited hundreds more to the movement. In 1976,
the headquarters of the Peoples Temple of the Disciples of Christ were
relocated to San Francisco.?

Some of the individuals who became part of Peoples Temple in its
San Francisco years were black youth and young adults who were
taken in off the streets to be placed in drug rehabilitation, employ-
ment, and educational programs. Some had been placed in the cus-
tody of state agencies or were under the supervision of probation or
parole officers. But many African Americans who joined the Temple
came from San Francisco’s black churches. Quite commonly, two- and
even three-generation families would join as a unit, although a sig-
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nificant number of those who came from churches were retired or
elderly, and many of these were women.

In the Bay Area of the 1970s, black churches were expressive of
two different strands of the black Christian tradition. One minister
who was active at that time, speaking of the majority of black churches
in San Francisco, recalls that “we were just gospel-preaching, funda-
mental churches” which were not given to an activist role.* San Fran-
cisco itself was less affected by the Civil Rights movement than by the
secular “New Left” political movement; most black churches were in-
fluenced by neither. Their focus remained evangelization, individual
salvation, and life in the hereafter. Many of them emphasized the gifts
of the Spirit—including healing—as did Peoples Temple.

But other models of black religiosity were present at that time,
including the social action ministry of Glide Memorial United Meth-
odist Church in San Francisco and the ecumenical body in Oakland
known as Alamo Black Clergy. Alamo Black Clergy was one of nu-
merous ecumenical groups that came into being across the nation in
the 1970s in response to the development of black liberation theology.
But its members represented the very small, prophetic remnant of Bay
Area black clergy.*

There was, too, a highly visible, non-Christian expression of black
religion—the Nation of Islam—that had been made popular in the
early 1960s by Minister Malcolm X. Added to the theological and ide-
ological mix of the times was a communist perspective held by indi-
viduals such as scholar/activist Angela Davis and by numerous so-
cialist organizations.

It seems decidedly a stretch of credibility to think that African
American members of Peoples Temple were uninfluenced by these
religious-political currents, both in their decision to join the Temple—
which was itself engaged in a variety of social protest and social ser-
vice activities—and in the subsequent decision of many of them to
leave the United States.

In 1974, the leadership of Peoples Temple negotiated an agreement
with the government of Guyana—a cooperative socialist republic
whose citizens were predominantly people of color—to build an ag-
ricultural settlement on land located in the midst of a Guyanese jun-
gle. Over the next several years, members relocated—or were relo-
cated—to this settlement and many became permanent residents.
Here, for a few brief years, members of Peoples Temple pursued their
utopian vision of a racially integrated and economically equitable
community. The Peoples Temple Agricultural Project, which came to
be known as Jonestown, built homes and developed gardens, pro-
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vided sophisticated medical care to local residents and ran a school
for the community’s children.

But allegations of misdeeds leveled by former members and sub-
sequent investigations by media and government agencies followed
the movement to Guyana. The health of the movement’s leader, Jim
Jones, declined as he became addicted to drugs. The movement itself
deteriorated as members, incited by Jones’ paranoia, succumbed to
fears and convictions that assaults from the outside world were in-
evitable. In November 1978, the arrival of a member of the United
States Congress,® along with his staff, members of the media, and
some relatives of Jonestown residents, brought the tension to a head.
As the entourage was departing, the congressman was shot and killed;
others were killed or wounded as well.

The Peoples Temple movement ended on 18 November 1978, when
the children in Jonestown were put to death by adult members, most
of whom then took their own lives. Only a handful lived to tell their
story. The Temple headquarters in San Francisco were dismantled.
Survivors, friends, and family members were left on their own, for
the most part, to make their way in a world that offered little by way
of compassion or consolation.

Most of the scholarly analysis of Peoples Temple, as well as of the
movement’s settlement in Guyana, has been conducted by sociologists
of religion using the theoretical framework of New Religious Move-
ments (NRMs). While most of these treatments acknowledge that the
majority of the members of this movement were African American,
they do not go the next step to explore in a substantive way the im-
plications of these demographics. As noted, many of the members
came from black churches; they went to Peoples Temple thinking it,
too, was a church. The leadership of the Peoples Temple movement,
while predominantly white, emulated Black Church culture in style
and form and, to some extent, in substance. This book seeks to explore
the implications of each of these circumstances, as well as of their
convergence.

The first assertion that can be made is that the Peoples Temple
movement cannot be treated as if it were a white movement; the sec-
ond is that it cannot be treated solely within the conventional con-
structs of NRM theory. The editors undertook this project out of the
belief that a full understanding of this movement requires its location
within the disciplinary perspectives of Black Religious Studies.

The religious experience of African Americans is not the same as
the religious experience of white Americans. African American Chris-
tianity—which is but one expression of African American religion—
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is not the same as white American Christianity. New African Ameri-
can religious movements come into existence for different reasons than
new white religious movements. The black religious ethos flows
through a different riverbed than the white religious ethos. One must
exercise caution in overlaying constructs on black religious activity
that have been drawn from the study of white religious activity.

That said, Peoples Temple was in fact a racially mixed movement,
which adds a whole other dimension—one might say, complication—
in the interpretation of this story. The simple fact that members were
both black and white (and Hispanic and Indian) says nothing, how-
ever, about integration within the movement. We do know that it was
not a fully integrated movement in terms of who had power and au-
thority. What is less clear is how “integrated” the movement was cul-
turally. To what extent did black members respond to familiar forms
of black worship without critiquing the content? To what extent did
they take the social justice activism of the movement to be the proper
and sufficient measure of black religiosity? To what extent did mem-
bers compartmentalize the leaders’ apostasy while preserving their
own framework of values and religious beliefs?

Black religiosity is notable for its communalism and spirituality.
The primary functions of the black religious tradition have historically
been twofold: securing of survival and pursuit of freedom. Social pro-
test and/or engagement in electoral politics toward the end of racial
justice have been visible activities of black religious leaders at the
national level for the past half-century and more. Which of these fea-
tures were pronounced in Peoples Temple? What was the significance
of the religious and/or church background of black members as they
participated in this movement? In what ways did the movement con-
tradict or compromise the goals and values of black religion?

Contrary to implicit and explicit assumptions that have shaped
scholarly treatments to date, we reject the premise that African Amer-
ican members of Peoples Temple had no agency. Accordingly, we reject
the premise that only the activity of the leadership is relevant for
categorizing this or any other movement. We also reject the adequacy
of the conventional categories of cult and sect for describing this mul-
tidimensional movement. If we agree, as Mary Maaga suggests, that
the black and white members who joined originally were more sect-
like and the young activist whites who joined after the relocation to
California were more cult-like, but that the black members who joined
in San Francisco represent yet a third population that is neither cult
nor sect,® we have still not exhausted all that the movement was or
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may have been, for these categories do not encompass the complete
dimensions of the black religious experience.

In assembling these essays, we do not presume to have arrived at
the definitive category or categories. Nor are we able to provide pre-
cise answers to all the questions that arise. Rather, we are seeking here
to open up the possibilities, to point to the complexity of this move-
ment and to invite more thoughtful reflection on its many dimen-
sions—especially its African American dimensions—than has oc-
curred to date. In particular, we hope to bring the Peoples Temple
movement home to scholars of black religion who have not heretofore
regarded it as falling within their purview. Drawing on their inter-
pretations, scholars of New Religious Movements may then gain new
insights into the motives and meaning of a movement that for so
many has remained an anomaly.

Anthony B. Pinn, in Chapter 1, defines the parameters of Black
Religious Studies and points to the diversity of paths that practitioners
of black religion have taken. By “reading” Peoples Temple through
the lens of Black Religious Studies, Pinn argues, we are better able to
capture and understand Peoples Temple’s epistemological context as
well as the theological and ritual sensibilities that members may have
brought with them from various modalities of black religiosity.

Chapter 2 reprints one of the earliest treatments of Peoples Temple
by scholars of black religion. Written by C. Eric Lincoln and Lawrence
H. Mamiya and published in 1980, it clearly was influenced by the
general sentiments of black church leaders at the time that once again
African Americans had been betrayed by a white leader. Lincoln and
Mamiya employ the category of “cult” in a conventional manner as
they focus on the connections of the Temple leadership to an older
religious movement led by Father Divine.

The essay by Archie Smith Jr. (Chapter 3), which also was pub-
lished in 1980, is exceptional in that it was the first, and remains one
of a handful of efforts, to discuss Peoples Temple in relation to the
Black Church. Smith also provided an early profile of the racial com-
position of those who died in Jonestown. Those demographics are
developed further in the piece by Rebecca Moore (Chapter 4). In ad-
dition to analyzing race, age, gender, and kinship relations of residents
in Jonestown, Moore compares Peoples Temple with other black reli-
gious groups, and Father Divine’s Peace Mission in particular.

All religion—black religion not excluded—arises out of and is
lived in a particular social context. The respective essays by Tanya M.
Hollis (Chapter 5) and Duchess Harris and Adam John Waterman
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(Chapter 6) help us understand the social context of the movement’s
latter years. Hollis frames her discussion with an overview of the ra-
cial climate of San Francisco in the 1970s, then zeros in on the conflicts
surrounding redevelopment in the Fillmore District where the Temple
was headquartered. Harris and Waterman examine another dimension
of Bay Area politics—namely the Black Panther Party—and the ap-
propriation of the Panthers’ revolutionary rhetoric by the Temple’s
leadership. They relate this appropriation to the larger context of post-
colonial ideologies and examine how the migration of members to the
settlement in Guyana reflected these currents.

Chapter 7, by Milmon F. Harrison, moves to the internal context
of Peoples Temple, providing an assessment of the relative presence
or absence of aspects of black religious culture as evidenced in the
Temple’s services—both those that were open to the public and those
that were closed. Here, particular attention is given to black Christian
worship style, including chanted preaching, call and response, emo-
tive music, praise and testimony, and various forms of healing.

Chapter 8 offers a unique perspective from an individual who was
personally engaged with Peoples Temple during the San Francisco
years. Dr. J. Alfred Smith Sr., senior pastor of one of the most pro-
gressive black churches in the Bay Area—Allen Temple Baptist Church
in Oakland—reflects on his favorable assessment of Peoples Temple
during its years of activism and then reveals his change of heart fol-
lowing the tragedy of Jonestown. Smith’s initial support was strongly
contextual, arising, as it did, out of his own prophetic ministry and
his strong criticism of the majority of Bay Area black churches for
their passivity and inaction.

In contrast, Chapter 9 reprints a theological reflection written very
soon after the Jonestown tragedy by another Baptist minister who
served as director of the Black Theology Project. The late Reverend
Muhammed Isaiah Kenyatta was critical of the “rush-to-judgment”
that occurred following news of what had transpired in Guyana. Ken-
yatta found in the Peoples Temple movement a sobering commentary
on American society and American churches. His prophetic call for
redemption is perhaps as timely today as it was at the time of its
issuance.

In the final essay of the book (Chapter 10), Mary R. Sawyer writes
both as a staff member to a black politician who worked with Peoples
Temple and as an activist who found personal support for her efforts
from Peoples Temple members. Sawyer returns to the issue of schol-
arly categorization of the movement, and particularly the applicability
of the category of “church.” While Peoples Temple presented itself
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publicly as church, was perceived by the black leadership of San Fran-
cisco to be church, and embodied certain aspects of black Christianity,
the only real church, Sawyer suggests, was the “church” that was pre-
served by black Christian members who kept the faith while the larger
movement was disintegrating into something alien to the black reli-
gious tradition.

We must emphasize that this book is not intended as a definitive
treatment of Peoples Temple, either as a subject for Black Religious
Studies or for religious studies generally. We see this as a beginning
rather than as a conclusion. We hope other scholars will respond to
the challenge to enlarge our understanding of this multifaceted move-
ment and the people who found meaning in it—first in life, and then
in death.

NOTES

1. John R. Hall, Gone from the Promised Land: Jonestown in American Cultural
History (New Brunswick, N.J.: Transaction Publishers, 1989), 41-44, 52-54, 63—
69. This book provides the most complete and compassionate history of Peo-
ples Temple to date. See also the earlier works of Rebecca Moore. These in-
clude A Sympathetic History of Jonestown (Lewiston, N.Y.: Edwin Mellen Press,
1985); The Jonestown Letters: Correspondence to the Moore Family 1970-1985 (Lew-
iston, N.Y.: Edwin Mellen Press, 1986); and In Defense of Peoples Temple and
Other Essays (Lewiston, N.Y., The Edwin Mellen Press, 1988). Two edited vol-
umes by Rebecca Moore and Fielding M. McGehee III add critical insight and
perspective to the subject. These are The Need for a Second Look at Jonestown
(Lewiston, N.Y.: Edwin Mellen Press, 1989) and New Religious Movements, Mass
Suicide, and Peoples Temple: Scholarly Perspectives on a Tragedy (Lewiston, N.Y.:
Edwin Mellen Press, 1989).

2. Hall, Gone from the Promised Land, 69-70.

3. The Reverend Eugene Lumpkin Jr., interview, 27 January 1998.

4. See Mary R. Sawyer, Black Ecumenism: Implementing the Demands of Jus-
tice (Valley Forge, Pa.: Trinity Press, 1994), 93-94.

5. The congressman was Representative Leo Ryan of California.

6. Mary McCormick Maaga, Hearing the Voices of Jonestown (Syracuse,
N.Y.: Syracuse University Press, 1998), 75. The movement, Maaga points out,
was in fact “three groups in one.” For further discussion of this typology, see
Chapter 10 in this volume.
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L ——————
Peoples Temple as Black Religion
Re-imagining the Contours of Black Religious Studies

ANTHONY B. PINN

Traditionally, discussions focusing on the theoretical and
methodological shape of Black Religious Studies point to a problem-
atic and narrow perception of the nature and content of black religion
as a general category of experience. Take, for example, Gayraud Wil-
more’s framing of the field:

The comprehensive cultural and holistic character of African
American religion itself militates against the epistemological split
that often characterizes much of what is called Religious Studies in
the prestigious white theological schools and university departments
of religion. The best religious scholarship in the Black academy is,
perforce, “believing scholarship,” accepting all the risk that such a
position entails. It could not be otherwise. The centuries-old struggle
for Black humanity in a racist environment has not encouraged the
development of a dispassionate, armchair science of religion for pre-
paring the leadership of the Black Church in North America.!

It is within the move from the contextual arrangements of Black Re-
ligious Studies to its content that one gets the Christianization of the
field in full force. On this point Wilmore remarks: “African American
Religious Studies refers to the investigation, analysis, and ordering of
a wide variety of data related to the religions of persons of African
descent for the purpose of an authenticating and enriching personal
faith and preparing both clergy and laity for a ministry in the Black
Church and community, understood in terms of competent and faith-
ful leadership in worship, nurture, education, and corporate action in
behalf of God’s mission of liberation for all people.”?
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This notion of the study of black religion is further restricted by
an exclusionary sense of the Black Church. This term, Black Church,
does not correspond to one entity. Rather, it is a reference to a collec-
tive of denominations and communions. While widely used, including
in most of my work on black religion, the term is problematic in that
it is typically used to signify religious communities tied together
through participation in a particular history of religious formation in
the United States. And the canon of such recognized congregations
and communions is typically limited to the seven largest black de-
nominations (African Methodist Episcopal Church, African Methodist
Episcopal Zion Church, Christian Methodist Episcopal Church,
Church of God in Christ, National Baptist Convention USA, National
Baptist Convention of America, and the Progressive National Baptist
Convention). But what about black independent communities of
Christian faith? Or do most also have in mind African Americans who
have made their spiritual home in the Roman Catholic Church, the
United Methodist Church, and so on? Additionally, there is typically
presented in Black Religious Studies a bias against smaller and more
theologically creative modes of religious engagement such as Peoples
Temple. So conceived, traditional notions of black religion beg the
question of proper study. Who, for example, should explore Peoples
Temple for its religious and theological implications, and why should
such a study be undertaken? While one might first lean toward New
Religious Movements analysis when answering this question, this ap-
proach, I argue, does not provide the best attention to the unique
dynamics of black religiosity that guided much of what defined the
aesthetic (or style) and practice of Peoples Temple. Allow me to
quickly provide my take on the nature of New Religious Movements
scholarship as it relates to the issue at hand.

NEW RELIGIOUS MOVEMENTS BACKGROUND

Within the United States, “New Religious Movements”
(NRMs) and an often corresponding anti-cult sentiment were present
in the post-World War II years, but the anti-cult reaction as a gener-
alizable movement did not materialize until the 1970s, in response to
a growing trend toward Asian and occult religious practices embraced
by baby boomers and others. An initial reaction against these religious
communities revolved around disappointed families who did not ap-
preciate the altered life and career plans of college-bound children,
and those who were fundamentally opposed to the doctrine of these
religious communities. By 1972 plans were underway to counter these
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NRMs through often coercive efforts to bring family members out of
“cult” communities. Government officials did not provide the assis-
tance anti-cult groups hoped for regarding more aggressive strategies,
and so attention turned to production of literature meant to counter
the claims of the new movements. With events such as the Jonestown
deaths, legislation was proposed, but anti-cult bills were defeated
through the efforts of groups who opposed the bills as attacks on
religious freedom. Groups seeking to safeguard religious tolerance
and understanding marked a strategic and somewhat philosophical
shift, one involving experts in these religious movements who sought
to counter negative publicity through solid education and more bal-
anced media coverage.

Much of what has been said about Peoples Temple has entailed a
response to negative constructions masked by an offensive grammar
of “cults” and “sects.” And while important, this new conversation
often misses the deep dimensions of Peoples Temple and certainly
results in limited attention to the presence of African Americans in
the Temple and the significance of this presence with respect to reli-
gious aesthetics, history, and cultural sensibilities. Nonetheless, one
should not be surprised by this when discussions of alternative reli-
gions of the 1960s and 1970s typically present black political struggle
but give little attention to the larger religious presence of African
Americans.> Recognition of the latter—and Archie Smith is correct on
this point—demands a radical change regarding assumptions of rel-
evance. These assumptions are important because they determine
what information and approaches of study are considered pertinent
and of immediate utility and benefit. Furthermore, tied as relevance
is to the scholar’s agenda, it determines what “merits” investigation
and what can be safely ignored. As C. Eric Lincoln notes regarding
general trends in perception: “Despite the American tolerance of other
ways of faith, the American understanding of the faiths we tolerate is
negligible, and has a very low priority in the order of things Ameri-
cans think they really need to know about. Religions are understood
to the degree in which they resonate with personal beliefs, experi-
ences, and commitments.”* Smith argues that “the problem of rel-
evance in studies of the new religious consciousness cannot be
settled by simply adjusting Afro-American concerns within the cur-
rent scope of scholarship.”®> More theoretical and methodological work
is required than such a simple adjustment affords. In a word,
“[s]cholarship cannot adequately address the issue of salvation and
release from guilt in the new religious consciousness by ignoring the
strivings in the souls of Black folk.”¢
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Perhaps, as this volume argues, what is needed is the exploration
of Peoples Temple from another vantage point, that of Black Religious
Studies. But the potential for such a shift raises a question: Does Black
Religious Studies actually provide for a better “reading” of Peoples
Temple and Jonestown? In response, I suggest it may allow for sus-
tained attention to epistemological context—the nature of “blackness”
(as a “signifier” of a certain cultural history and a certain relationship
to the ramifications of undervalued flesh) as a religious resource and
rationale as well as sensitivity to the theological and ritual sensibilities
members of Peoples Temple may have carried over from various mo-
dalities of black religiosity. But this also points to a problem in that
Peoples Temple’s nature and meaning are typically discussed in ref-
erence to the Black Church, a limited conversation at best. That type
of standing is strictly a matter of looking at one historical manifesta-
tion of the religious impulse versus another—the Black Church vs.
Peoples Temple. This cautionary note informs what follows.

PEOPLES TEMPLE THROUGH A DIFFERENT LENS

Whereas much NRM scholarship fails to recognize the impli-
cations of blackness within various religious movements, Black Reli-
gious Studies fails to recognize the complexity of what this blackness
entails. That is to say, much in the study of black religion is confined
to a static sense of blackness that limits what is categorized as black
religion. For example, the presence of a white religious leader, as in
the case of Peoples Temple, reduces the likelihood that the latter will
be explored within the standard framework of the study of black re-
ligion. And when it is examined within this context, it is often ad-
dressed as an oddity that does not really represent black religious
expression and experience. Such religious developments are presented
in the negative as “cults” or “sects,” an aberration.” Several problems
inform this type of study. One is the limited nature of the canon of
black religion and the other is a narrow range of theoretical tools—
primarily Black Theology—utilized in the examination of black reli-
gion in its current and most easily identified states.

Regarding both problems, Charles Long called for revising the
study of black religion along the lines of its theory of religious expe-
rience, noting the problematic consequences of this truncated dis-
course. Although issued almost 30 years ago, Long’s conceptual and
methodological challenge has received limited attention. And so a
problem remains: Black Religious Studies has carefully outlined its
sources and given limited attention to method and theory, and it is
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clear that the religious content explored is limited primarily to the
church—and a narrow depiction of the church at that. Its sensibilities
and language do not extend beyond this realm. Its approach does not
move beyond a discussion, usually apologetic in tone, of the Black
Church, and even this is questionable, based on criticism of Black
Religious Studies’ real intellectual distance from said churches. So con-
ceived, Black Religious Studies is concerned with a narrow question,
considering the complexity of the black community and its religious
history: What is the feeling and meaning of being black and Christian
in the United States?

With this said, it is my belief that much of what is wrong with
Black Religious Studies can be corrected through the theoretical chal-
lenge provided by underexplored religious traditions and communi-
ties such as Peoples Temple. In what remains of this essay, I take up
the challenge to traditional Black Religious Studies engendered by
critical attention to Peoples Temple with four considerations in mind:
(1) the elemental nature of religious experience, or a theory of black
religion; (2) the nature of black religious community; (3) the nature of
transformation as religious quest; and (4) a religio-theological ap-
proach to the tragic. The purpose of this discussion is twofold. First,
I seek to present a possible revision of Black Religious Studies, and
related to this, I hope to provide an alternative reading of Peoples
Temple.

A THEORY OF BLACK RELIGION

As should be obvious, I am troubled by the dominant theory
of black religion. It is, as one might gather from the above discussion,
too tied to a particular tradition—and to a limited range of this tra-
dition’s various modalities—to speak about the complexity and scope
of black religious expression and experience. A great deal of our in-
tellectual energy when it comes to black religion has revolved around
attention to institutional forms, doctrines, and rituals as its basic struc-
tures. These elements are the historical “trappings” of religion, the
manifestation of a much deeper and more elemental reality, and are
most visible and recognized with respect to the oldest black Christian
communities. That is to say, while important elements of what it
means to be black and religious, these historically situated realities—
church dogma, church architecture, and so on—are not all there is to
religion. In fact, they represent only religion’s “shell.”

The elemental nature of religion has more to do with an under-
lying attention to meaning, an urge to make meaning. This, I believe,
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is what Jonathan Z. Smith has in mind when he says “what we study
when we study religion is one mode of constructing worlds of mean-
ing, worlds within which men find themselves and in which they
choose to dwell. What we study is the passion and drama of man
discovering the truth of what it is to be human.” Historical realities,
historical materials, are, he continues,

the framework within whose perimeters those human expressions,
activities and intentionalities that we call “religious” occur. Religion
is the quest, within the bounds of the human, historical condition,

for the power to manipulate and negotiate one’s “situation” so as to
have “space” in which to meaningfully dwell.?

We move toward the central concern, the center of religion, to use
Mircea Eliade’s terminology. This center, I argue, entails a quest for
complex subjectivity, a wrestling with history for the development of
a fuller sense of humanity as the prize, to develop a profound con-
viction that “one’s existence matters.”® In short, this complex subjec-
tivity is a seeking for full humanity, a push for status as a subject of
history as opposed to the racist manner in which those of African
descent have been projected as objects of history. It is the quest for a
better utilization of human potential and creativity. Conceived this
way, religion entails a mode of experience through which we seek to
keep open and in creative tension a multitude of spaces of fulfillment.

This process began for those of African descent in the United States
during the period of slavery, as black bodies rebelled against the ex-
istential and ontological construction of Africans as subhuman. Phys-
ical space—church buildings—and written affirmations are more re-
cent developments, having emerged sometime after the first one
hundred years of an African presence in North America. Hence a
uniquely religious experience in the context of North America begins
not with verbal articulation, but with the body itself. In an ironic
sense, the defining characteristics and justification for their enslave-
ment—the body—was also the loci of their religiosity or quest for
subjectivity. It is this element and its display and placement, appre-
ciation, and “protection” that marks the similarity among the various
traditions housed in black communities—the Black Church, United
House of Prayer for All People, Oyotunji African Village, Peoples Tem-
ple, and so on. The complexity and importance of various manifes-
tations of this underlying impulse—this push for greater humanity or
subjectivity—should not be measured only by numerical participation.
Doing so has been one of the problems with Black Religious Studies.
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It involves a reaction against practices that are not part of numerically
significant communities and that are not representative of the major
black denominations and their “accepted” offshoots.

Scholars such as James Evans sense this underlying impulse, this
quest for full humanity, but mistakenly limit its expression to the rec-
ognized Christian faith housed in the major black denominations:

Black religion attempts to help African-American Christians to
sense the world as God senses it. A second hermeneutical task of
black religion is to dismantle the misinterpretations of themselves
and the world that undergirds American Christianity. That is, black
religion is a protest against those portrayals of African-Americans as
less than human or outside the providential care of God. ... Black
religion attempts to provide a self-knowledge for African-American
Christians by helping them to see themselves as God sees them.'

But surely there is more to black religion than this. One begins to
debunk this false assumption—black Christianity as the only impor-
tant mode of black religious experience—by recognizing that this
quest for complex subjectivity predates the Black Church because it
did not rely on the church structures but rather first developed in and
through the body.

Religion is experience, perhaps a category of experience defined
by a quest for “MORE.” It is shaped by social context and contact,
involving a fighting against absurdity and devaluation. An example
is provided by one member of Peoples Temple who reported that she
“found something she had never found in the United States. For the
first time, she believed she had found a society free of sexism and
racism and one in which she experienced full acceptance as a Black
woman. She had a cause to live for. American society had never given
her that.”** This much I have learned from historian of religions
Charles H. Long: religion has something to do with the development
of “more authentic forms of community,” which entail a recognition
of the value and “authenticity of all persons.”'? Put another way, the
system—Nation of Islam, Black Church, Voodoo, Peoples Temple, and
so on—is the historically conditioned manifestation of the quest or
feeling for complex subjectivity. Herein religion retains some of its
early meaning—to bind together—but in this case it is a nourishing
and binding together of various strands of existential and ontological
possibility.

Mindful of this black Christian bias of Black Religious Studies, one
gets a sense of why Peoples Temple is foreign terrain for most in Black
Religious Studies, with the exceptions of Lawrence Mamiya, C. Eric
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Lincoln, Archie Smith Jr., Muhammed Isaiah Kenyatta, and Mary Saw-
yer. But only Sawyer thinks about Peoples Temple as black religion in
ways that do not render it some type of odd or grotesque develop-
ment. Yet Sawyer approaches Peoples Temple as black religion within
the confines of the Black Church. While her work is invaluable, it
holds the potential to fix one’s gaze on the most visible “trappings”
of black religion at the expense of deeper commonalities between Peo-
ples Temple and other modes of black religion that cannot be ex-
plained in terms of worship style or cultural leanings, but instead deal
with a shared connection to the elemental nature of religion.

THINKING ABOUT BLACK RELIGIOUS COMMUNITY

The failures noted above and found within the limited schol-
arship on Peoples Temple generated within Black Religious Studies
are tied to a wrongheaded theory of involvement, a kind of elitism or
Black Church chauvinism. Archie Smith, for example, noted shortly
after the tragedy of Jonestown that the psychoanalytical perspective
on Jonestown and Peoples Temple suggests persons drawn to such
“cults” are weak-minded and dependent, without clear vision and
self-consciousness because they are “in search for a surrogate parent
or authority figures. In other words, the prime targets for recruitment
into such movements as the Peoples Temple were the oppressed, es-
pecially poor Blacks, the lonely, dependent and insecure who welcome
the message of egalitarianism.”® (It must be noted that Smith rejects
the psychoanalytical perspective in that it fails to take into consider-
ation the quest for social equality.) While I agree that the “message of
egalitarianism” as Smith explains it is attractive, the underlying im-
petus for involvement is a quest for complex subjectivity having to
do with more than socioeconomic goods. Instead it revolves around
a much more substantive concern centered on greater status as fully
human within a religious community whose particular ethos—aes-
thetic qualities, doctrine, and relationship networks—is more attrac-
tive to some than to others. Hence, participation in Peoples Temple is
not a matter of socioeconomic or psychological “flaws.” It is not a
matter of psychological weakness or shortcomings. Rather, it stems
from the manner in which Peoples Temple’s approach to subjectivity,
that is full humanity, spoke to the existential condition and episte-
mological sensitivities of some. To think otherwise says more about
the researcher’s personal leanings than about the nature of Peoples
Temple’s community and praxis.

Muhammed Kenyatta turns the psychological approach on its
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head by pointing out the flaws and weaknesses in the society which
drove Peoples Temple members to Jonestown and which prevented
them from returning to the United States. Kenyatta goes further, how-
ever, when he claims that the members of Peoples Temple attempted
to create something new. “We know that the Peoples Temple became,
in part, a pilgrim church,” he writes. “It set out to a frontier place in
the hopes of better perfecting the practice of its faith.”*

What I want to highlight is Kenyatta and Smith’s effort to point
out the deep yearning for full humanity that motivated the partici-
pation of African Americans. I find this more promising; yet there is
a problem with the manner in which Black Religious Studies—if Smith
(and I would add C. Eric Lincoln and Lawrence Mamiya) is represen-
tative—frames the conversation. G. K. Chesterton once remarked that
the United States was a “nation with the soul of the church,” and in
like manner, Black Religious Studies has all too often been a field of
study “with the soul” of the Black Church.”® Resulting from this is an
assumption that participation in Peoples Temple and other religious
communities must entail, finally, not the value of these communities
for their members but a shortcoming with respect to the Black Church
that pushes people away. As noted by Lincoln and Mamiya: “[T]hat
the proliferation of exotic white or ‘international’ cults attractive to
blacks may seriously threaten the historic black preference for tradi-
tional in-group religious affiliation is not lost upon the more alert
leadership of the Black Church.”

I suggest the criteria for an interpretation of Peoples Temple must
be altered, recognizing instead the nature of the experience within that
community without the Black Church as the litmus test for authentic-
ity of religious encounters. Furthermore, to pinpoint for scrutiny the
ethical and epistemological shortcomings of Peoples Temple’s lead-
ership and membership, as is commonly the case, challenges “recog-
nized” modes of black religion by begging the question of similar
shortcomings in the Black Church, the Nation of Islam, and so on.
While Smith, on the one hand, notes the value of Peoples Temple, he
points out its flaws in a way that raises questions concerning the pos-
sibility of similar shortcomings within more easily and commonly
noted modalities of black religion:

Many black people originally responded positively to Peoples
Temple because it was a movement that provided psychic support
and linked it with a program of social/communal outreach. ... By
breaking with the insularity and seemingly irrelevant style of tradi-
tional Black Church worship, many thought they had found in the
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Peoples Temple a form of church involvement that spoke more di-
rectly to the issue of spiritual uplift, justice, social change and com-
munal empowerment. Their vision of a new social order was not
wrong. It was expressive of the relational paradigm. It was a vision
broader than that found in many of the black churches they left. But
their vision was not enough. It lacked a self-critical dimension that
would have enabled them to discern the false claims of Jim Jones
towards ego deification. Black people’s involvement in Peoples Tem-
ple and Jonestown is difficult to explain in light of the Black Power
and Black Theology of liberation movements and developing Black
nationalism of the 1960s, and the African roots phenomenon of the
1970s. It appears as an anomaly.!”

Black Religious Studies has been reluctant to condemn its recog-
nized modalities of black religion on the basis of the “indiscretions”
or “misdeeds” of some leaders, arguing instead that the movement
and its value, the people and their project are much greater than any
particular leader. One need only think in terms of Adam Clayton Pow-
ell Jr., Martin Luther King Jr.,, and Jesse Jackson to understand this
point. Should not this same hermeneutic of the group be utilized with
respect to Jim Jones and Peoples Temple? Can Black Religious Studies
really define Peoples Temple strictly in terms of its leadership? Are
there not lessons to be learned from Cheryl Townsend Gilkes” work
on alternate modes of “authority” and more complex ways to define
religious community?!® Furthermore, outside the realm of sociology
of religion, a careful reading of Black Theology points out the impor-
tance of thinking about liberation beyond the scope of individual per-
sonalities and what they can achieve. This appears to be the lesson
learned through observation of Latin American base communities as
the incubator for organic and communally derived modes of leader-
ship premised upon a central mantra—"“God’s preferential option for
the poor”—and the recognition that humans are fallible creatures.

In light of Smith’s commentary, I ask several questions. Is it proper
to assume participation in Peoples Temple stems from the failure of
the Black Church to live out its principles? Is there not the possibility
that African Americans participated in Peoples Temple, forged com-
munity around Peoples Temple, because of its creative approach to
the development of life meaning? Must we think about the movement
of African Americans into Peoples Temple as a negative statement
about the Black Church, thereby maintaining the supremacy of tra-
ditional black Christianity, rather than as a positive statement con-
cerning Peoples Temple’s vision for complex subjectivity?

In all fairness, I think the theoretical and epistemological issues
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lodged in this dilemma are large and deeply rooted. Perhaps, and I
want to exercise some caution here, there is strong significance to the
manner in which Lincoln and Mamiya see the connection between
African American “other-ness” and “odd” religious traditions. In Lin-
coln’s words:

[I]t was not until a peculiar interplay of social and economic
factors produced a series of exotic religious movements in the urban
black ghettos of the post-World War I era that “cult” took on its
distinctive, conventional meaning. Such colorful hierophants (with
equally colorful titles) as Father Divine, Daddy Grace, Honorable
Elijah Muhammad, Rabbi Cherry and others caught the imagination
of an America which, having harbored a historic suspicion about the
spiritual adequacy of black religion, was now prepared to accept the
black cult as visible documentation of what had always been sus-
pected. In consequence, alternately romanticized and ridiculed in the
press, such groups...came to represent to most Americans what
was meant by “cult.” ... Inevitably, the association of cult with the
more exotic expressions of black religion encouraged the distension
of the term into a convenient appellation eventually applied in pop-
ular usage to most, if not all, organized black worship.?®

While there is probably a great deal of truth to this—the merging of
“marginal elements” in the popular imagination—the response to it
on the part of Black Religious Studies is problematic. It appears that
Black Religious Studies, following the lead of early critics such as Ar-
thur Huff Fauset, sought to correct for this by safeguarding and dis-
tinguishing its prized religious institutions from marginal communi-
ties.?0

With this in mind, Smith, and Lincoln and Mamiya, at the very
least, imply a tying of authentic black religion to a certain strain of
black consciousness, marked by what is often referred to as ontological
blackness (i.e., linking inclusion in the black community with a certain
perspective on and grasp of racial markers such as specified cultural
sensibilities, social leanings, and approved relationships). Regarding
this practice, Victor Anderson wisely notes in his volume Beyond On-
tological Blackness that Black Religious Studies reifies blackness and
holds it as the measure of fit with the Black Religious tradition. Hence,
Black Religious Studies, particularly black and womanist theologies,
have unwittingly supported forms of essentialism in ways that actu-
ally counter the struggle for a liberated existence.?! Think, for example,
of Black Theology’s early, almost exclusive focus on liberation against
racism from the male perspective. This preoccupation of necessity, for
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example, meant little attention was given to the sexism implicitly ac-
cepted by black male theologians and the churches they claimed to
represent. In addition to the manner in which this essentialized sense
of blackness shapes and limits understandings of oppression, it also
restricts the nature and scope of the black religious community.

To be authentically black comes to imply participation (or at least
nominal appreciation for) the Black Church tradition as exemplified
by black-founded and black-run denominations. A strong epistemo-
logical link, if not an ontological one, is thereby forged between the
Black (run) Church and black communities. To emphasize this point I
turn to a passage I have quoted often because of the continuing rel-
evance of its assumptions regarding true black religion as exclusively
Black Church religion:

In the beginning was the black church, and the black church was
with the black community, and the black church was the black commu-
nity. The black church was in the beginning with the black people; all things
were made through the black church, and without the black church was not
anything made that was made. In the black church was life, and the life
was the light of the black people. The black church still shines in the
darkness, and the darkness has not overcome it [italics added].”?

Efforts have been made to break free of this limited depiction of black
religious communities, and by extension the contours of what it means
to be black and religious. This, however, is not a theoretical battle that
is waged once. Rather, it requires continued effort to explode the
canon of black religion and to problematize myopic definitions. This
is not to say that the links between Peoples Temple and the Black
Church tradition are of no importance. Rather, my concern is that we
look not only at the ways in which the Black Church tradition informs
Peoples Temple’s theology, aesthetics, and praxis, but also at the man-
ner in which Peoples Temple might inform the canon of black religion
and Black Religious Studies.

On this point, serious engagement with Peoples Temple and the
effort of scholars to think about it with respect to its “Black Church”
dimension raise an interesting question: What and where is the black
in black religion? This question first surfaced with respect to the pres-
ence of African Americans in the Roman Catholic Church, the United
Methodist Church, and other predominantly white denominations.
And implied in this question was a critique of black involvement with
institutions that were not developed for and by African Americans.
Bluntly stated, how could churches premised upon “white” religious
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sensibilities, with a history of questionable engagement with African
Americans, help the once-despised develop life-meaning and orien-
tation? What becomes evident through this line of questioning is the
manner in which the “proper” loci of black religiosity are defined in
terms of numerical strength—where most black folk are found. None-
theless, this does not explain the reluctance of those in Black Religious
Studies to give attention, for example, to Peoples Temple, a commu-
nity that was roughly 80 to 90 percent African American after African
Americans began to join in significant numbers during the early 1970s.
This is not to say that the African American presence in Peoples Tem-
ple is completely lost on all scholars.

Mary Maaga and Mary Sawyer provide important insights into
the involvement of African Americans and the ways in which it
shaped Peoples Temple.?® They do so by introducing the hermeneu-
tical category of “Black Church” as a way of exploring and explaining
the manner in which a certain constituency within Peoples Temple
drew on black Christian aesthetics, theology, and culture. Regardless
of such efforts, as important as they are, it strikes me that there is
much to be gained by thinking through Peoples Temple as a modality
of black religion, as the Black Church and the Nation of Islam are
modalities of black religion. For Sawyer the question of whether Peo-
ples Temple was a “real church” requires a yes or no response.?* In
her book, Maaga argues Peoples Temple’s structure to be composed
of “three groups in one.” The third of these three is the “urban Black
Church.” While some disagree with this assessment, I believe Maaga
suggests that Peoples Temple and Jonestown provided an opportunity
to maintain the best elements of traditional black Christian practice
and mixed them with an aggressive concern for sociopolitical activ-
ism. This is not to say that Peoples Temple kept all the “best” elements
of black Christian practice. That level of certainty is not possible.
Rather, I believe there is in Maaga’s depiction the presence of sensi-
bilities and leanings in Peoples Temple that made the maintenance of
certain black Christian aesthetics and practices a possibility because
Peoples Temple was not theologically and ideologically opposed to
either black Christian aesthetics or practices. In her words:

Most of the three thousand and the majority of those who moved
with Peoples Temple to Jonestown, Guyana, were yet a third type of
Peoples Temple member. They were primarily black and lived in
urban California, particularly San Francisco and Los Angeles. The
attraction of Peoples Temple for these former and current church
members was the ability to bridge the gap between the other-worldly
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preaching of many black spiritualist church traditions and the con-
crete political activism of the black power political movements.?

This is not to suggest that Sawyer and Maaga argue for an under-
standing of Peoples Temple as Black Church. Making such an inter-
pretation of their work would be misleading. Instead they suggest that
certain segments of Peoples Temple can be related to elements of Black
Church tradition, and that attention to these intersections are impor-
tant components of study. I agree with Sawyer and Maaga that there
were certainly black Christians involved in Peoples Temple and Jones-
town. However, I believe there are benefits to a more general para-
digm for investigation—black religion as an elemental category of re-
ligious experience that relates to the Black Church but also to all other
modalities of religious expression in African American communities.
Using this general paradigm raises an important question: Were all
the blacks Christian?

Moving in this direction—Peoples Temple as a theory of black
religion in addition to discussion of segments of Peoples Temple as
they might or might not relate to or in some ways correspond to el-
ements of the Black Church tradition—allows for the inclusion of a
variety of sensibilities that influenced Peoples Temple, at least early
in its development. This does not negate the strong Christian sensi-
bilities of some members; rather, it simply exhibits Christian sensibil-
ities within a larger arena of religious commitments and perspectives.
One should note, for instance, that thinking about segments of Peoples
Temple in terms of possible correlations with the Black Church tra-
dition does not necessarily entail a discussion of the manner in which
Jim Jones borrowed from Father Divine in thinking about the nature
of community. “Like the Peace Mission,” John R. Hall remarks, “Peo-
ples Temple was to become an extended family that offered its com-
munal fellowship as a shelter from the uncertain world beyond. In
turn, Jones used the organization of Peoples Temple as a springboard
to social action, establishing care homes for the elderly, running a free
restaurant to feed the hungry, maintaining a social service center to
help people,” and so on.?

Of greater controversy and importance in light of recent studies
on the Black Church is the issue of nontheism in Peoples Temple. It
is on this issue that those holding Peoples Temple to include, as one
of its internal groups, a manifestation of black religion stumble over
the same issue of theological normalcy as do those in the study of
black religion I critiqued earlier. Black religion may be theistic or even
polytheistic, but never atheistic. Such an assumption, from my vantage
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point, is based on selective historical memory. But when African
American cultural history is viewed based on a hermeneutic of the-
odicy, for example, the logic of the theism norm is proven faulty. From
the antebellum period to the present, African Americans have main-
tained an important presence in humanist and atheist circles. Keep in
mind, for instance, the presence of African Americans in the Com-
munist Party during the 1920s who critiqued the idea of God and
promoted a human-centered perspective on life, or workers in the
Civil Rights struggle such as James Foreman who rejected God and
embraced human potential. In fact, he wrote:

It is that leap of faith which I now refuse to make. I reject the
existence of God. He is not all-powerful, all-knowing, and every-
where. He is not just or unjust because he does not exist. God is a
myth; churches are institutions designed to perpetuate this myth and
thereby keep people in subjugation. When a people who are poor,
suffering with disease and sickness, accept the fact that God has or-
dained for them to be this way—then they will never do anything
about their human condition. In other words, the belief in a supreme
being or God weakens the will of a people to change conditions
themselves.?”

Examples of this perspective abound, and many have been collected
in anthologies, monographs, and articles dealing with the nature and
meaning of African American humanism.?® When one considers the
manner in which intellectual and more popular explorations have un-
earthed a humanist tradition within African American communities,
there is no reason from my perspective to assume African American
members were of necessity outside the more humanistic turns present
at points in Peoples Temple’s history. This is particularly true when
one takes into consideration that the increase in African American
converts in the early 1970s coincided with Peoples Temple’s move
away from theological Christianity (while maintaining an affiliation
with the Disciples of Christ). There is, I believe, some philosophical
and theological significance in this.?

Does this growing presence support the notion that a human-
centered gospel troubles African Americans? While some argue Jim
Jones may have provided competing messages—atheistic communism
for some and a theistic communalism for others—and there is some-
thing to this, one should not dismiss the complexity of black religious
opinion and expression as it is manifest in both theistic and nontheistic
ways.® It seems unlikely that African Americans would remain in
Peoples Temple and Jonestown if bothered by the humanist teachings
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simply because they did not want to appear to be “traitors.” For some
this may have been the case, but it is also plausible that for others the
humanist teachings rang true. Such a connection to non-supernatural
orientation would not run contrary to black religion but, as I have
argued numerous times, would amount to another nontheistic trajec-
tory or modality of black religion. Furthermore, and outside the hu-
manist critique, Jones’ presentation of himself as a “savior” or “mes-
siah,” while strange to some, would not have meant a complete
contradiction to the Black Religious tradition that was familiar, I
would imagine, to many who joined Peoples Temple, in that various
black leaders have made similar claims. One example is the depiction
of Master Fard Muhammad within the Nation of Islam. According to
the official teachings of the Nation, as expressed first by the Honorable
Elijah Muhammad, Master Fard is the Great Mahdi:

One of the main things that one must learn is to distinguish be-
tween the history of Jesus two thousand years ago and the prophecy
of the Jesus 2,000 years ago, which often proves to be that of the
Great Mahdi, the Restorer of the Kingdom of Peace on Earth, who
came to America in 1930 under the name of Mr. W. D. Fard. Later,
he’d admitted that he was Mr. Wallace Fard Muhammad, the One
Whom the world has been looking for to come for the past 2,000
years. According to the Holy Qur’an’s chapter and verse which we
have under discussion [Chapters 3:41, 42, 44, 46], the name Messiah,
the meaning, fits that of the Mahdi more than any other man.

Such claims may appear fantastic, yet there is a notable tradition of
such assertions within black religion that would make similar claims
by Jim Jones theologically plausible for some within various African
American communities.

THE NATURE OF TRANSFORMATION AS RELIGIOUS QUEST

The notion of movement, no doubt first derived as a category
of thought from what remained of cultural and social memory related
to the Middle Passage and slave auctions, has played a significant role
in the language and aesthetics of black religion, hence of Black Reli-
gious Studies. It was and remains a powerful signifier of transfor-
mation, of a reconstituted self and community, bound together
through a shared vision. In particular, “exodus” and “exile” language
and imagery have functioned as powerful paradigms, serving to
shape epistemologically, culturally, and historically dominant under-
standings of black religious development within the context of North
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America and the African diaspora in more general terms. Early Black
Church theology highlights the perception of African Americans as an
exilic community confined to the harsh social terrain of North Amer-
ica as a modern “Babylon,” and numerous preachers have raised the
question in countless sermons regarding the angst that marks black
life: “How can we sing the Lord’s song in a strange Land?” It was
also understood, however, that this exile was a temporary arrange-
ment, often a matter of theodical and providential significance per-
ceived in terms of merited punishment for disobedience to God or
refinement necessary for a great work ahead. In either case, it was
understood within black religion, and Black Religious Studies high-
lights this, that exile was of necessity followed by exodus into better
circumstances.

For some, this exodus involved a nationalistic appeal to emigra-
tion—a movement back to Africa.®? Entailing an often heated debate
within Black Church circles, prominent figures such as African Meth-
odist Episcopal Church bishop Henry McNeal Turner and Presbyte-
rian minister Alexander Crummell presented emigration as a provi-
dential exodus by which Africa would be redeemed. This theological
position was in keeping with a metaphorical adaptation of Psalm 68:
31: “Let bronze be brought from Egypt; let Ethiopia hasten to stretch
out her hands to God.” This religious nationalism is expressed in al-
tered form by communities such as the Nation of Islam that seek to
establish African Americans as a “nation within a nation,” separated
from whites, as blacks—godlike beings—prepare themselves for their
great destiny. Some who embraced Judaism (often combining it with
African American religious aesthetics), such as the Hebrew Israelites,
expressed the significance of movement or exodus through relocation
to Israel.?®* Many members of black communities, including some who
might have become members of Peoples Temple, embraced the “Back-
to-Africa” philosophy as espoused by Marcus Garvey, the leader of
the largest movement of African Americans in the history of the
United States.>

In addition to the significance of emigration as a religious and
theological expression of exodus and exile language, Black Religious
Studies highlights the importance of movement within the context of
the United States as an important religious paradigm. For example,
Milton Sernett’s work on the Great Migration—the mass movement
of African Americans into southern and northern cities shortly after
the Civil War through much of the twentieth century—details the
manner in which such movement is existentially and culturally linked
to major institutional, aesthetic, and doctrinal developments within
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black religion.*> When the connotations of movement are noted, one
gains a better sense of the religious diversity of black communities in
that during this period of migration the Nation of Islam develops; the
Church of God in Christ emerges; national Baptist conventions form;
modalities of black Judaism spring forth. All are committed to the
placement of God’s chosen in a better socioeconomic, political, and
religious place.

Theological and doctrinal alterations partially connected to insti-
tutional transitions and developments are also noteworthy in that it
is during this period that the Black Church is dominated by an “other-
worldly” orientation. According to Gayraud Wilmore, this involves a
shift away from a focus on a social Christianity marked by a muscular
interaction with pressing socioeconomic and political issues facing
blacks, to a preoccupation with a type of radical individualism ex-
pressed in terms of individual salvation over against social transfor-
mation.?

This theologically informed passivity was broken only by the Civil
Rights movement and the involvement of black religious communions
in struggle, connoting a profound engagement with movement or ex-
odus as signifier of social transformation. Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.
makes frequent use of the language of movement to express this point.
One only need think, for example, of his response to those who argued
that blacks were “moving too fast” for a sense of the argument made
here. King argued that the plight of the oppressed required, and God
demanded, action. Subtly pointing to the progress of Africa, to the
development of the continent that figures such as Turner and Crum-
mell had hoped for, King looks back to the United States and sees a
need for action defined in terms of the movement of black bodies:

The American Negro saw, in the land from which he had been
snatched and thrown into slavery, a great pageant of political prog-
ress. He realized that just thirty years ago there were only three in-
dependent nations in the whole of Africa. He knew that by 1963 more
than thirty-four African nations had risen from colonial bondage. The
Negro saw black statesmen voting on vital issues in the United
Nations—and knew that in many cities of his own land he was not
permitted to take that significant walk to the ballot box. . . . Witness-
ing the drama of Negro progress elsewhere in the world, witnessing
a level of conspicuous consumption at home exceeding anything in
our history, it was natural that by 1963 Negroes would rise with
resolution and demand a share of governing power, and living con-
ditions measured by American standards rather than by the stan-
dards of colonial impoverishment. An additional and decisive fact con-
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fronted the Negro and helped to bring him out of the houses, into the street,
out of the trenches and into the front lines. This was his recognition that
one hundred years had passed since emancipation, with no profound
effect on his plight [italics added].””

From the spirituals and blues, to early church leaders and the faithful
of other traditions, to King and the present diasporic struggle for
equality, Black Religious Studies has described and analyzed black
religion using the language of movement (most typically the meta-
phors of exodus and exile) and has preferred to speak about African
Americans through a grammar of “chosen-ness.” However, this has
usually been done in ways that do not problematize the liberative
effects of movement. That is to say, little attention has been given to
religious communities for whom the language of movement is signif-
icant but for whom it does not necessarily generate the type of praxis
that traditional formulations of ethics would sanction. As a result, we
have missed an opportunity to enhance the theoretical framework that
informs Black Religious Studies. I suggest Peoples Temple is a case in
point.

Peoples Temple’s theological framework shares with other modal-
ities of black religion a concern with exodus and exile as paradigms
of transformation. As Maaga notes, “These were people who had in-
ternalized Marcus Garvey’s Back-to-Africa movement during the
1920s; almost half of the elderly residents of Jonestown had already
migrated once from the American South to California in search of a
more just society.”*® The very movement from the United States to
Jonestown marked the continuation of flight to better circumstances.
What we must remember from this is the importance of “space” for
the unpacking of visions regarding social transformation. The system
of ethics advocated by Peoples Temple was concerned with the crea-
tion of space in which the development of complex identity or mul-
tidimensional subjectivity could be worked out. In other words, “We
are always in negotiation, not with a single set of oppositions that
place us always in the same relation to others, but with a series of
different positionalities. Each has for us its point of profound subjec-
tive identification.”®

The measuring of one’s commitment to this norm, this process of
more liberated identity, is understood in terms of fidelity, a faithful-
ness to the creation of this “safe” space. What Ira G. Zepp Jr. says
concerning communal “ritual or ceremonial centers” is pertinent here.
The space in which communities such as Peoples Temple live and
“have their being” is the axis mundi, the “axle or pole around which”



20 | ANTHONY B. PINN

their collective and individual identity turn “and without which
[their] world would collapse.”* Furthermore, the blind tenacity with
which the “threat” to Jonestown from external forces and assumed
internal “traitors” was fought speaks to the importance of this center
because, again borrowing a concept from Zepp, “as humans we have
a profound need to repudiate, if not escape, the disorder and broken-
ness of life, and to establish islands of stability as a counterpoint to
chaos. The reaction of a center is usually the way people resist dis-
order.”#! In this space believers feel a sense of ease, of purpose and
order that is defended fiercely because the structure of reality that
marks Peoples Temple and other religious communities is dependent
upon it for the reconstitution of socioeconomic, political, cultural, and
“spiritual” being.

This is the nature of religious space and community, yet it becomes
dangerous when protection of physical and metaphorical space is so
consuming that it requires a compromise of the very principles that
sparked its initial creation, when the welfare of the individual mem-
bers of the community is sacrificed for the preservation of “space.”
What this involves is a failure to heed the metaphorical value of Jon-
athan Z. Smith’s warning: “Map is not territory.”#? That is to say, the
content of religious vision must not be forgotten, and meaning must
be gathered, not simply imposed. To simply impose meaning upon
history exposes one to risk and to the tendency to engage in a warped
vision of purpose that is superficial and ideological in the negative
sense of the word. As Smith notes, “For a given group at a given time
to choose this or that mode of interpreting their tradition is to opt for
a particular way of relating themselves to their historical past and
social present.”* However, this balancing of past and present can be-
come misguided and perverted, resulting in the forgetting of the initial
motivations for the tradition. Moving back to the concepts with which
I started this section, the significance and meaning of exodus is trans-
muted into a paranoid sense of exile in that the “promised land” does
not deliver all that was promised. In the haunting words of Jim Jones
just prior to the mass suicide and murders: “We can’t go back; they
won't leave us alone. They’re now going back to tell more lies, which
means more congressmen. And there’s no way, no way we can sur-
vive.”#

The symbols and social structures used to express and explain uto-
pian visions fracture under the strain when communitas in its fullness
is not found, and these visions lose their significance in light of per-
sistent “evil.” That which maintained the logic or epistemological co-
hesiveness of the community is compromised and questioned. Does



Peoples Temple as Black Religion | 21

not such a move at least in part speak to the failings of Peoples Tem-
ple’s vision for renewed life in Guyana? In an odd twist, Jonestown
entailed a desire to “disappear,” to be left alone to live in “peace,” yet
near the end it also entailed a deep paranoia over invisibility—a fear
that the community’s successes and merit would be denied by the
outside world. In other words, African Americans and others were
drawn to Peoples Temple and were willing to embrace the Jonestown
project because the Temple helped them attack and subdue modes of
false consciousness, whether defined in terms of the demonic system
of capitalism or racism.* Yet this community would ultimately suc-
cumb, in a Guyana jungle, to a new modality of false consciousness,
one that would prove all too deadly.

A RELIGIO-THEOLOGICAL APPROACH TO THE TRAGIC

I am attentive to a seldom-discussed statement made by the-
ologian James Cone because of its importance for our understanding
of truth and revelation. He says:

When people ask me, “How do you know that what you say is
true?” my reply is: “Ultimately, I don’t know and neither does any-
body else.” We are creatures of history, not divine beings. I cannot
claim infinite knowledge. What I can do is to bear witness to my
story, to tell it and live it, as the story grips my life and pulls me out
of the nothingness into being. However, I am not imprisoned within
my story. Indeed, when I understand truth as story, I am more likely
to be open to other people’s truth stories. As I listen to other stories,
I am invited to move out of the subjectivity of my own story into
another realm of thinking and acting.*

In light of Cone’s words, Jonestown reinforces something of episte-
mological worth, lessons learned throughout the various moments of
black religious development: truth (i.e., the rightness of one’s story)
is not discovered, it is formed, made. We should have learned this
much from the religious history of the United States, which was cre-
ated from economic concerns and demonic theological formulations
in which “truthful” statements or stories asserted the inferiority of
some and the superiority of others. Sad, but this is the process. The
Black Church, as one form of black religion, has fought to make this
not so, but it has remained the case. Efforts have been made by mem-
bers of the Nation of Islam and by black humanists, with similar re-
sults. Truth is forged by human hands for human purposes, and to
fulfill human needs. There is no “truth,” just resonating claims and
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assertions that hopefully serve the improvement of life options. This
being the case, “truth” is revisable. Are the claims acceptable based
upon the existing human condition and need? The ethical requirement
is simple: religious claims and truths should be tested in the arena of
human experience, that is, how they “wear” on the human body.

We should gather from the tragedy of 18 November 1978 a more
critical understanding and interpretation of ethics of social transfor-
mation, perhaps based on a hermeneutic of creative tension, measur-
ing the “rightness” of actions by a synergy between individual desire
and group good. Such a stance seeks to monitor the individual’s per-
spective based upon the cultural and historical memory of the group,
providing a corrective for misguided critiques and warped practices.
This type of life in and between community is not a limitation on the
self’s quest for meaning, rather it is an extension of that quest; in some
respects, it is the culmination of that quest in that it brings into a
healthy tension community and the individual. With respect to accom-
plishing this, ethicist Sharon Welch is correct in asserting that activity
is risky and there is no method for the production of moral vision
that is free from risk.#” There is no way, as Jonestown teaches us, to
guarantee that humans will always operate in morally and ethically
enriching ways, that the vision for transformation will maintain its
integrity. As many scholars have noted, Jonestown in part expressed
an effort to maintain a rigid distinction between good and evil, with
both camps—Jonestown’s residents and their opponents—claiming
the former. But within such a struggle, the traditional dualism of
“good” and “evil” is unreliable and problematic. Sharp distinctions
like this tend to foster disillusionment when those assumed “good”
are found guilty of participation in “moral evil.” This absolutist dis-
tinction between these two—good and evil—does not allow for the
recognition that all humanity is capable of both, and, what is more, is
guilty of both.*

Catherine Wessinger and others are quite clear with respect to the
importance of community above all else advocated by Jonestown. In
fact,

the ultimate concern for the Jonestown residents was to preserve
their community. Loyalty to the collective was the primary value. . ..
Rebecca Moore has argued that the members of Peoples Temple, and
especially the residents of Jonestown, were bonded together by their
shared participation in the life of the community, which increasingly
included participation in rituals of violence.*
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Or, as Mary Maaga notes, public meetings at Jonestown provided
community leaders the opportunity to create

consensus within the community and for Jones to convey a sense of
the special importance of the enterprise in which they were engaged.
Occasionally, educational exercises were practiced in which people
were asked to write about their understanding of socialist ideology
and about their willingness to sacrifice for the survival of Jones-
town.>

Jonestown’s final days involved a sacrifice first of “enemies” and “trai-
tors” at a remote air strip, but this was considered an incomplete sac-
rifice, unable to keep the community and safeguard its vision of “ap-
ostolic socialism.” There was a call for a more complete sacrifice, an
act of violence through which the community regrettably would seek
to preserve the vision through the sacrifice of itself.>!

This does not mean that effort should not be maintained to work
for transformation, but it must be based on a creative tension as the
desires of individuals are measured and corrected by the demands of
community. This is, I believe, what Christine Miller attempted to im-
press upon Jim Jones at the last community meeting during the mur-
ders and suicides—a requirement to maintain perspective with respect
to the nature of sacrifice (reflecting some elements of René Girard’s
discussion of the subject): “I still think, as an individual, I have a right
to say what I think, what I feel. And I think we all have a right to
our own destiny as individuals. And I think I have a right to choose
mine, and everybody else has a right to choose theirs.”>

Who is properly scapegoated?*® Peoples Temple, whether in Indi-
ana or California, relied for much of its history on the ability to locate,
isolate, and name evil and evildoers. This ability, however, diminished
in a substantial way in Jonestown and even before. Lines of opposition
were to some extent blurred: Enemies within the gates? Enemies at
the gates? Let us extend this line of inquiry. What happens when one
thinks about issues of psychological norms and the tragic through the
lens of religious warriors such as Nat Turner, whose religious vision
and sensibilities drew commentary similar to the idea of “oddities”
implied above? The theory of “oddities”—some leaders can be dis-
missed and their deeds explained away by labeling them odd—must
be approached with caution when one thinks of heroes of Black Re-
ligious Studies such as Turner, or Denmark Vesey, or Gabriel Posser.
Caution is necessary because of the unpredictable manner in which
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“inspiration” flows within black religion and the manner in which
“contact” between the cosmic and the mundane is made manifest. It
is, I believe, a mistake to think about involvement in religious com-
munities or the embrace of religiously motivated ideals simply in
terms of outcomes or end products. Can one fully understand the
involvement of African Americans in Peoples Temple simply through
attention to “Jonestown in 1978”? Or can one fully appreciate the re-
ligious convictions of Nat Turner by simply focusing on his death?
Likewise, can the value of the Black Church be measured simply in
the persistence of sexism, classism, heterosexism, and homophobia
within black churches? While outcomes have some importance, when
taken alone they do not provide the best way to access the logic of
involvement.

Part of the tragedy experienced after Jonestown is the forgetting
of the humanity of those involved. By so doing, scholars ultimately
deny those who sought complex subjectivity—a life full of meaning—
the significance and scope of this quest. Clearly, attention to Peoples
Temple within the study of black religion (or Black Religious Studies),
particularly its transmutation into Jonestown, pushes Black Religious
Studies in challenging ways. It forces a rethinking of the nature of
tragedy, deliverance, redemption, and the existentially absurd. This
rethinking entails a reconstitution of the theological meaning of and
social space for transformation, and in this way it raises questions
concerning the texture of communitas. Ultimately, it raises a strong
theodical question, a theodicy with no satisfying answer but one for
which silence is all too inappropriate.
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Daddy Jones and Father Divine
The Cult as Political Religion

C. ERIC LINCOLN AND LAWRENCE H. MAMIYA

On a tragic afternoon in the fall of 1978, in a protracted orgy
of coercive suicide, nearly a thousand Americans died in a bizarre
expression of religious commitment. Although the event took place in
the far-off jungles of Guyana, the history, composition, and the pub-
licly expressed ideology of the so-called Jonestown cult all reflected
an apparently irreconcilable conflict or culture crisis its membership
had experienced in America'—hence their expatriation. Despite their
physical removal from the United States, the “crisis” they experienced
at home was apparently aggravated by the arrival in Jonestown of
Congressman Leo Ryan, accompanied by members of his staff and by
newsmen. Unfortunately, all these “intruders” from the United States,
i.e., “the government” and “the press,” were symbols of the very prob-
lems the Jones people had fled to the jungles of South America to
escape.

There is no parallel in American religious history for the final act
of mass suicide in which hundreds of Jonestown believers partici-
pated, some of their own volition.? Yet there is a certain irony in the
fact that the escalation of religious deviancy—or, if you prefer, the
proliferation of alternative religious understandings in conventional
American religious life—should have its most unfortunate expression
in Guyana, an “undeveloped” community scarcely heard of in Amer-
ica. Certainly America was hardly prepared to accept mass corporate
ritual suicide at the behest of a self-appointed savior as a likely pos-

Originally published in Religion in Life 49 (1980): 6-23. Reprinted by permis-
sion.
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sibility in America. In the conventional American mind, such happen-
ings could conceivably occur, of course, but they belonged to those
back pages of the news routinely devoted to “exotic” behaviors in less
sophisticated societies.

Nevertheless, geography notwithstanding, the Jonestown happen-
ing was American—as American as Mother Ann Lee, or Elijah Mu-
hammad, or Billy Graham. The problem is that while we undoubtedly
have the most widely variegated religious nonconformity of any na-
tion on earth and the most elaborate safeguards for the protection of
nonconformism, Americans as a whole remain conceptually naive
about most religious behavior. We understand Methodists and Bap-
tists best of all, of course, and Congregationalists and Presbyterians
almost as well. We know a little more about Catholics than we did 50
years ago, and a little more about Jews. Universalists-Unitarians and
Quakers are considerably more elusive, and remain for the most part
in the uncertain shadows of anecdote. Black religion, a new term for
an old tradition, remains a puzzlement (“why would anybody ... ?”
[ellipses in original]); and those sects without clear, familiar denomi-
national identification, and all cults whatever, are simply beyond the
conventional interest. In short, despite the American tolerance of other
ways of faith, the American understanding of the faiths we tolerate is
negligible, and has a very low priority in the order of things Ameri-
cans think they really need to know about. Religions are understood
to the degree in which they resonate with personal beliefs, experi-
ences, or commitments. The lower the degree of resonance, the more
likely are alien religions to be dismissed from the level of conscious-
ness at which meaningful decisions are made. Only when a Malcolm
X, or a Charles Manson, or a Sun Myung Moon, or a Jim Jones rips
the myopic veil with an obtrusion of perceived threat or outrage does
an unfamiliar religion assume significance.

THE CULT AND BLACK RELIGION

The deluge of new religions now flooding the spiritual plain
in America suggests two things, at minimum: (1) the culture crises or
dislocations which afflict our society are many—and continuing; and
(2), while we may never see another Jonestown (N’shah Allah)? en-
lightened self-interest may compel us to learn a lot more about the
beliefs and commitments of religious out-groups than we have known
in the past.

The “cult,” which is furthest removed from conventional religious
experience and therefore least understood, is by no means a new phe-



30 | LINCOLN AND MAMIYA

nomenon in America, having been one of the earliest expressions of
nonconformity testing the American dedication to religious pluralism.
Cult-type organizations by whatever name flourished in the eigh-
teenth and nineteenth centuries; but it was not until a peculiar inter-
play of social and economic factors produced a series of exotic reli-
gious movements in the urban black ghettos of the post-World War I
era that “cult” took on its distinctive, conventional meaning. Such
colorful hierophants (with equally colorful titles) as Father Divine,
Daddy Grace, Honorable Elijjah Muhammad, Rabbi Cherry, and others
caught the imagination of an America which, having harbored a his-
toric suspicion about the spiritual adequacy of black religion, was now
prepared to accept the black cult as visible documentation of what
had always been suspected. In consequence, alternately romanticized
and ridiculed in the press, such groups as the Black Muslims, Black
Jews, and the celestials inhabiting the terrestrial heavens of Father
Divine soon came to represent to most Americans what was meant
by “cult.”

Inevitably, the association of cult with the more exotic expressions
of black religion encouraged the distension of the term into a conven-
ient appellation eventually applied in popular usage to most, if not
all, organized black worship. “Negro cults” (a term often used inter-
changeably with “Negro sects”) became a familiar designation in-
tended to distinguish black corporate religion from white denomina-
tions. This practice remained in vogue until an emergent black
consciousness defined black religion as the superlative ethnic enter-
prise and disassociated it from conventional pejorative connotations.
Unlike the more conservative Negro Church of the past, which con-
sidered the black cults an embarrassment, the contemporary Black
Church assumes its liberation from white constructs of Christian doc-
trine and ritual propriety to include liberation from the need to feel
guilty about whatever the black experience in religion includes. This
would seem a reasonable conclusion, particularly if it is determined
that the escapist spiritual paranoia of the black cults was in large mea-
sure a tragic, spiritual modus vivendi aimed at transcending in this
world the crippling evils of racial suppression.*

In spite of its sense of liberation to be itself, the Black Church was
shaken by the Jonestown affair, as is evident by the numerous formal
and informal conventions called to address the situation. Most dis-
turbing was the feeling that the news media tried to make it appear
that Peoples Temple was a black cult, when in fact an undetermined
number of its members, the cult leader himself, and his top lieutenants
were all white. Black churchmen complained bitterly about the close-
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up treatment the television cameras and the newspaper photographers
gave the grotesque clumps of bloated black bodies rotting on the jun-
gle commons where they fell after celebrating their final communion
with Kool-Aid and cyanide. Irrespective of its guilt or innocence, the
impatience with the press undoubtedly functioned to ease the frustra-
tion engendered by the enormity of the events at Jonestown. Never-
theless, the press revelations forced into focus the critical question of
why, in this era of black consciousness and black liberation (in which
the Black Church figures so prominently), so many black people did
in fact give their allegiance, their money, and finally their lives to Jim
Jones, a white, self-proclaimed apostle to America’s disinherited.

Our present task is not addressed to either the discovery or the
analysis of possible causal factors within the Black Church which may
have contributed to the apparent attractiveness Jim Jones’ cult had for
its black followers. That the attraction was more than casual seems
well documented by the statistics of the final holocaust, by the sub-
sequent surfacing of surviving relatives and loved ones and their re-
current stories of how their deceased friends or members of their fam-
ilies (and sometimes they themselves) had been skillfully recruited
into the movement. Many of these survivors are members of the Black
Church, as indeed had been most of those who joined and remained
with the movement until its tragic implosion.

The black congregations who lost members to Jones’ recruitment
are located principally in the Midwest and on the West Coast; but the
possibility that the Jones movement may be a prelude of things to
come, and that the proliferation of exotic white or “international” cults
attractive to blacks may seriously threaten the historic black preference
for traditional in-group religious affiliation, is not lost upon the more
alert leadership of the Black Church. The perceived status value of
holding at least nominal membership in white congregations of the
mainline denominations is already a factor of increasing ambivalence
among the developing cadre of upwardly mobile young blacks who
are the principal beneficiaries of the Civil Rights struggle of the 1950s
and 1960s. The formula which has proved most successful for them is
characteristically conservative, warning them away from “far-out” as-
sociations at any level.

Nevertheless, the attractiveness of the cults to the white youth of
the upper middle class (who are more readily forgiven for their ex-
periential indiscretions) offers a persistent challenge to those young
blacks who are tempted to measure their own reception in terms of
the acceptability of their participation in what they perceive as peer
activities. The problem is exacerbated by the veritable deluge of new
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religions and the confused status of their legitimacy. Whether in fact
there is a growing public acceptance of contemporary cults, or
whether there is mere public resignation in the face of their apparent
legal right to exist, the cult phenomenon seems well on the way to
becoming a commonplace response to the uncommon spectrum of
anxieties, frustrations, and yearnings which illustrate our times. Prac-
tically all the new religions are white—or perhaps it is more accurate
to say that practically none of them are black. Whatever their origin,
they seem principally attractive to the white middle class which com-
prises the predominant membership and, in most cases, the local lead-
ership and/or lieutenancy.

The scientific study of these new religions is still in the process of
development, but some of the cults appear to be considerably more
grotesque in both doctrine and ritual than any of the flamboyant black
cults around which the term crystallized a generation or so ago. This
undoubtedly accounts for some membership restraint on the part of
middle-class blacks, but we are reminded that while the Jones cult
attracted an inner core of middle-class whites, the majority of blacks
who followed the Indianapolis preacher were impoverished and dé-
classé. Just what attracted these least advantaged blacks who bypassed
the traditional black churches to identify with Jim Jones is perhaps
implicit in the very nature of the cult and cult leadership factors we
intend to examine in some detail. While there is no evidence that Jim
Jones” Peoples Temple or any similar cults have made any significant
numerical inroads on this traditional preserve of the Black Church to
date, the evidence that the black poor and the indigent as well as the
avant-garde of the black middle class could now be considered “sus-
ceptible” raises a double specter of possible things to come.

THE ANATOMY OF A CULT

The principal contribution to conceptual understanding of re-
ligious affiliation and behavior has been the typologies designed by
German scholars Ernst Troeltsch and Max Weber® in the early days of
sociological understanding and modified from time to time by Amer-
ican investigative scholarship.® The problem is that the refinements
and modifications have not matched the pace of our spiritual inven-
tiveness. The result is that, relatively speaking, the science of the so-
ciology of religion and conventional understanding find themselves
in a similar predicament: both suffer from want of precise definitions
of the religious modalities encountered in contemporary experience.

In consequence, the church-sect-cult typology has become a kind
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of Procrustean bed, and some of the new religious entities made to lie
on it in the interest of scientific analysis have to be stretched, lopped,
or levered in all directions in what is usually a vain effort to make
them fit. This is particularly true of some of the exotic cult types which
could hardly have been anticipated when the church-sect-cult typol-
ogy was invented. The Jones cult is a case in point, and in attempting
to understand and interpret its less obvious ramifications a resort to
the traditional typological distinctions must still be made, but the risk
can be justified if it is recognized in advance that an element of “pro-
crusteanism” is probably inherent to the task and if a clearer concep-
tualization is the ultimate result.

Institutional religion has been conveniently divided among “de-
nominations” and “cults,” with the denomination or “church” referred
to as that constituency whose predominantly middle-class, birthright
members are in essential peace and harmony with society and the
political order, which has a stake in the material success of its mem-
bership, and which looks primarily to the grace of God and the atone-
ment of Jesus Christ for salvation. In the church all mankind is con-
sidered salvageable, and expulsion from membership is extremely
rare. On the other hand, the sect begins typically as a fragment of
some denomination which has become alienated over issues of doc-
trine, ritual, or behavior. The sect is usually predominantly (or wholly)
lower-class, has a strong suspicion of the social order, rejects the no-
tion of birthright membership, and does not hesitate to excommuni-
cate whoever is not in harmony with its precepts. It is characteristi-
cally ascetic and millenarian in posture, avoids the contamination of
the “unsaved,” and features personal holiness or sanctification as the
surest route to salvation. As the generations go by, the sect member-
ship moves up the socioeconomic ladder, its alienation declines, and
its posture is progressively modified in the direction of the church
type from which it originally derived.

THE CULT LEADER

Although there is no unanimity of opinion on the precise na-
ture and function of charisma in the cult enterprise, most observers
do agree that it is a critical quality contributing significantly to effec-
tive leadership and group maintenance. This is an observation well
substantiated by our own studies of the Black Muslims and other
groups.” The charismatic leader is typically a man of uncanny sensi-
tivity. He has a near clairvoyant ability to sense out and give dramatic
verbalization to the most private yearnings of his followers, some-



34 | LINCOLN AND MAMIYA

times before even they themselves are fully conscious of what it is
they want or need to enhance their lives with accomplishment or
meaning. Here the father image is authenticated by the leader’s prior
knowledge of the needs of his flock and his identification with them.
“Father” Divine, or “Daddy” Grace, or “Daddy” Jones knows what
his children need to make them happy, and what is more he, and
probably he alone, can bring it about. The “father’s” uniqueness and
power derive from his unique possession of some essential truth or
some esoteric knowledge which is never shared with even his closest
disciples. We suggest that this unique “knowledge” or insight, this
peculiar access to the “occult,” may in fact be the critical element of
the charismatic leader. Certainly it is the critical distinction which sets
him apart from all others and provides him with sources of power
they neither share nor understand.

In consequence of his peculiar knowledge or power the charis-
matic leader is unaffected by the fears and anxieties of ordinary in-
dividuals. Because he is privy to the future, he is contemptuous of the
present. Even at the height of his accomplishments the person is never
more than a way station to an even more glorious future, and the
powers which control the person are the inevitable obstacles to the
realization of what is promised. It follows that whomever or whatever
the supersight of the leader identifies as an impediment to the coming
of the cultic kingdom is either a devil or the work of the devil(s).
Hence the devil and his works are the legitimate targets, indeed the
required targets, for the wrath of the faithful, and the peculiar energy
of a cult movement derives largely from the consuming commitment
to the destruction of the devil and his evil doings. The true believer
must therefore have an uninhibited capacity to hate “the devil” and
to hate “evil”—and become an instrument (living or dead) of their
eradication.

The leader’s conviction that ultimate success will reward the ded-
ication of the faithful comes through as unshakable and unassailable.
For his followers it is a matter of knowledge, the fundamental chal-
lenge of his leadership is to be able to inculcate the group with what
he knows so successfully that it is internalized by the cult as what they
believe. To the degree that this can be accomplished, the unity and
integrity of the cult are assured. That is why the leader may go out
of his way on occasion to defy or to antagonize “authority” (or other
devils), for in so doing he accents his own indomitability while dem-
onstrating the vulnerability of the opposition. Those whose belief in
his unique superiority is most convincing, and who clearly derive un-
usual inspirational adrenaline from the leader’s teachings or behavior,
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become his lieutenants, and they are rewarded by distinctive regalia
or responsibilities which reflect the leader’s confidence in their com-
mitment and ability.?

The person and the office of the leader are of course inviolate—
even sacrosanct. The primary allegiance of his followers is not to his
teachings or to his ideology, but to himself. What he teaches and what
he does take on significance only in the context of who he is—not vice
versa. Neither the office nor the movement makes the man. It is the
man who invents the movement, invests it with significance (derived
from his own persona), and creates the office he holds as the protective
instrument of his authority. The leader is always conscious of his own
uniqueness. However, he may on occasion deliberately adopt a stage
role of abject humility or identification with the least of his followers,
as expedience may demand. But this ritual is never misconstrued by
those inside the movement. His venerability is never in question,
whatever the style the leader chooses to adopt. He may choose to live
like an ascetic or like a prince. In either case it is his option, and he is
free to pursue it or to change it in accordance with his interest or
convenience.

Because of his independent, superior insight, the leader is char-
acteristically impatient with the contrary opinions of others. He is
above criticism, which is at best no more than an illustration of the
ignorance of his enemies and at worst a transparent strategy of the
devils who oppose him.’ Nor is the leader bound by the conventions
of truth or reason. It is the end that counts. The realization of the goals
of the movement is the sole criterion by which behavior is to be
judged. Truth is what the faithful believe to be true. This is the only
truth that overcomes. In any case, it is not so much what is said that
matters as it is by whom it was said, and how. Hence the style and
manner of the leader in his public role are of utmost importance. The
defiant gesture, the arrogant posture—in short, the histrionics of de-
livery may accomplish the desired response where logic and truth
never would. What is more, since only the leader is possessed of the
truth, his communication is most often in terms of prophecy or rev-
elation, neither of which can be tested. A doctrine that is understood
or a proposition that can be tested is useless as an instrument of con-
trol.

All conventional moral observances are transcended by the office
of the leader. They simply do not apply. While he may choose to set
certain examples of moral behavior for his followers, this is not to be
construed as his own submission to (or need for) normative con-
straints. Inside the cult this is patently understood. Outside the leader
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may project an image of deception, unfairness, and the presumption
of inordinate privileges, especially in regard to material comforts and
sex. Within the cult his apparent arrogance is more likely a function
of maintenance designed to protect his uniqueness and make certain
that the prerequisite distance between leader and followers is ob-
served. In any case, it is rare indeed that the prerogatives of the leader
ever surface within the cult as the subject of complaints.!

THE PRIVATE COSMOS

The characteristic cult leadership makes an extraordinary ef-
fort to isolate the cult from the contaminating influences of the en-
veloping society. This isolation may be of three kinds:

1) Communicative isolation. Members are taught to dissimulate, to
be evasive, to be secretive or claim ignorance about cult activities.
They may also utilize esoteric phrases or code words, or any similar
means to avoid revealing anything of importance about themselves or
their leaders. There is apt to be a certain pride in the private nature
of the “business” of the cult which is symbolized by the popular aph-
orism: “Those who say, don’t know; and those who know, don’t say!”

2) Social isolation. Members keep to themselves whenever possible.
Cult responsibilities such as meetings, fund raising, etc., reduce the
time available for extracult contacts, which are considered potentially
contaminating. Members travel together in groups, thus providing
their own “approved” social environment whenever possible. Com-
mitment is thus constantly reinforced, and challenge is buffered by
corporate unanimity.

3) Physical isolation. Living in dormitories, communes, settlements,
etc., provides continuous physical isolation for those not required to
work in the outside world.

The ultimate goal is complete isolation—the maintenance of a pri-
vate cosmos capable of avoiding most unapproved contact with the
outside world, or so filtering such contact as to render it innocuous
to the interests of the cult. This was Jones’ signal achievement in Guy-
ana. The more isolated the cult, the more tentative is the retention of
a larger reality for both leader and follower. In a completely private
cosmos reality is reconstructed in terms of the visions of the leader as
they are reinforced by the affirmations of the faithful. This may well
set the stage for a sustained corporate relationship so at variance with
the real world outside as to encourage, if not in fact to ensure and
produce, an extreme paranoia for all concerned.

It is quite probable that the self-image of the believer is already
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substantially blurred when he enters the cult. A negotiable identity is
a construct of self-perception reinforced by the communicated percep-
tion, of others who are important to the self-perceived. To put it an-
other way, one may be what he perceives himself to be, but only to
the degree that other significant and respected perceivers are in rea-
sonable agreement. In a closed cosmos, identity (and reality) are de-
termined by the individual and his peers in the cult, and more sig-
nificantly by the superior wisdom and revelations of the leader. In the
early Muslim movement, Fard gave names to his followers on the
prior knowledge of their paternity, no matter what the official birth
certificate or the parents had to say.!! The more perfect the isolation,
the more compelling becomes the leader’s assessment of reality, as he
alone has access to any input or knowledge beyond the confines of
the world he has created for himself and his followers.

Reinforcement between the leader and the led is mutual and con-
stant. Initially the leader’s assumption of prerogatives or titles or other
scarce values may be little more than an arrogant gesture or the simple
exploitation of his followers. But in a closed cosmos where he is the
supreme, indeed the only, power the constant obeisance of all those in
his private world may well become a source of increasing megalo-
mania, to the end that the leader comes to accept as right and proper
not only the prerogatives he has claimed, but the implications of those
prerogatives. In short, his once tentative claims—now readily and rou-
tinely honored by the faithful—take on the quality of divine rights
and become an intrinsic part of the ideological structure which defines
the cult, as well as its protocol of means.

Such seem to be the dynamics of the cult experience, and if they
have been accurately interpreted, the mystery of the Jonestown ho-
locaust should be considerably less obscure.

WHO JOINS THE CULT?

Who are the members of the typical cult? They vary of course
as do all other religious devotees, but there are some characteristics
which may be useful indicators. The common dismissal is that cult
membership comes almost exclusively from the ranks of the discon-
tented. While this is probably true, so saying is not saying quite
enough. They may have been dissatisfied with their lives but cult
members are not typically drawn from the ranks of those who are
without hope. Rather they are individuals whose despair of relief has
become increasingly pronounced and whose search for deliverance
has turned from “rational” or conventional resources (which have
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been unavailing) to the challenge of possibilities which lie outside the
normal pattern of social or ideological experience. The more urgent
the perceived need for relief or fulfillment, the more miraculous or
the more potent are the resources required to overcome the situation
of drift or stagnancy, or the pain of being a self that for whatever
reason has remained inconsequential. Hence the cult member is self-
perceived either in context of progressive meaninglessness or in dan-
ger of being bypassed by the conventional values by which “successful
living” is commonly measured.

Religion is one means of dealing with the problems of anxiety and
scarce values, but religion differs from other ways of coping in that
the anxieties and the values to which it is principally addressed are
in the category of the ultimate—i.e., the anxieties of total dimension
and the values above which and beyond which there are none.

In short, the end sought by religion is “the pearl of great price,”
the highest possible level of fulfillment. In the pursuit of that value
the religionist may prefer to make his witness with those of his own
family, or of his own class, or of his own race, or with those of his
own denomination. Such preferences represent values which may be
both legitimate and pragmatic, but they are in no sense ultimate. They
are preferred means to an end which is itself transcendent of all such
preferences. In consequence, it can be said of the blacks who followed
Jones, and the thousands of white middle-class youth who attach
themselves to one or the other of the currently popular cults of Orien-
tal import, their common conviction is that they have finally found a
way where there was no way. Now, touched with the healing wand
of the long-sought agent-saviors, they look back with pity and disdain
upon their conventional-minded parents and pastors who failed them
in their need and desperation.

For those who join the cult in search of personal rebirth or escape
from an unacceptable identity, the old unappreciated self is aban-
doned and the image of the believer is merged into the image of the
cult. The individual self becomes significant because the cult has a
significant identity. If the cult is respected, every member participates
in that respect. Hence, the new member may have no purpose and no
goal beyond his assimilation into the group and his identification with
the cult and its values; and life itself, i.e. physical existence, may be-
come no more than an instrument for the realization of the values of
the cult.
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FATHER DIVINE AND DADDY JONES

For all its flamboyance, the ideal model of contemporary re-
ligious cult has been that of Father Divine. Divine’s cult not only con-
tained many of the sociological characteristics described previously,
but more importantly it left a deep imprint in recent American history;
hundreds of thousands of Americans, both black and white, were held
spellbound by this charismatic figure for several decades. Father Di-
vine was as much, or even more, a media event than Jim Jones and
Jonestown. While the press has usually elevated the exotic and flam-
boyant characteristics of Divine’s cult, the powerful political influence
which this diminutive figure wielded has often gone unnoticed. None-
theless, the political dimension of the modern religious cult may be
of critical importance in understanding contemporary cultic phenom-
ena, and the very interesting parallels and comparisons which may
be observed between Jones’ cult and that of Father Divine may be
particularly illuminating.

From the New York Times accounts of Jones’ earlier ministry it be-
comes apparent that the only religious model which significantly af-
fected him was that of Father Divine.!? In the 1950s he attended a
service in Philadelphia conducted by Father Divine and left thor-
oughly impressed. This experience had a lasting influence on Jones’
style of ministry and his organization. One of his aides, Ross E. Case,
said, “He was always talking about sex or Father Divine or Daddy
Grace, and was envious of how they were adored by their people and
the absolute loyalty they got. Jim wanted all that affection and loyalty
for himself.””® From watching the examples of Father Divine or the
Reverend Adam Clayton Powell, Jones realized the importance of a
large religious congregation as a political power base.

Like Father Divine, Jones urged his parishioners in Indianapolis
to call him “Father” or “Dad.” This use of paternalistic terminology
is of course not unusual in the Christian tradition where “father” or
some synonymous term is a common designation for “pastor.” In the
black religious tradition, counterpart terminology may also be applied
to the wife of the leader—especially if he himself is highly venerated
and if she is considered properly complementary. Impressed by the
co-regency of “Mother Divine” in Father Divine’s movement, Jim
Jones encouraged his followers to refer to his wife Marceline, as
“Mother Jones.” In the black cults a leader who became Father or
Daddy was more than a mere pastor. He represented absolute au-
thority and commanded absolute obedience. It was this power of the
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black cult leader which fascinated Jones and which he determined to
emulate.

Both Father Divine and Daddy Jones had their greatest impact in
times of social upheaval in American society. The depression of the
1930s provided the soil for Divine’s movement, while the chaos and
turmoil of the Civil Rights—Vietnam era, particularly the late 1960s and
early 1970s, undoubtedly added to the numbers of Jones’” followers.
Both men were known for good works. They fed and housed the poor.
For 15 or 20 cents the destitute could eat a banquet-like meal at one
of Father Divine’s restaurants, or sleep in one of his clean hostels for
50 cents a night. Similarly Jones” Peoples Temple fed thousands of
poor people daily in its soup kitchen. Jones” followers lived in com-
munal houses, while Father Divine called his hostels “heavens,” but
both leaders required their disciples to contribute their entire eco-
nomic holdings to the central organization in return for food, shelter,
a variable “need-stipend,” and the security of inclusion.

During the times when it was not popular to do so, both cult
leaders held to an ideological goal of interracial harmony, blacks and
whites together, and even the turn toward “Black Power” in the late
1960s did not deter Jim Jones from his vision of creating an integrated
cosmos. Of course, for Father Divine, whose movement antedated
Jones” Temple by more than a generation, the very idea of an inter-
racial community was novel and much more difficult to implement,
even in the liberal North. The racial caste system was more rigidly
drawn and the racial taboos more strictly enforced in the 1930s, and
these conditions probably influenced Divine’s doctrine of sexual ab-
stinence among his followers, for the anti-miscegenation laws in many
states were political realities no successful movement, religious or sec-
ular, could afford to ignore.

Unlike many charismatic leaders who tend to shy away from bu-
reaucratic structures, both Jones and Divine were good, effective or-
ganizers. They knew how to reach and mobilize the masses and how
to create institutions. At the peak of his power Jim Jones had an es-
timated twenty thousand followers, while Father Divine claimed a
following in the hundreds of thousands. Jones undoubtedly copied
some of the organizational features of Divine’s movement. For ex-
ample, the members in the innermost organization of the four-tiered
structure of Peoples Temple were called “angels,” a term certainly
borrowed from Divine. However, Jones lacked Divine’s imagination
in naming his celestial company. Angels like Sister Heavenly Delight
had no counterparts in the Jones cult. Where two-thirds of Jones’ lead-
ership hierarchy was composed of whites, Divine’s angels were
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equally divided between the races. In the black cults, faith healing and
miracles, preaching and music, were the common techniques of the
cult evangelists. The evidence suggests that Jones tried conscientiously
to mold himself in the black preaching tradition but never quite suc-
ceeded. He envied the articulateness of a Martin Luther King Jr. or a
Malcolm X, and the masterful control of a Father Divine. His depen-
dency on showmanship (e.g. the hiring of gospel choirs, bands, etc.)
was a rather obvious attempt to make up in community circuses what
he himself lacked in style.

Finally, on the major issue of mass suicide, there is an interesting
footnote to the relationship between Father Divine and Jim Jones and
their movements. Toward the end of his career Daddy Jones and his
followers practiced the ritual of mass suicide by drinking potions
which turned out to be placebos. He called these terrifying evening
rehearsals “white nights” (to avoid offending his black followers by
identifying death and evil with blackness, as is usually done in West-
ern tradition). Sara Harris, who did a careful study of Father Divine’s
movement, in one of her earliest writings, predicted a mass suicide
among his followers upon Divine’s death. She wrote: “If Father Divine
were to die, mass suicides among the Negroes in his movement could
certainly result. They would be rooted deep, not alone in Father’s
relationship with his followers but also in America’s relationship with
its Negro citizens. This would be the shame of America.”'*

There is no known instance of any kind of mass suicides among
Divine’s followers. Nevertheless, the prediction by a careful student
of the movement that such a catastrophe could take place attests to
the power of the cult leader. It also raises the intriguing question of
whether Jim Jones may have come by more substantive information
on this subject during his informal (but nonetheless protracted and
intense) study of Divine than may have been available earlier to Sara
Harris. But if there was a doctrine of suicide within the ideological
lathwork of the Divine cult, it does not appear in any of the extant
literature of the movement.

On the other hand, Jones learned what he knew about the Divine
ideology from face-to-face contact with the membership, and it is at
least possible that the germ of the idea may have been come by in
this way. Yet this seems refuted as a probability, because there appears
to be no oral tradition in the surviving membership of the Divine
movement which in any way substantiates a Divine call to mass sui-
cide. What seems more likely is that Jones” pursuit of information
about Father Divine led him to Sara Harris” study, where her predic-
tion of mass suicide was offered as a kind of obiter dictum to her re-



42 | LINCOLN AND MAMIYA

search. Fascinated by the idea, Jones apparently made it the cardinal
event of his ritual procedures. Its gruesome effectiveness is suggested
by the determined allegiance of hundreds who accepted the cyanide
cocktails without complaint and without objection. A witness to the
scene noted “the smiles, the failure of more members to flee, the dying
with arms linked . .. A survivor recalls one woman objecting only to
be shouted down with cries of ‘traitor.” "1

THE JONES CULT AS POLITICAL RELIGION

How does one make sense of Jonestown, mass suicide, and
Jim Jones? Is it religion? Is it politics? Or is it merely mass hysteria—
another incidence of the Harlem-type cults or those crazies in the Bay
area “at it” again?

The idea of “political religion” is probably one of the more helpful
analytical categories in making sense of the diverse and multifaceted
dimensions of Daddy Jones” movement. David Apter and Robert Bel-
lah have defined political religion as an attempt to turn the state, re-
gime, or movement into an ultimate concern, to turn what is finite
into something ultimately meaningful and valuable.*® Political religion
means that an institution or a person takes on the characteristics of
the sacred in symbols, rituals, language, beliefs, etc. Expressions of
nationalism or nationalist movements often take on religious form.
Hitler’s movement of National Socialism is an example of a modern
political religion par excellence. His charismatic energy and speeches,
the staging of massive parades and pageantry, the use of the swastika
(an ancient Germanic religious symbol for the sun) contributed to the
impact. Other examples of political religions include Maoism and the
Red Book in China, and Kwame Nkrumah’s Convention People’s
Party in Ghana. This analytical category can illuminate the religio-
political nature of Jones” Peoples Temple in several ways.

First, political religion reveals the “this-worldly activism” of Jones’
group, the intense quest for social justice and socialist utopia, which
permeated their worldview. Jones believed in “apostolic socialism” as
a form of “this-worldly” salvation.” Jonestown was to be a fulfillment
of this vision, and political religion makes it possible to understand
the motivation of some members who joined the group for nonreli-
gious reasons. Some of the white radicals felt like Deborah Layton
Blakey, who claimed that “by joining the Peoples Temple, I hoped to
help others and in the process, to bring structure and self-discipline
to my own life.”!8

Second, political religion helps to make sense of seemingly contra-
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dictory statements by Jones and his followers on the subject of reli-
gion. His wife is reported to have said in an interview that “Jim has
used religion to try to get some people out of the opiate of religion.”*
When Congressman Leo Ryan visited the Peoples Temple headquar-
ters in Georgetown, Guyana, he was puzzled at the lack of outward
religious trappings and lack of references to God in his conversations
with members. Jones himself claimed to be a Marxist, yet he also
claimed that his movement was religious. Obviously there is a strong
element of pragmatism and manipulation in Jones’ political religion.
As one reporter noted, “To the religious he offered religion; to the
ideological he offered politics; to the ignorant and gullible he offered
miracles.”?

Third, the idea of political religion helps to demystify the ritual of
mass suicide and to uncover the elements of the demonic in the move-
ment. Ritual actions are rehearsed events which provide a controlled
direction for human impulses. The ritual of mass suicide in the pur-
view of Jones’ political religion is to be understood as “revolutionary
suicide” or “suicide for socialism.”?' The closed cosmos of Jonestown
produced a “siege mentality” among its inhabitants. The deaths of
Congressman Ryan and several others had sealed its fate, and the
dress rehearsals of “white nights” were to become a reality; the enemy
was already here. In this sense the suicides of Jonestown are similar
to those of the Jewish Masada and to the Japanese Kamikaze pilots
who died for the emperor, the head of another political religion.?? The
real tragedy of Jonestown is the political innocents whose spiritual
quest made them pawns in a fanatical/political ritual of suicide and
murder.

Every political religion is infected with elements of the demonic
in the sheer grasping for power. The visions of the good life and the
good society, the considerable acts of human kindness and mercy, and
the courage to attack the problems of an unjust society all begin to
fade before the power of the demonic. William James in his classic
study, The Varieties of Religious Experience, has coined the term “dia-
bolical mysticism” to describe those charismatic personalities who fall
prey to the demonic. Jim Jones fits the description of a diabolical mys-
tic, as do Hitler and Idi Amin. The combination of political power and
religious energy often contributes to a megalomania which ordains in
its private cosmos the fantasies denied it in the real world.

Jim Jones’ political religion differs from the usual secular variety
in that his movement began as a religious interest which took on more
and more political characteristics. In contrast, Hitler’'s movement be-
gan as a secular political party and developed religious dimensions.
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Nevertheless, the analytical category is helpful in examining the com-
bination of Jones’ Marxist-socialist rhetoric with fundamentalistic
Christian beliefs, for this peculiar syncretism also explains how Jones
was able to penetrate the black community in San Francisco. He used
his religious base to attract the masses and his political connections to
obtain power and resources. Just as Fiorello LaGuardia found it ex-
pedient to journey to Harlem to pay his respects to Father Divine, the
political kingmaker during his campaign for mayor of New York City,
Jim Jones was similarly courted by the political elite of California. He
played a crucial role in the election of the late George Moscone as
mayor of San Francisco, and his hand was prominent in the political
successes of well-known public figures. Jones” success in the political
arena was based on what he had learned from figures like Father
Divine no less than on his own uncanny instincts.

Political religions, like charismatic leaders, come in all shapes and
sizes. The fact that the tall, handsome Daddy Jones had only a rela-
tively small following compared to Father Divine or Mao Tse-tung at
the peak of their respective careers should not be a factor to discount
Jones’ cult from consideration as an important political religion. The
size of the group may not be as important as the qualitative expres-
sions of intense loyalty and commitment which are raised to ultimate
levels in its interests. It is not to be forgotten that Hitler’s Nazi move-
ment began with a small group of discontented workers and soldiers
in the beer halls of Munich. The chaotic social conditions of a country,
widespread discontent, and the resonance of the charismatic’s mes-
sage are factors which may determine the movement’s potential de-
spite the size of its following. Fortunately, America in the mid-1970s
was returning to a calmer period. If the Vietnam War and its accom-
panying dislocations had been allowed to continue, Jones’ following
would probably have swollen to enormous proportions with unpre-
dictable results. His rhetoric and behavior—a mix of humanitarian
idealism, radical Marxism, biblical fundamentalism, and Christian so-
cial action—would have had an extraordinary appeal, something for
everyone. He also knew, and exploited, the propagandist’s art—it is
not what you say but how you say it that counts.

Politics and religion were curiously intertwined in the cult of
Daddy Jones. Political religion illuminates the major value and themes
of Jones’ life as well as the motivations of his followers. In spite of
the doctrine of the separation of church and state and the differenti-
ation of spheres in modern industrial societies, modern cults like
Jones” have consciously attempted to incorporate politics into religion.
It is this reintegration of previously differentiated spheres into one
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total worldview that is unique about the present-day cults, and per-
haps their most alarming aspect. The possibilities of critical perspec-
tive are lost when pluralism is dissolved. Only the word of the leader
is left—to be obeyed, as was Daddy Jones’, unto death.
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D
An Interpretation of Peoples Temple and Jonestown
Implications for the Black Church

ARCHIE SMITH JR.

In this paper I shall (1) consider two theories which emerged
to “explain” Jonestown; (2) identify secularism as a central theme; (3)
relate this central theme to a plausibility crisis in Black Church religion
and the appeal of Peoples Temple; and (4) suggest some implications
for the Black Church and its ministry in the light of Peoples Temple
and the Jonestown holocaust.

EXPLANATORY NARRATIVES

It is important to consider the social science interpretations
that emerged to “explain” the so-called mass murders-suicides at
Jonestown, Guyana. Social scientists are in a particularly strategic po-
sition to influence our definition of reality, the role of religion in the
lives of black people as well as influence our understanding of what
happened at Jonestown.

The “Psychoanalytically Oriented
Worldview” Explanation

One of the major paradigms or worldviews that emerged to
explain Jonestown I call the “psychoanalytically oriented worldview”
explanation. This explanatory framework has its roots in secularism

This essay was first presented as a paper by Dr. Archie M. Smith Jr. at the
annual meeting of the Association for the Sociology of Religion in Boston on
27 August 1979. It was first printed as an “Occasional Paper” in the PSR
Bulletin 58, no. 2 (February 1980), a publication of the Pacific School of Reli-
gion, in Berkeley, California. It is reprinted here by permission.
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and contributes towards a plausibility crisis in traditional understand-
ings of religion.

The bottom line in this worldview is that religious phenomena are
based upon an illusion—perhaps the oldest, strongest, and most per-
sistent illusion of humankind. Religion is perceived as an inadequate
attempt to deal with the reality demands of civilization. Religious
cults, formed around a charismatic leader, have their origins in the
sociopathic make-up of the leader. Persons who are drawn to religious
cults and take up membership in them tend to be passive-dependent
types in search for a surrogate parent or authority figure. In other
words, the prime targets for recruitment into such movements as Peo-
ples Temple were the oppressed, especially poor blacks, the lonely,
dependent, and insecure who welcomed the message of egalitarian-
ism.

According to this worldview, such persons had little or no sense
of inner value, sought direction from a paranoid charismatic leader,
and in the process took on his developing psychosis and messianic
hopes. A fusion or total and fatal identification was made with the
charismatic leader in the isolated jungles of Jonestown, Guyana. He
and the group had become one. When the leader made the decision
to commit suicide, he took the entire group with him.

This general worldview was one of the explanations that emerged
to give meaning to the mass murders-suicides at Jonestown. This par-
ticular worldview sought to locate the origins of the holocaust of
Jonestown within the psychological framework—i.e., the thinking pro-
cesses and mindset of Jim Jones and his followers.

“Audience corruption” is a term used to identify the interaction
between the leader and his followers. Followers learn to give the re-
sponses the leader wants them to learn; they feed them back to the
leader on cue, who in turn believes even more in the power and right-
ness of his leadership. When he announces that he is God, the follow-
ers feed back the supporting behavior, and the leader soon comes to
believe unquestionably in his own deification. In turn his unques-
tioned assent to divinity is believed by the followers. Absorbed in the
immediate crises, the present is the only reality, and the sole authority
within that closed cosmos is the leader, who is deemed beyond chal-
lenge.

This, in brief form, is the essence of the psychoanalytically oriented
view of religion. Religious cults, from this perspective, are a form of
psychosis, a break with reality. In Marxism, it is a source of error, a
false consciousness incapable of correctly diagnosing reality as it ac-
tually exists. The psychoanalytic worldview has helped persons to
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understand some of the inner forces that move individual men and
women, but it has not enabled a social critique of personal life or a
critique of the evolving social order. And it has not been decisive for
understanding the social or relational character of our existence.

The “Only in California” Explanation

The other explanation I wish to consider is the one that sug-
gests that Jonestown could only have come out of California. This I
call the “Only in California” explanation.

California is perceived as propagator of the bizarre. California
gave the nation Richard M. Nixon. It was where Robert Kennedy was
assassinated. It was the home of the Charles Manson Family; Aimee
Semple McPherson, and her Four Square Gospel Church; Father Wil-
liam Riker’s church of the Perfect Christian Divine Way; the Zebra
Murders; the Symbionese Liberation Army; Synanon; the Free Speech
Movement; est; Bakke; and Proposition 13.

The idea behind the “Only in California” thesis is the notion that
California represents individualistic hedonism, a retreat from reality,
a playground, or perhaps it is the insane ward; that out west a peculiar
ethos of normlessness has emerged which puts certain groups and
kinds of folk at high risk for all kinds of exploitative adventures.

San Francisco, as Howard Thurman once observed, is the most
secular of U.S. cities. But I cannot accept the idea that Jonestown could
have emerged only from the soil and social ethos of the San Francisco
Bay Area and nowhere else, that Jonestown is solely the product of
California culture.

The meaning of Peoples Temple and Jonestown must be set within
the context of the twentieth century. By suggesting this context, I am
implying that explanations of Peoples Temple and Jonestown, as
event, cannot be reduced to the personality of one man, or to the
uniqueness of California culture (nor to the regressive nature of black
religion, which I do not address here).

We are much the wiser to understand Jonestown, not as an anom-
aly, but as a product of a culture which attempts to repress and triv-
ialize the essentially religious impulse.

THE CHALLENGE OF SECULARISM

Secularism is the dominant cultural theme. By secularism I
mean the erosion of traditional religious symbols of orientation and
meaning centered around a compelling belief in one ultimate reality,
and the increasing openness to a plurality of competing beliefs—all



50 | ARCHIE SMITH JR.

of which claim to be equally ultimate and meaningful. Secularism as
a molding power of modern consciousness is easily underestimated.
It does not stand alone but is supported by pluralism and privatism.

Each of these forces creates problems for the Black Church and a
challenge to its ministry. In other words, we are facing a plausibility
crisis in the Black Church which cannot be adequately appreciated
apart from an adequate grasp of the meaning of secularism. Secular-
ism has contributed to individualistic and privatized understandings
of religious commitment and evangelism. The underlying assumption
is that the way to improve social or communal life is through the
saving or salvaging of individual souls (or psyches).

Such attempts woefully ignore critical reflection upon existing
power arrangements which create hardships and contribute to social
dislocation and alienation. Individual salvation has been the pervasive
theme in Black Church religion on the West Coast in recent times. It
is true that during the nineteenth century, and during the Civil Rights
and Black Power movements of the 1960s, the pressure was on the
Black Church to be at the forefront of black liberation and social trans-
formation, and indeed it was. But this emphasis was and continues to
be resisted by many.

Secularism is and has been a long-term social-historical process
that has permeated institutions of our society, including the Black
Church, and has affected our psychological and social outlook. The
end result is a secularized conscience, closed to the claims of religious
truths. The cunning feature of this process is that it happens without
our conscious recognition of it. In short, we are deeply embedded in
a cultural and historical process that tends to obscure the relational
character of our existence.

RELATIONALITY

As an alternative to an individualistic and privatized ap-
proach to the church’s ministry, I wish to suggest a conceptual basis
for ministry, one that is consistent with the historic role of Black
Church religion in the nineteenth century and one that perceives the
connection between personal liberation and social transformation; po-
litical impotence and personal disintegration. The key concept here is
relationality.

Relationality is perhaps best captured in the old Zulu proverb:
“umuntu ungumuntu ngabanye abantu” (a person is thus, because of
other persons). He or she is there because there are other people with
him, before him and after him. Relationality suggests that the black
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community and the Black Church, though interdependent, are consti-
tutive elements, each in the life of the other. They are mutually bound
together in a common enterprise, and they share a common destiny.
The Black Church, therefore, cannot realize its historic role of libera-
tion and empowerment in the present situation apart from black cul-
ture and the black community as a whole. And the black community
cannot exist as a viable community and culture in a racist society by
denying or destroying the key institutions that have enabled it to sur-
vive.

Nineteenth-century black religious leaders in California, as well as
throughout the United States, had a relational vision which predated
the social gospel movement and enabled them to lend personal re-
sponsibility to issues of social justice. Their vision embraced the lib-
eration struggles of the whole black community, religious and secular.

Many black people originally responded positively to Peoples
Temple because it was a movement that provided psychic support and
linked it with a program of social/communal outreach. Hence, black
people’s involvement in the Peoples Temple movement can be seen
as an attempt to make black religion relevant to their social, political,
and economic condition. By breaking with the insularity and seem-
ingly irrelevant style of traditional Black Church worship, many
thought they had found in Peoples Temple a form of church involve-
ment that spoke more directly to the issues of spiritual uplift, justice,
social change, and communal empowerment.

Their vision of a new social order was not wrong. It was expressive
of the relational paradigm. It was a vision broader than that found in
many of the black churches they left. But their vision was not enough.
It lacked a self-critical dimension that would have enabled them to
discern the false claims of Jim Jones towards ego deification.

Black people’s involvement in Peoples Temple and Jonestown is
difficult to explain in light of the Black Power and Black Theology
liberation movements and developing black nationalism of the 1960s,
and the African roots phenomenon of the 1970s. It appears as an
anomaly.

However, the relative success of the Peoples Temple movement in
San Francisco and Jonestown is not difficult to explain when we con-
sider that the influence of these movements of the 1960s did not take
significant hold in established black religious institutions and con-
sciousness of the majority of black churches in the San Francisco Bay
Area. What Peoples Temple was able to offer black people was a
social-political economic program linked with a tangible cause, an au-
thoritative charismatic leader and a vision of a new social order.
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The Fillmore District of San Francisco has one of the most com-
prehensive mental health and social service networks to be found any-
where. Although Peoples Temple was not formally identified as a part
of this network, it did have a strong working relationship with it. This
network and Peoples Temple developed a kind of ideal working re-
lationship that many activists and socially concerned church people
(who work with poor people) desired and were drawn to.

The appeal of Peoples Temple was not only its charismatic leader
but its interpretation of religion, its sense of family and social outreach
programs. Peoples Temple was concerned with black unemployment,
problems of poverty, juvenile delinquency, criminal justice, welfare de-
pendency, alcoholism, drug addiction, and related social problems.

The ability of Peoples Temple to influence structures of power gave
folk a sense of “somebodiness,” a sense of belonging to a great cause.
In order to appreciate its appeal, we must see it amidst an enclave of
the relatively conservative, status-conscious, privatized religious ori-
entation of many black churches which had an inward religious ori-
entation but without the outward thrust of significant social action
programs or political involvement.

Even after the Jonestown tragedy, one embittered person who was
a participant in Peoples Temple put it to me this way:

Most black churches do not even want to be bothered with un-
derstanding or framing a response to Guyana. Peoples Temple
emerged out of a need and filled a vacuum in the black community;
a need that was missed by the black churches. Peoples Temple min-
istered to the unchurched, the black elderly, the addicted and alco-
holic, welfare dependents, juvenile delinquents, the lonely and the
alienated of all sorts.

It is small wonder, then, that many found in the Peoples Temple
movement a place to belong, an outlet for their religious and political
aspirations, a social program, and a cause to which they could give
themselves.

New West magazine reported on 18 December 1978, that Jim Jones
(with his 2,000-member congregation) was the only political leader in
San Francisco who could completely control the way his followers
would vote.

He moved into the heart of the Fillmore District, took over the
lives of young black men, old women, mothers and babies. According
to news reports, he infiltrated black organizations and diluted their
effective counter moves. He took hundreds of poor and black people
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with him into the isolated jungles of Guyana and in time ordered
suicide or murder. In the interim, he did much to give people hope
and a vision of a new society.

There were critical voices in the black religious community, but
these few voices alone were not organized and strong enough to
counter the effects of Jones and his movement. Can this happen again,
or in other American cities? And, if so, then what kind of structures
or mechanisms are necessary to counter such moves before they es-
calate into strong politically and financially backed movements on the
scale of Peoples Temple? Would such a movement have gotten as far
as it did if the chief victims were not the disposable people—black
youth (some of whom were wards of the State and juvenile delin-
quents), elderly black women on Social Security, drug addicts, and left
wing social activists?

IMPLICATIONS FOR THE PASTORAL CARE
MINISTRY OF BLACK CHURCHES

In the wake of Jonestown, the temptation will be strong on
the part of Black Church leadership not only to denounce Jim Jones
and Peoples Temple, and write it off as the work of the devil, but
there will also be the attempt to avoid legitimate guilt, remove oneself
from hearing appropriate criticism, and to deny responsibility in what
happened. In a society as interdependent as ours, no one can walk
away clean. Such denial would be unfortunate if it is used to justify
no change in the way the Black Church sees its mission and ministry.
If this is the case, then Jonestown would be a message that fell on
deaf ears!

It will be important to remember the positive and heroic things
done by Peoples Temple which somewhere, somehow need to be con-
tinued. The official closing of the Temple on 31 December 1978 created
a vacuum that other groups may not be able to fill as successfully or
very fast. Peoples Temple has already demonstrated the need for a
ministry that will reach those for whom no one else seemed to care.

Black churches are challenged to consider the possibilities of a
multifaceted, cooperative outreach and social change ministry, shared
by a number of black clergy and lay people, and to combine such
efforts with other community resources. No one church or clergy-
person ought to try to fill this vacuum alone. To go it alone tilts in
the direction of messianism and egomania.

The idea of relationality suggests a cooperative enterprise, a shared
ministry. This is a challenge, because it is often difficult for the clergy
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to share authority and leadership roles or to acknowledge their own
limitations. We have our own ego problems, which often get in the
way of fashioning creative and cooperative responses to social issues.

On the other hand, the community and our congregants some-
times expect miracles from us—things that they do not expect from
other professionals. The potential for audience corruption, self-
deception or collusion is always present. The seduction is that our
congregants often look to us to provide answers to problems that are
too great for any one person to solve. No one can possibly answer or
fill the void in someone else’s life, nor can any one person (or church)
alone transform the social order. To attempt such creates false hopes
and false dependency, and thwarts the necessary development of com-
munal efforts to fashion responses for creative social change. The ten-
dency towards messianism is just as real for the rest of us as it was
for Jim Jones. We all participate in the same structure of finitude that
Jim Jones knew.

Here, in brief, are further implications for the church’s ministry
derived from this presentation:

1. Interpretive. The Black Church as a witness to the presence of
the living God has an interpretive role to play, as well as being a
gathering place for worship. This role includes: interpreting to the
people as clearly as it can the events that mark and circumscribe their
existence in ways that can enable them to link their faith with re-
sponsible involvement in the world; interpretations that bring to bear
the Biblical Word and mediate the active caring of God’s presence in
our time. The church’s interpretive role ought to enable us to identify
our social location, give insight concerning the nature of the social
structures under which we labor, and prepare us to fashion creative
responses as persons of faith and agents of change.

2. Communal Empowerment and Interdependence. The Black Church
must once again assert itself as a communal church, seeking to heal,
empower and undergird black families, support the alienated, psy-
chically distraught and socially abandoned, and feed the spiritually
hungry. The church cannot do this alone, but must see itself as a part
of a social network.

We are still challenged to reject the ideological rationale and be-
havior that support our enslavement. As in the past, when slaves as-
serted their own rights as humans against the teachings of slave-
owner religion, the Black Church is challenged today to play a similar
role in the lives of black families and single persons who face new
forms of alienation and spiritual bondage to materialistic values. Of
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central importance here are processes of victimization in black male-
female relationships.

3. Social Action. Interpretation and healing must incorporate social
action aimed at systemic change. Interpretation must be linked to
praxis and reflection. Social action must seek to comprehend and
transform the process and social arrangements which maintain and
legitimate structures of oppression.

In the words of the 6 August 1977, National Conference of the
Black Theology Project in Atlanta, the Black Church “must come out
from behind its stained glass walls and dwell where mothers are cry-
ing, children are hungry, and fathers are jobless.” Social action min-
istries must be open to the critical perspectives of others as the church
and community continue to evolve the praxis of caring, emancipation
and social transformation.

4. Prophetic. The Black Church in the United States has often
played a prophetic role when it has proclaimed the power of the gos-
pel in judgment upon an exploitative economic and social system
which ensures structural inequality and insidious forms of racism and
sexism. The role was expressed in the witness of Harriet Tubman,
Sojourner Truth, Richard Allen, Jeremiah B. Sanderson, Martin Luther
King Jr., and a host of other witnesses. The prophetic role of the church
must continue to evolve an alternative perspective consistent with its
interpretive task and social action ministry.

CONCLUSION

Secularism found expression in the dominant theoretical ex-
planation that emerged from social science about Peoples Temple and
Jonestown. Yet, this theory, which I called the “psychoanalytically ori-
ented worldview” explanation, was incapable of diagnosing the larger
social world that produced Jonestown, and it failed to enable a critical
analysis of the social structure, even if it did help to explain some of
the inner forces that may have motivated persons to join Peoples Tem-
ple and its move to Jonestown.

Finally, I have attempted to frame an adequate response from a
broadened perspective of black pastoral care. Within this perspective
individual liberation and social transformation are linked. I have tried
to point out that emancipatory struggle must seek to strengthen
awareness of the connection and interdependence of human life, and
must continually involve a social and self-critical dimension enjoined
with faith in the One who underlies and struggles through the efforts
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of black people to be free, and who struggles through conditions of
oppression and tragedy everywhere. Genuine social emancipation is
inseparable from the emancipation of the human self and mind. These
are a part of the same dialectic which is at work in the community of
the oppressed on this side of Jonestown.
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I
Demographics and the Black Religious Culture

of Peoples Temple

REBECCA MOORE

The Peoples Temple agricultural project in Jonestown, Guy-
ana, was a racially black community in a number of key respects. A
large group of African Americans who migrated from the southern
U.S. to California made up a sizeable contingent of those living in
Guyana. African Americans had long supported the Temple with con-
tributions, tithes, and wages while living in California, but in Jones-
town it was clear that the Social Security checks of black senior citizens
made up the primary source of income for almost a year. Finally, the
majority of Jonestown’s residents were black, and African Americans
held key leadership positions in the jungle outpost.

Was the community in Jonestown culturally black as well?* By
“racially black” we are referring only to an individual’s or a group’s
racial or ethnic classification, that is, their skin color. By “culturally
black” we mean a condition in which an individual identifies with a
host of values, problems, strengths, and concerns associated with the
fact of being black in the United States. The former is generally a
matter of birth, while the latter is usually a matter of socialization.
Thus, “blackness” is not always self-evident. We might look at certain
prison populations or particular school districts, for example, and say
that racially the group comprises a black majority, even though cul-
turally the group’s values or structures may reflect the values of the
dominant society. Or in contrast, European slaveowners instituted
chattel slavery, but within that white-created institution of slavery, a
black counterculture emerged.

We would like to argue that Peoples Temple was a culturally as
well as racially black movement. It shared characteristics with other
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undeniably black religious groups, most notably the Peace Mission of
Father Divine, which Jim Jones, the group’s white leader, used as a
model. Some common characteristics included similar racial profiles
in terms of membership and leadership, similar worship styles and
practices, and, most importantly, a profound commitment to over-
coming racial inequality. This commitment can be seen in the pro-
gressive practices in which the Temple engaged, as described else-
where in this book, as well as in the renunciation of privilege white
Temple members made. Peoples Temple could not entirely transcend
its roots in America’s racist past, and so its reality is a mass of con-
tradictions: good will and bad faith combined. Nevertheless, the em-
igration of the group from the United States in order to create a hate-
free society abroad indicates the depth of its members’ desire for
justice.

This article expands upon previous demographic studies of Jones-
town which documented the project’s predominantly black member-
ship. We attempt to further the discussion of Peoples Temple by con-
sidering that black membership with additional data unavailable to
previous studies. In addition, we look at elements of the Temple’s
religious culture within the context of black religious experience. This
framework helps to illuminate and clarify practices within the move-
ment.

PREVIOUS DEMOGRAPHIC ANALYSES

While the news media and the public, especially people in the
San Francisco Bay Area, considered Peoples Temple a black activist
church with a charismatic white pastor, it wasn’t until 1982 that the
full extent of black involvement began to be appreciated. Archie Smith
Jr. compiled State Department data on Jonestown victims and pub-
lished two tables in his book The Relational Self, which indicated not
just a black majority of victims in Jonestown (71%), but a black female
near-majority overall (49%).2 Moreover, almost a quarter of those liv-
ing in Jonestown (22%) were black women over the age of 51. Smith
argued that while the black members of Peoples Temple saw the group
providing real services to the community and creating an alternative
to the status quo, their vision “was not broad or critical enough to
perceive the barriers of class, sex, age, and race in the social structure
of the organization itself.”> He referred to the continuing superior-
inferior relationships perpetuated in the movement as racism.
In his 1987 book Gone from the Promised Land, John R. Hall provided
estimates of the racial composition of Peoples Temple at various points
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in the group’s 25-year history. Hall wrote that of the families that
migrated from Indiana to California in 1965, half were black and half
were white.* Hall said that the largest proportion of members who
went to Jonestown (40%) were middle-aged and elderly blacks from
the U.S. South, along with their families.® Hall’s overall population of
African Americans in Jonestown totaled 70%, which corresponded to
Smith’s figures.®

Mary Maaga provided perhaps the most extensive demographic
survey in Hearing the Voices of Jonestown (1998). Building upon Hall’s
work, she highlighted the problem of considering members of Peoples
Temple in a uniform mass. She identified three distinct groups which
existed side-by-side in the organization. They included a group of
white and black families who had joined in Indiana; younger whites
who joined in California; and a population of urban blacks drawn
from churches in the San Francisco Bay Area and in Los Angeles.”
Using documents generated by Peoples Temple—recovered from
Jonestown by U.S. troops and housed in the California Historical So-
ciety—Maaga prepared a profile on every Jonestown resident she
could identify. Building upon Smith’s finding that the majority of
black residents were female, Maaga examined family relations, marital
status, work experience and training, and age at the time of death in
Jonestown, focusing in particular on the role women played in the
organization.

METHODOLOGY AND SOURCES

Maaga’s thumbnail sketches served as one source in devel-
oping a database of all Peoples Temple members living in Jonestown
and Georgetown, Guyana.® We began with this cohort, rather than
with all Temple members, because of the accessibility of records and
the volume of material which is available, although we hope even-
tually to generate a database which includes Temple members who
were living in Redwood Valley, San Francisco, and Los Angeles at the
time of the deaths in Jonestown. Thus, this study is limited to Temple
residents in Guyana, and conclusions may not be drawn concerning
Peoples Temple as it existed in California.

Our starting point was a roster of those who died which was pub-
lished by the U.S. Department of State on 17 December 1978.° This
document served as the basis for the list which has appeared on the
website Alternative Considerations of Jonestown and Peoples Temple
since 1998.° The initial list grew and was corrected and amended by
family members who pointed out errors to the website manager.
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The accuracy and completeness of the cohort of Temple residents of
Guyana jumped tremendously with the release of papers from the FBI
in 2002 pursuant to a Freedom of Information Act lawsuit, McGehee
et al. v. U.S. Department of Justice. Additional sources include reports
and censuses generated by Peoples Temple, such as a listing of people
planning to go to Guyana and monthly head counts of people living
in Jonestown.!' A collection of passport and other photographs of
Temple members at the California Historical Society helped with some
identifications when there was a question of race or gender, but this
method was not foolproof. Finally, the assistance of former Temple
members, including Laura Johnston Kohl, Grace Stoen Jones, and Ste-
phan Jones, greatly helped in the identification of family members,
names, and so on.

We created a record on each individual in the FileMaker database
program which included the following information:

Given Name Last Name
AKAs (Also Known As)  Better Known As
Photo Availability Date of Birth
Age at Death U.S. Residence Before Moving
to Guyana
Date of Entry into Date of Death
Guyana
Place of Death Race
Gender Occupation outside Peoples Temple
Occupation in Jonestown Government Income
Mother Father
Spouse/Partner Siblings
Children Sources of Information for Record

We then sorted the records by field to determine various combina-
tions, such as age, gender, and race. It is important to note, as we do
in the following tables, that occasionally one or two individuals may
be double-counted. Because the numbers of Latinas/Latinos, Native
Americans, Asians, and those of unknown race and ethnicity were so
small, we collapsed these figures into a single category called “Other.”
In addition, we wanted to highlight mixed-race individuals and fam-
ilies, and so we set those figures apart in a “Mixed” category.

THE FINDINGS

We began with a larger cohort than previous studies: namely,
all Temple members living in Guyana on 18 November 1978 rather
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Figure 1. Temple Members Living in Guyana

than just those who died in Jonestown. Nevertheless, the number of
African Americans making up the group tops two-thirds, at 68% (Fig-
ure 1). Black membership thus dominated Temple life in Guyana by
a substantial majority, but by a slightly smaller margin (2%) than in
earlier studies. It seems likely that the percentage of black members
to total members was greater in California than in Guyana, although
this conclusion is anecdotal and based on the observation of hundreds
of photographs of stateside members of Peoples Temple.!

We calculate that approximately 1020 members of Peoples Temple
were living in Guyana as of 18 November 1978. We estimate that 122
people survived the tragedy, but this figure is fluid.'®* The news media
frequently reported that 918 people died in Jonestown. This number
includes four members of Congressman Leo Ryan’s party—including
Ryan himself—and one Temple member who were killed at the Port
Kaituma airstrip outside Jonestown, and four Temple members who
died in Georgetown. We have come up with names of 900 individuals
who we are fairly certain died, though many of these are children,
never identified, who we presumed died because the custodial parent
also died in Jonestown. Despite the shortfall, we do not dispute the
official figures, but rather have tried to give names to as many people
as we possibly can.

Almost twice as many females as males lived in Jonestown, which
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Table 1. States of Origin (more than ten members)

Blacks Whites Mixed Other Total

California 232 106 29 7 374
South

Texas 113 5 2 2 122
Louisiana 53 1 54
Mississippi 48 1 49
Arkansas 39 2 41
Oklahoma 19 2 1 22
Alabama 19 1 20
Missouri 10 3 1 14
Georgia 9 3 12
Tennessee 11 11
Total 345
Others

Indiana 23 36 1 1 61
Ohio 2 15 17
Illinois 12 2 2 16
Washington 5 9 14
New York 4 7 1 12
Total 120

becomes significant when we look at leadership patterns in the com-
munity (below). Black females made up the largest group of residents
of Jonestown (45%), with white females making up 13%. Black males
made up over one-fifth (23%), with white males making up a tenth,
and the remainder falling in the Mixed or Other categories (Figure 2).
Clearly women played an important role in the community, both nu-
merically and organizationally, as Mary Maaga indicated in her book.
The geographical distribution of where people were born indicates
a strong southern black presence, as Hall observed. The U.S. map
(Figure 3) indicates from which states 10 or more members of Peoples
Temple originated. California, of course, is the largest as the Temple’s
base of operations (374), with Indiana ranking third (61), as its place
of origin. But the chart shows that 345 came from nine southern or
border states, with 93% of these members being African American.
Many of these African Americans died on 18 November 1978. The
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Figure 4. Percentages of Deceased, by Race and Gender

proportion of blacks who died (69%) does not differ significantly from
the proportion who lived in Guyana (68%). Figure 4 shows that almost
half of those who died in Jonestown were black females (47%), cor-
responding to their presence in the community (45%), while black
males also died in the same proportion as their presence (22%).

The gender-race distribution shifts when we consider who sur-
vived the tragedy by either being in Georgetown, the capital, or by
leaving Jonestown on 18 November (Figure 5). Only one-third of the
122 survivors were black females. About one-quarter of the survivors
were black males, several of whom were members of the community’s
basketball team, in Georgetown that day for a championship basket-
ball game. In fact, almost a tenth (9%) of the male survivors belonged
to the basketball team. Fourteen percent (14%) of the survivors were
white females, but the percentage of white male survivors surpasses
their presence in the community (19% as opposed to 10% overall).
Only 30 children under the age of 19 survived, only 14 of whom were
under age 10.

The numbers show two age bumps for those living in Guyana:
namely a large number of children under 20, as well as those in their
twenties; and a secondary group of senior citizens (Figure 6). One
hundred thirty-one (131) children were under the age of 10; 234 were
between the ages of 10 and 19; and 186 were in their 20s. This means
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that more than one-half of the residents were under 30, and more than
one-third were under 20. While many teenagers worked in Jonestown
to support the project, these figures nevertheless reveal a relatively
large non-productive population. Two hundred eleven (211) people
were 60 and older, with three-fourths of this segment being black fe-
males.

While the number of seniors may indicate a sizable non-productive
work force in the community, they nevertheless played an important
role in supporting Jonestown through their monthly Social Security
checks. We took a snapshot of Social Security income for the month
of September 1978, since we had the greatest amount of information
for that month.** Because there was public concern about Social Se-
curity fraud, the U.S. Department of Health, Education and Welfare
provided a list of the beneficiaries and the checks which had been
recovered from Jonestown. In that month, 173 beneficiaries received a
total of $36,548.30 in checks which were recovered—uncashed—at the
site of the tragedy.!® Of those 173 beneficiaries, 157 were black, 15 were
white, and 1 was Native American. But if we add to that figure those
who had received Social Security income in other months, the number
of blacks jumps to 182, the number of whites to 18, with a single
Native American recipient, and a single Latino (Table 2). Thus, African
Americans, particularly the elderly, were helping to finance the com-
munity in Guyana.
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Figure 6. Race and Age of Temple Members Living in Guyana

We also looked at family groupings in Jonestown and discovered
a large number of affective ties. Only 256 people who died in Jones-
town, or 20% of the total, had no apparent family connections with
anyone else present. Within the 80% remaining, we identified 182 fam-
ily units, with a family unit being defined as at least one parent and
at least one child.!® Three-quarters of these family units consisted of
three or more members (Figure 7). One hundred family units com-
bined to make up 43 extended families, which we grouped by blood
ties or by adoption, e.g., grandparents, parents, children; aunts, uncles,
cousins (Figure 8). This means that about half of the 182 family units
which existed in Jonestown had additional family ties with each other.

We found further connections between family units and extended

Table 2. Social Security Recipients Living in Guyana

Black White Native American Latino  Total

Sept. Checks 157 15 1 173
Add’l SSA 25 3 1 29
Total 182 18 1 1 202
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families in the form of kinship groups, which linked extended families
through marriage. We identified two main kinship groups in Jones-
town, which we called the Indianapolis group and the Jones group.
These two groups accounted for six extended families, 25 family units
and 84 individuals; that is, they constituted 8% of the total population
in Guyana (Figure 9). When we look more closely, we see that the
Jones kinship group alone makes up 5% of the total. This means that
Jim Jones not only acted as the group’s leader, but he was also inti-
mately connected to a large number of residents. Clearly he had as
much family investment as did the other individuals living in Jones-
town.

Members of Peoples Temple came from a variety of jobs and pro-
fessions. The majority, however, came from the working classes, as
Table 3 indicates.’” This table shows professions people held before
moving to Jonestown.!® In light of these figures, it does not seem ac-
curate to assert, as C. Eric Lincoln and Lawrence H. Mamiya do, that
most black members of Peoples Temple were “impoverished and dé-
classé.”* Although whites are disproportionately represented in the
fields of education and law, blacks clearly dominate all of the profes-
sions listed, in keeping with the Temple’s racial profile.

Jobs and responsibilities shifted at the agricultural project, with
many more people working in agriculture, food preparation, and me-
chanical and building trades in order to support the community. Some
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Table 3. Professions of Peoples Temple Members

Occupation Black White Mixed Other Total

Medical 104 45 5 1 155

Clerical (secretaries, clerks, 60 34 4 4 102
tellers, sales)

Food/Cooks/Wait Staff 90 9 3 2 104

Farm/Agricultural 65 9 1 2 77

Domestics/Housekeeping 73 1 2 76

Building Trades (Elec., 27 16 43
Plumb., Const.)

Mechanics 24 14 1 2 41

Education 20 19 2 1 42

Custodian/Maintenance/ 28 11 3 42
Laborer

Finance (Accounting, 6 14 1 21
Bookkeeping)

Management (Store, 11 7 1 19
Office, Care Home)

Law 1 3 4

people moved up in terms of responsibilities, especially in terms of
managing agricultural production. Some moved laterally, shifting
from cooking or domestic work in the United States to similar occu-
pations in Jonestown. Some moved down the social ladder, exchang-
ing professional responsibilities for manual labor.

When we turn to leadership roles in Jonestown, we get some ev-
idence of racism, as noted by others.?’ The Planning Commission (PC)
was Jim Jones’ personal advisory group, his closest associates and
decision-makers. Only 6 of the 37 members of the PC were black, or
one-sixth.2? While this figure seems low, it may indicate class or oc-
cupational differences in which blacks have been historically under-
represented.? If we look at the individual names on the list, we see
that fifteen PC members came from Indiana, and thus were some of
the institution’s longest and most devoted followers. Almost twice as
many women as men (25 to 12) made up the PC, with five of those
men coming from Indianapolis. The high proportion of females indi-
cates Jones’ preference for, and trust in, women over and against men.
At least a half-dozen women on the list were those with whom Jones
had had sexual relations.
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The PC seemed to wield enormous power as long as Peoples Tem-
ple was based in California. Upon the move to Guyana, however,
authority seemed to decentralize among a larger, more diverse body,
as an organizational chart recovered from Jonestown reveals (Figure
10). Fifteen department heads or their assistants were white, while 24
heads or assistants were black, with the remaining three being Native
American, Latina, and unknown. African Americans headed six de-
partments—Public Utilities, Production, Businesses, Education and
Child Care, Entertainment and Public Relations, and the “Administra-
tive Triumvarite [sic]”—and served as assistants in all other commit-
tees except for Legal and Accounting (note: the Legal Department was
composed of three lawyers). The two staff members of the triumvirate
were black. As with the Planning Commission, more females appear
on the chart than do males.

As egalitarian as this organizational chart appears, the reality was
that power and authority in Jonestown rested in the Planning Com-
mission and remained with Jim Jones rather than in a decentralized
leadership system. Although a piece of paper affixed to the chart is
dated 12 July 1978, we do not know the exact date the chart was
prepared. It seems likely that it was fabricated for the benefit of Leo
Ryan’s trip to Jonestown in November.?® The organizational chart re-
veals a number of errors and omissions, such as listing one of the
lawyers as Gene Wagner rather than Gene Chaikin. There are other
problems with the chart.?* For example, the security team is not iden-
tified; responsibility for the work crew—those in charge of community
discipline—is not listed. What can be said, however, is that the chart
correctly identifies a number of black leaders in Jonestown, though it
may not accurately represent the level of authority they actually had.

Matching Jonestown’s racial profile more closely was the project’s
security team. It is important to note here that this is the most anec-
dotal compilation of names used in this study, as well as the most
sensational. These names were provided by survivors returning from
Guyana—including defectors and apostates as well as loyalists in the
first stages of grief—who were questioned by the FBI upon their ar-
rival in the United States.? In other words, traumatized individuals
at their most vulnerable either volunteered or were coerced into nam-
ing names. Of the 67 people named as Security, 58% were black, while
39% were white. Only five females were identified as being part of
Security. We believe that security figures are somewhat inflated, since
some informants identified all members of the basketball team and
the archery team as part of Security.
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ANALYSIS AND IMPLICATIONS

These figures show that Peoples Temple’s agricultural project
in Jonestown, Guyana, can appropriately be identified as a primarily
black community in racial terms for a number of reasons. First, the
majority of Temple members and Jonestown residents were black. As
noted at the beginning of this chapter, numbers alone do not neces-
sarily indicate the cultural blackness of an institution in terms of its
values, goals, and purposes. But the high percentages of black involve-
ment in the Temple’s Guyana operations do point to its existence as
a racially black group.

Second, the southern origins of Peoples Temple members also re-
veal the black roots of the organization. Several authors have noted
that southern blacks who moved north or west looking for work and
safety during the migrations of the 1930s and World War II found
established black churches too “fine, fashionable and formal,” and
thus turned to black “cults.”?® Joseph Washington wrote that these
black religions provided “a creative, imaginative and indigenous (if
insufficient) response to the failure of churches and society to satisfy
the immediate needs of black people.”?” We can see that the experi-
ences of southern black members of Peoples Temple may well have
paralleled those who joined Washington’s black “cults.” The involve-
ment of southern blacks in the movement strongly suggests a black
racial and cultural identity.

Third, elderly African Americans provided many of the day-to-
day financial resources for the project by donating their Social Security
income. In return they received health care, housing, food, and other
basic necessities. Although one surviving black senior citizen, Hya-
cinth Thrash, described an inadequate diet in Jonestown, she did add
that:

One thing you can say for Jim—he didn’'t deny medical care
when they needed it. . . . We all had our blood pressure checked reg-
ular, Indians too. . .. Jim had real fine caring nurses too, both black
and white.?

Many seniors had signed life-care agreements with non-profit corpo-
rations created by Peoples Temple in exchange for their Social Security
income, much as senior citizens sign up for life care with centers in
the United States. Their financial contributions were crucial to the
maintenance of Jonestown, and the fact that September Social Security
checks had not been cashed as of 18 November may point to the ex-
istence of a suicide plan as early as September, if not before.
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Finally, although African Americans made up only a minority of
Jones” personal leadership group, they did make up the majority of
department heads and assistants in Jonestown. They also dominated
the Jonestown security force, a contradictory position in which blacks
may have been both feared and hated, as well as trusted and respon-
sible. Nevertheless, it is clear that African Americans played a number
of significant leadership roles in the Jonestown community.

We see a similar racial imbalance in Father Divine’s leadership
group for the Peace Mission, another black movement dedicated to
racial justice and empowerment. “The sole potentially troublesome
inequality was the disproportion of white disciples holding positions
of responsibility, a situation that obtained in Harlem as well as Cali-
fornia,” wrote Robert Weisbrot of Father Divine’s Peace Mission move-
ment.?” Weisbrot went on to say that this situation did not disturb
most of the followers, who continued to believe that the Peace Mission
was dedicated to racial equality both in practice as well as in theory.

Although Lincoln and Mamiya saw discontinuity between Jones
and Divine, the numbers show more similarities than differences.
Jones deliberately emulated many elements of Father Divine’s move-
ment, even going so far as attempting to take over the Peace Mission
after Divine’s death. Father Divine relied on a core group of about 12
personal secretaries, most of middle-class background, most of them
female. Nearly all of Father Divine’s secretaries in the 1930s were
white, as were most of the lawyers, according to Weisbrot, although
Lincoln and Mamiya claim that Father Divine’s leadership group was
equally divided between the races. Weisbrot concluded that “the high
representation of whites in leadership roles did not reflect a deeper
intent to establish or regulate any racial hierarchy.”*® Thus, from Weis-
brot’s perspective, a predominantly white advisory group did not in-
dicate racism in the Peace Mission, because Father Divine himself was
black. Moreover, the presence of white leadership at the Peace Mission
has not distinguished the group as a white religious movement in the
minds of scholars of black religion.

Peoples Temple and the Peace Mission appear to be remarkably
similar in several additional respects. Some similarities were genetic,
and not coincidental, since Jones modeled himself and the Temple
after Divine and the Peace Mission, right down to having members
call him “Father.” Other similarities, however, highlight the racial and
cultural elements constitutive of black religious movements. The ma-
jority of Father Divine’s followers—from three-fourths to nine-tenths—
were female, just as in Jonestown, where they made up two-thirds of
the membership. Most were poor black women, often widowed or
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divorced. Many writers have noted disproportionate female member-
ship in New Religious Movements (NRMs), especially in black “cults”
or alternative religions arising from the black community.** We see
disproportionately high numbers of females in most mainline religions
in the United States. In the Peace Mission, as in Peoples Temple, both
genders lived communally in the United States, pooling their re-
sources to support the movement and to save money.

The two groups shared cultural values as well. Both were com-
mitted to complete racial integration, though one through celibacy
(Divine) and the other through intermarriage and biracial births
(Jones). Both sought financial independence through businesses and
members’ income. Both provided communal housing so that resources
could be pooled and shared. And both sought economic, social, and
political justice. If we call Father Divine’s Peace Mission a black reli-
gious group, can we not call Jim Jones’ Peoples Temple one as well?

Though the two groups did differ in several important ways, Peo-
ples Temple nevertheless shared many more similarities with the
Peace Mission—a black religious group—than it did with the typical
NRMs emerging from the 1960s and 70s counterculture.®* Those
groups were predominantly made up of white, middle-class, educated
young people, the very cohort which Maaga defines as a “new reli-
gious movement” within Peoples Temple.*® Eileen Barker notes that
those who have joined the better-known alternative religious groups
in the West, such as Children of God, International Society for Krishna
Consciousness, or the Unification Church, have been disproportion-
ately white and from the educated middle classes, with the exception
of Peoples Temple and the Branch Davidians.®* Speaking in 1977, Ar-
chie Smith Jr. noted that a conference on “new religious conscious-
ness” held in Berkeley “was largely treated . . . as a universal affecting
young people in general, i.e., W.A.S.P, rather than youth from certain
ethnic backgrounds and particular social strata.” He continued:

Recruits to the new religious movements tend to be urban white
youth, well-educated and from middle- and upper-class families.
Their disaffection is with the inability of established white religious
traditions and materialistic strivings of family life to yield depth of
meaning in living.%

He argued that by ignoring the problem of race, scholars make white
experience normative, and thus give only a partial glimpse of the to-
tality of religious experience in a pluralistic society. His words seem
prophetic in light of subsequent analyses of Jonestown.
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If we examine Peoples Temple within a framework which consid-
ers black religious experience normative in terms of racial and cultural
identification, however, we emerge with a better understanding of the
movement. We begin to understand the supposedly peculiar practices
of the Temple in light of W. E. B. Du Bois’ description of the black
church in America:

The Negro church of to-day is the social centre of Negro life in
the United States, and the most characteristic expression of African
character. . . . This building is the central club-house of a community
of a thousand or more Negroes. Various organizations meet here—
the church proper, the Sunday-school, two or three insurance socie-
ties, women’s societies, secret societies, and mass meetings of various
kinds.

Du Bois goes on to list the various “entertainments, suppers, and lec-
tures” which are held in addition to the five or six weekly religious
services. “Considerable sums of money are collected and expended
here, employment is found for the idle, strangers are introduced, news
is disseminated and charity distributed.”?¢ Within the context outlined
by Du Bois, the endless meetings, offerings, services, “entertainments,
suppers, and lectures,” which both Temple members and Temple
apostates describe, no longer appear as efforts to control people’s
lives—as explained in traditional anti-cult or psychological analyses
of NRMs—but rather are efforts to liberate people from the oppressive
society in which they live. The communalism of Peoples Temple,
which culminated in the move to Guyana, is something with which
Du Bois would have felt comfortable, since he considered the church
a “communistic institution,” which expresses “the inner ethical life of
a people in a sense seldom true elsewhere.”*

If we continue to consider black experience normative, then Du
Bois” description of the black pastor fits Jim Jones like a glove. He
called the pastor a medicine-man, healer, interpreter of the Unknown,
a comforter of those who are sorrowing, the supernatural avenger of
wrong, bard, physician, judge, priest, “and the one who rudely but
picturesquely expressed the longing, disappointment, and resentment
of a stolen and oppressed people.”® Jones was all of those things, and
of course much more. The “crazed charismatic cultist” depiction of
Jones fails to recognize his debt to Black Church traditions and mores.

The intimate relationship between leader and followers, however,
can lead to what Archie Smith called audience corruption. “Followers
learn to give the responses the leader wants them to learn; they feed
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it back to the leader on cue. He in turn believes even more in the
power of the rightness of his leadership.”* Although Lincoln and Ma-
miya claimed that Jones’ ultimate goal was the creation of his own
private cosmos in Jonestown, in which control was absolute, we don’t
have to go to the jungle to see a similar dynamic between pastor and
people, preacher and congregation. The isolation in Guyana prevented
critical reflection on the process of audience corruption; nonetheless,
the pattern of congregational elevation of the pastor, the cult of per-
sonality which existed in the 1970s, continues to exist in the twenty-
first century in black churches in the San Francisco Bay Area, and
indeed, in many churches throughout the nation.

Arthur Huff Fauset’s differentiation between worldly and other-
worldly black groups also helps illuminate the dynamic at work in
Peoples Temple. Fauset concluded his survey of black cults in the
1930s by comparing those groups which focused on social and eco-
nomic change and those which focused on the Bible. “There is an
indication that as American Negro cults become more intent upon
social, economic, and political problems,” he wrote, “the literal ad-
herence to the Bible as a book of reference diminishes.”* Those cults
which rigidly adhered to the Bible tend to be apolitical, while those
emphasizing “original economic, social, and political programs tend
to develop their own set of rules, even going so far as to discard the
Bible entirely.” We certainly see the abandonment of the Bible with
the move to Jonestown, if not before, and a growing secular emphasis
within the community. Moreover, we have Jones’ own critique of bib-
lical contradictions and the Bible’s justification of oppression in “The
Letter Killeth,” a booklet which lists page after page of political and
social problems that Jones had with the good book.*

If we continue to look at Peoples Temple within the normativity
of black experience rather than white, we then understand that the
move to Guyana—far from being aberrant or indicating isolationist
tendencies in traditional NRMs—reflects the exodus to the Promised
Land which has characterized black religion in America. Charles Long
identified Africa, and the longing for home, as one of the key elements
of black religion, because African Americans are a “landless people.”4?
Members of Peoples Temple called Jonestown the Promised Land.
They looked forward with anticipation to having their own land, free
of the problems of urban life: crime, drugs, unemployment. While the
longing for the Promised Land is often spiritualized into an other-
worldly hope in the Black Church, Jonestown realized that hope in
the here-and-now.

When my parents visited Jonestown in May 1978, my father ob-
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served the enthusiasm with which an elderly woman with a speech
impediment was arriving along with them. He noticed her swaying
to the music that night in the community center. He saw old people
tending crops, and he wrote of his experience:

I have never been anyplace where I saw the older people so
much a part of the community. . .. One woman was out hoeing her
own little garden. Others had picket fences around their houses. . . .
When I saw the woman hoeing I thought of Micah’s words: “. . . They
shall sit every one under his vine and under his fig tree, and none
shall make them afraid. ...” The fears that are a part of city life are
gone.®

Jonestown signified a homecoming that occurred in the historical pres-
ent rather than in an eschatological future. The years of wandering
were ended. John Moore’s reflections again indicate this mood:

I had a feeling that everybody was somebody. I thought of Is-
rael’s understanding of herself, and later the church’s self-under-
standing: “We who were nobody are now God’s people.”*

More work remains to be done on Peoples Temple in order to fully
grasp its nature as a black organization, particularly an analysis of the
group and its composition as it existed in California. Additional com-
parative studies that examine unquestionably black institutions also
will help clarify or solidify the understanding of the Temple as a black
movement. For example, to what extent, if any, does Peoples Temple
fit into Hans A. Baer and Merrill Singer’s typology of black religious
groups?* While the group seems to meet at least one of Charles Long’s
three criteria for studying African American religion in the United
States, does it meet the other two? How does the movement compare
with the five groups Arthur Fauset examined in the 1930s?% In light
of Weisbrot, Fauset, and others’ discussion of Father Divine’s Peace
Mission, what is Jim Jones’ debt to Father Divine?¥ These and other
questions deserve due examination in order to more fully understand
the Temple’s place in black religion in America.

In the meantime, the significant contributions that African Amer-
icans made to Peoples Temple, particularly to its agricultural project
in Guyana, make it clear that Peoples Temple was a black religious
group, both racially and culturally. Numbers alone do not tell the
whole story. They do, however, provide the rationale for considering
Peoples Temple and Jonestown within the context of black experience
and black religion in America. In combination with cultural analyses,
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the numbers go a long way to providing the framework for future
studies. That should be the starting point, and the presupposition, for
further work on Peoples Temple and Jonestown.
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I
Peoples Temple and Housing Politics in

San Francisco

TANYA M. HOLLIS

In 1999, the public television station KQED aired a documen-
tary entitled The Fillmore on the history of the San Francisco district
surrounding Fillmore Street in the area known as the Western Addi-
tion.! The program traces this history through the area’s early days as
a largely Jewish neighborhood, the 1906 earthquake and fire, the set-
tlement and dislocation of Japanese Americans, and the influx of Af-
rican American wartime workers during World War II. It explores the
wartime and postwar rise of jazz clubs, restaurants, and a busy com-
mercial district that made the Fillmore one of the most exciting and
closely knit neighborhoods in San Francisco. The focus of the film then
shifts, depicting the district’s decline during the late 1940s and 1950s
and the subsequent urban renewal projects that devastated the entire
Western Addition, the area immediately west of the civic center of the
city, with the Fillmore District at its center. Interviews with community
leaders and advocates recall the shift from a vibrant, largely black
community in its heyday to a neighborhood under siege, fighting for
survival and organizing against powerful enemies that included real
estate developers, corporate downtown interests, politicians, and bu-
reaucratic agencies of the city and federal governments. As the film
progresses through the 1970s, just as the dust begins to settle, the mass
murders and suicides at Jonestown occur in 1978. The Reverend Han-
nibal Williams, leader and founding member of the Western Addition
Community Organization (WACO), viewed the Jonestown tragedy as
the end result of a chain of causality that began with redevelopment
and its cataclysmic destruction. He stated in a speech:
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The times were right to produce a man like Jim Jones. The cir-
cumstances of a community that is broken up, when the relationships
that bind people together fall apart, the time is always right for a
religious scoundrel to take advantage of our credibility. Justin Her-
man [executive director of the San Francisco Redevelopment Agency]
literally destroyed the neighborhood and in the process he made the
neighborhood ripe for anybody with any kind of solution. People
were desperate for solutions, something to follow. Jim Jones was an-
other solution. He had a charismatic personality that won the hearts
and souls of people. And people followed him to hell. That’s where
Jim Jones went. That’s where he took the people who followed him.?

What was the “solution” that Jim Jones, pastor of Peoples Temple,
offered? What particular problems did the community of the Fillmore
face, and how were those problems being addressed by existing com-
munity institutions? Popular theories hold that escalating poverty and
continued racism in the largely black community fed Peoples Temple,
and that these conditions eventually caused African Americans to
abandon their churches, homes, and families and follow a white man
to a communal agricultural project in Guyana. However, scholars have
rarely explored the destruction of the community, the residents’ strug-
gle for self-determination, and the radical transformations urban re-
newal brought to the Fillmore in the years before Peoples Temple
came to San Francisco. Such a history would focus on the already
embattled African American community that had fought and won a
landmark case against the San Francisco Redevelopment Agency
(SFRA) and its powerful allies. At the time of the arrival of Peoples
Temple, this community was still in an intense period of political ac-
tivity, struggling to hold the SFRA to its requirement of community
input and its pledge to discontinue removing the citizens of the Fill-
more from their homes and using the land for other purposes.?

This chapter seeks to expand the historical perspective on Peoples
Temple in San Francisco. It presents the Fillmore District as a com-
munity that had recently mobilized against outside aggressors seeking
to displace it when the Temple moved into the neighborhood in 1972.
This historical survey, which begins in the nineteenth century, may
provide a new perspective on the Temple’s entrance into the Fillmore,
its response to the community’s need for social services, and its even-
tual engagement with issues of housing in the city of San Francisco.
This involvement at the local level helped meet the community’s need
for political “intermediaries” and for a social network of support in
the recently depopulated Fillmore. Attention to this purely secular
aspect of the Temple may paradoxically provide a new context within
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which to account for the features that marked it as a specifically black
religious institution despite its white leadership. The Temple’s social
and political projects and stances thus need to be read against the
background of calls issued by black communities both in San Fran-
cisco and elsewhere for an activist response by black churches and
religious institutions to the material struggles of African Americans,
as well as their spiritual needs.

THE FILLMORE

Prior to World War II, San Francisco’s black population num-
bered around 5,000.* In terms of overall San Francisco demographics,
this represented a fairly small enclave, but one that traced its roots to
the earliest pioneers to the Pacific Coast. Drawn by the Gold Rush and
the chance for economic advancement, many African Americans came
west from slave states after California joined the Union as a free state
in 1850. Many settled in the cities of San Francisco, Sacramento, and
later Los Angeles, and began to build churches, community organi-
zations, and social networks that continued to draw relatives, friends,
and family members to the West, largely from the rural South. How-
ever, the population of blacks in California remained relatively small
until the mid-twentieth century.’

World War II prompted a massive migration of African Americans
west to California with the promise of employment in the shipyards
and other war-related industrial jobs in San Francisco and several East
Bay cities, as well as in Los Angeles. Between 1940 and 1950, the black
population of San Francisco increased 800 percent, going from 4,846
(0.8 percent of the population) to 43,502 (5.6 percent of the popula-
tion).® In 1940, 3,000 African Americans, nearly two-thirds of San Fran-
cisco’s black population, lived in the Western Addition, the area im-
mediately west of the city’s civic center. The Western Addition also
included almost the entire population of Japanese Americans in San
Francisco in the area known as Japantown along Geary between La-
guna and Fillmore Streets.” In 1942, the Western Addition was rapidly
emptied as Japanese Americans were forced by Executive Order 9066
to leave their homes for internment camps throughout the country.
Arriving black workers began to move into the newly available hous-
ing, mainly as renters, concentrating in the Fillmore District, and
clubs, hotels, and retail shops owned by blacks in the community re-
placed the Japanese American businesses. After the war, returning Jap-
anese American internees attempted to move back into the neighbor-
hood, but many were forced to move from the area altogether due to
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the lack of housing.? By 1950, the number of African Americans in the
Fillmore had increased to the point that, in the words of Brian God-
frey, “they had fatally ruptured the area’s previous ethnic structure,
leading to a massive and self-reinforcing ‘white flight.” . . . By 1960, the
core of the Western Addition was solidly black.”

This concentration was not entirely a matter of choice, however.
Blacks seeking housing in San Francisco were largely unable to rent
or purchase homes in areas other than the Fillmore and Bayview
neighborhoods. According to Charles S. Johnson in The Negro War
Worker in San Francisco, written in 1944, “that a concerted effort is
being made by neighborhood groups, merchant associations and im-
provement clubs to restrict the area of living for Negro families to the
present boundaries of the Fillmore district . . . seems fairly evident.”1
Although a forced community, it was a productive and active one.
Black-owned businesses, professional services, and community organ-
izations dominated the neighborhood. The number of black churches
also increased radically, with full congregations. Describing the Fill-
more, former resident Charles Collins recalls:

I had a complete cadre of African American doctors to take care
of my body. We had religious institutions, cultural institutions that
gave the community a sense of cohesiveness. We had black lending
institutions. All of that stuff instills in a person a tremendous sense
of confidence about what could become of you and who you are."

In the decade following the war, conditions of overcrowding and
rising unemployment, combined with absentee landlords, a decline in
city services such as garbage and policing, and increasing drug use
led to further degrading of available housing. And although many
attempted to leave the neighborhood and purchase homes in subur-
ban areas, they were again confronted with the racism that had
brought them to the Fillmore in the first place. As Douglas Henry
Daniels states:

Racist attitudes, restrictive covenants, and the sudden influx of
Black migrants created the ghettos near the San Francisco shipyards
at Hunter’s Point and along Fillmore Street. . . . After occupying the
crowded, dilapidated, or temporary structures, Negroes found it
more difficult than other Americans to find suitable housing in de-
sirable locations.!?

However, there were other enclaves of African Americans in San Fran-
cisco, such as the Ingleside District in southwestern San Francisco, and
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Hunters Point and the adjacent Bayview District in the southeastern
part of the city, which were more than 50 percent black by 1950. While
the Fillmore and Bayview/Hunters Point remained low-income areas
for the most part, middle-class blacks, working mainly in the recently
opened blue-collar, professional, and city employment sectors, formed
the community in the Ingleside District after the war."®

URBAN RENEWAL

In the same decade, the economy of San Francisco was in a
state of flux, “retooling” itself away from wartime production to a
professional and financial service—oriented economy, employing work-
ers in what were mainly upper- and middle-class jobs in sectors such
as real estate, insurance, retail, and other office work.** The shift pre-
cipitated a widening of the gap between rich and poor, as lower level
jobs moved from the industrial sector into the service sector. It also
meant that more middle- and upper-income housing became neces-
sary. This need, combined with the continued loss of tax revenue as
property values declined in the Western Addition, encouraged the city
of San Francisco to embark on a radical course of urban renewal. To
begin the process, the city designated a large portion of the Western
Addition, with the Fillmore at its center, a “blight” zone.'> In project
documentation for Project Area 2, the San Francisco Redevelopment
Agency defined blight as “residential buildings unfit and unsafe for
occupancy; mixed and shifting uses; overcrowded dwelling units; in-
adequate provision for ventilation, light, sanitation, and open spaces;
obsolete platting; economic dislocation; and depressed property val-
ues.” The existence of blight, it was argued,

contributed substantially and increasingly to the problems of, and
necessitated disproportionate expenditures for preservation of public
health and safety, adequate police protection, crime prevention, cor-
rection, prosecution and punishment, treatment of juvenile delin-
quency, fire and accident prevention, and other public services and
facilities.t

Perhaps a more trenchant definition is offered by Lawrence Friedman,
a Stanford University professor of law:

Finding blight . . . merely means defining an area that cannot ef-
fectively fight back, but which is either an eyesore or is well-located
for some particular construction that important interests wish to
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build. . . . Urban renewal takes sides; it uproots and evicts some for
the benefit of others.?”

In 1949 the U.S. Congress passed the Housing Act, which gave
local agencies the authority to use the power of eminent domain to
claim buildings in areas the city designated as blighted (defined as
having a loss of revenue). In anticipation of the passage of the federal
Housing Act, San Francisco created the San Francisco Redevelopment
Agency (SFRA) in August 1948, and the city soon applied for and
received multiple redevelopment grants. During the term of Mayor
Elmer Robinson (1952-1955), the SFRA was largely understaffed and
moved slowly on the new projects, but under Mayor George Chris-
topher, the agency changed radically. Initially “wary of massive re-
newal schemes,” he became deeply involved in the reorganization of
the agency; as Chester Hartman states:

Christopher simply could not ignore the urging of the city’s cor-
porate representatives, especially at election time. Another factor was
the changing face of San Francisco into a “city of color,” with an
increasing Black, Asian, Latino, and Filipino population. It was be-
coming apparent that urban renewal could be used to displace the
city’s minorities and recapture the centrally located residential areas
they had inherited after whites moved out, an opportunity not lost
on Christopher, who reflected the attitudes of the city’s Anglo-
European politicians and small businessmen.*

In 1959, Mayor Christopher hired M. Justin Herman (the former
regional administrator of the Housing and Home Finance Agency,
which controlled federal funding for redevelopment) to be the new
executive director of the San Francisco Redevelopment Agency, a po-
sition he occupied from 1959 to 1971 under Mayors Christopher, John
E. Shelley, and Joseph Alioto. Descriptions of Herman vary according
to what side of the bulldozer one was on, according to Chester Hart-
man:

In the downtown highrise office buildings, banks, and City Hall
he was Saint Justin, while in the prisonlike housing projects of West-
ern Addition and the streets of the Mission barrio he was the “white
devil.” “Negroes and the other victims of a low income generally
regard him [Herman] as the arch villain in the black depopulation of
the city,” wrote the Sun-Reporter, the Fillmore-based newspaper of
the city’s Black community, in 1965.%°
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A HUD official, quoted in Ira Nowinski’s No Vacancy, a collection of
photographs of former residents of hotels in the downtown district of
Yerba Buena displaced by redevelopment, states that “Herman was
one of the men responsible for getting urban renewal named ‘the fed-
eral bulldozer.” . . . He could move rapidly on renewal—demolition or
construction—because he was absolutely confident that he was doing
what the power structure wanted as far as the poor and the minorities
were concerned.”?

In 1956, the SFRA embarked on the redevelopment of Project Area
1 (A-1) in the Western Addition. The A-1 project goals included wid-
ening Geary Street into an eight-lane Geary Boulevard, constructing
office buildings and middle-income housing, and building a Japanese
Cultural and Trade Center. With the SFRA invoking the power of em-
inent domain, redevelopment funds were used to purchase homes and
buildings, relocate families into “equal or better” housing, and de-
molish many of the existing structures. Private developers were of-
fered incentives in the form of grants and subsidized loans from the
federal government. Most of the new construction was mid- to high-
income housing; some units of public housing were also built, but far
fewer than were needed. As a result, the community in the Fillmore
was scattered, with the population moving into the suburbs across the
bay and into housing throughout the city. More than 4,000 families
were moved out of the area, although many were given “Certificates
of Preference” to return once the project was complete.?! Most could
not afford to move back, however, given the newly inflated values of
property and rents in the neighborhood, and thus the certificates were
rendered useless. The widening of Geary Boulevard and the construc-
tion of a Japan Center acted as “a moat that separated the city’s largely
Black Fillmore District from its recently reestablished Japanese com-
munity and the wealthy enclave of Pacific Heights.”2

COMMUNITY RESISTANCE TO REDEVELOPMENT

The population of the Fillmore District required a large mo-
bilization effort to defeat what at the time seemed an insurmountable
foe: a city seeking to eject black renters and homeowners from their
established neighborhood, to cut social services to their population,
and to destroy the social fabric of an African American neighborhood
that acted politically and socially as a community. Although federal
requirements for redevelopment projects required community input,
redevelopment in the Western Addition was planned mainly without
the community’s involvement. Because many believed that the prom-
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ises made by the SFRA would lead to better housing and improve-
ments to their community, organized resistance to A-1 was either non-
existent or came too late.

With A-1 still incomplete, a plan was submitted in 1964 for a larger
area of the Western Addition, encompassing 73 blocks. The project
area, named A-2, was outlined roughly as the blocks between Van
Ness and Baker Streets and Bush and Grove Streets. Residents of the
Fillmore had begun to organize to stop A-1, but they redoubled their
efforts to halt A-2. Despite the protests of the fledgling community-
based organization Freedom House and other community activists
and leaders, the Board of Supervisors unanimously approved the plan
in October of 1964. But due to the resistance and repeated calls for
input on the project from the residents of A-1 and Freedom House,
the project did not start until 1966, much later than originally
planned.?

Freedom House was started by the Congress of Racial Equality
and white activists in 1963. The organization began publishing a news-
letter, A-2 Stand! aimed at informing the neighborhood residents of
their rights as tenants. Freedom House also provided assistance in the
form of legal aid and called people together for picket lines. After
Freedom House failed to halt A-2 in October 1964, a group of activist
white ministers took up the fight in 1966, calling on supporters of
Freedom House and going door to door to form the Western Addition
Community Organization (WACO). Created to provide the necessary
structure to unite the diverse groups affected by the project, WACO
formally announced its existence on 21 April 1967. The principal or-
ganizers of WACO were the Reverend Tom Dietrich of the Howard
Presbyterian Church, the Reverend Dave Hawbecker of the Christ
United Presbyterian Church, and the Reverend Ed Smith of St. Cyp-
rian’s. The ministers hired a white activist leader named Tom Ramsey
to lead WACO.%

Black members of WACO, however, “challenged the authority of
the white ministers and working class blacks who had directed
WACQO's early program” and succeeded in driving out Ramsey by the
middle of 1967. The core group of activists in WACO consisted of
Hannibal Williams, who became the chief spokesman and, by the end
of the year, the temporary chairman,® Ken and Eva Brown of the
Homeowners” Association, and Tenants Union activist Mary Rogers,
who saw in WACO the means to resist and fight for her own rights
for self-determination:2

The bottom line was to remove all blacks out of the Western
Addition, build high-rise and high income apartments, and bring all
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the suburbanites to San Francisco. . .. The plan was to move us out.
... There wasn’t anything you could do about it. My position was, I
refused to accept that I couldn’t stay where I wanted to stay. I refused
to go somewhere else because I was black. I decided I wasn’t going
to move. I wasn’t going anywhere until I got good and ready.”

Between 1967 and 1968, the tactics of WACO included picketing
the SFRA site office, organizing meetings of up to 300 people, and
taking the stage at public meetings and hearings to demand input into
the agency’s project and an increase in the number of subsidized units
in the plan. They also sat in front of bulldozers, stopping demolition
to halt displacement of tenants.?® In 1968, WACO, with the aid of the
San Francisco Neighborhood Legal Assistance Foundation, filed for an
injunction against relocation, demolition, and federal funding in West-
ern Addition A-2 pending a valid relocation plan.?” In December 1968
a federal judge issued a restraining order against the SFRA until it
had a more feasible relocation program. Additionally, through
WACO'’s persistent and angry confrontations with the SFRA, the West-
ern Addition Project Area Committee (WAPAC) was formed in Janu-
ary 1969, becoming the official citizen’s advisory group to the project,
responsible for reviewing building proposals. WACO dominated the
new committee, electing Hannibal Williams to head the board. One of
WAPAC's victories included appointing Wilbur Hamilton, an African
American from the Fillmore, as the A-2 Project Director. Later, in 1977,
Hamilton became executive director of the SFRA under Mayor George
Moscone.

The end of the displacement of African Americans and other
groups from the Western Addition was in some part due to the efforts
of WACO and WAPAC, but it was also due to a larger shift in urban
planning policies away from “slum clearance” to preservation of ex-
isting structures.®® Effectively halting redevelopment, however, was
President Richard Nixon’s 1973 moratorium on all federal housing
and community development assistance, and further legislation by
President Gerald Ford in 1974.3! The 1975 election of Moscone, whose
campaign promises included an end to the pro-growth era that had
led to the new skyline of San Francisco, also signaled a change in the
overall redevelopment of the city. On the whole, the era that closed
with Moscone’s election has come to be seen as a model of the dev-
astation, rather than improvement, that came out of urban renewal
projects in the 1950s and 1960s. The SFRA itself acknowledges its past
mistakes publicly on its official website with the following admission:
“[Sluffice it to say there were numerous problems with the policies
and approaches of this period. Among the most fundamental of these
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problems was the top-down approach to urban planning which char-
acterized these efforts. This approach inevitably led to widespread
community dissatisfaction.”

PEOPLES TEMPLE IN THE FILLMORE

As early as 1970, while Peoples Temple was still headquar-
tered in Ukiah in Northern California, Jim Jones began leading weekly
services in the Ben Franklin Junior High School auditorium on Geary
Boulevard in San Francisco. The church members incorporated both
San Francisco and Los Angeles into their weekly bus trips, leaving
Ukiah on Friday evenings for San Francisco, traveling on to Los An-
geles, and returning to Ukiah late Sunday evening. In 1972 the Temple
had purchased its San Francisco facility at 1859 Geary Boulevard in
the heart of the Fillmore District. The church was near the corner of
Fillmore and Geary, in the center of the mainly completed A-1 project.
The decision to locate the Temple in the Fillmore rather than in the
other predominantly black neighborhood in San Francisco, the Bay-
view, may have been due to the neighborhood’s historic nature, which
gave it more political visibility, its proximity to downtown and the
civic center of San Francisco, or the availability of real estate due to
the recent redevelopment projects. Regardless, the Temple’s presence
in the Fillmore was seen as being at the heart of an inner-city neigh-
borhood, despite the new concrete and glass structures that had re-
placed large portions of the neighborhood. This community provided
the perfect setting for the Temple’s agenda of outreach to the under-
served.

The Temple did not engage itself with the local struggle that con-
tinued between the SFRA and WAPAC, but it did have communica-
tions with the agency throughout its time in San Francisco, and it
considered redevelopment plans of its own. As early as 1972, Peoples
Temple, through Temple member and attorney Tim Stoen, had con-
tacted the SFRA with a proposal to develop a site as a senior citizens’
home.*® The Temple also looked into purchasing a new site for the
church in 1973.3 In April 1976, Eugene Chaikin, another Temple mem-
ber and lawyer, sent an offer letter to the SFRA for Parcel A, Lot 707
(the Temple on Geary was located on the same lot), for construction
of a lodge, to be developed by Goodlett and Associates. The offer
reserved the right of withdrawal, contingent upon the WAPAC's ap-
proval.®® The church’s proposal seems to have been abandoned, but it
may have been an attempt to create a “mission” in San Francisco to
house all Temple members in one place. The idea of the church buying
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property in A-2 and building communal housing or a senior home
was not generally viewed as inappropriate, at least not by the SFRA.
Many churches in the A-2 area sponsored projects with developers,
adding their name and support to buildings. This proposal and other
early communication with the SFRA indicate that the Temple must
have been savvy to the agency’s inner workings and the potential for
projects.

The Temple also came into contact—and conflict—with the SFRA
as a tenant. In August of 1974, the Temple had asked to rent a portion
of Lot 707 to use for parking. It again applied to the agency, in Feb-
ruary 1976, for permission to convert the lot into a play area.* In
August, the agency sent a notice requesting the Temple to clean up
Block 707, which, according to the agency, had become “unsightly, due
to accumulation of debris boxes, trash and old vehicles.”*” The agency
wrote a much more forceful letter in May 1978. Following this, a letter
signed by Temple secretary Jean Brown was sent to Assemblyman
Willie Brown, asking for his assistance. The letter does not directly
state for what Brown'’s assistance is sought, but it starts: “Regarding
the controversy surrounding the usage of Block 726 and 707 by Peo-
ples Temple Church.” More interesting, however, is the following:
“Wesley Johnson, Sr. a representative of our coordinating staff and
newly appointed member of the WAPAC Board of Directors obtained
... a duplicate of our file . . . [from the SFRA].”*® Having a member on
the board of WAPAC gives some indication that the Temple realized
the power the organization wielded. (Sadly, the last letter in the Peo-
ples Temple archive from the Temple to the SFRA is a plea from sur-
viving members in San Francisco after the events at Jonestown, dated
21 November. The letter requests 90 days to dispose of the enormous
supplies amassed for Jonestown and to clean up the Geary site.)®

Despite these interactions with the agency, however, Peoples Tem-
ple did not address the larger issue of urban renewal with the same
energy it devoted to issues such as education and drug rehabilitation,
with the exception of a 1977 article in its newspaper, Peoples Forum,
which addressed the issue of urban renewal in passing, as a platform
for its larger call for church involvement in the community to elimi-
nate blight.** This somewhat late concern for blight may have come
from the recent appointment of Jim Jones to serve as a commissioner
to the Housing Authority in 1976. Another 1977 article in Peoples Fo-
rum, describing Jones” commitment to his new position, states what
most in the Western Addition had known for decades: “There are
many more applicants for housing than there are vacancies.”*! The
Temple hierarchy, though it could not have been unaware of the hous-
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ing crisis, may have been too insular to realize the enormity of the
struggle for affordable housing in the larger community. As Jones be-
came embroiled in big-city politics, however, they could not avoid
addressing the issue.

JIM JONES, PEOPLES TEMPLE,
AND THE HOUSING AUTHORITY

Jim Jones and the Temple’s assistance to many politicians has
been well documented.* One of Jones” most valued relationships for
his own personal advancement, and the advancement of Peoples Tem-
ple into the public’s awareness, came from his support of Mayor
George Moscone. To reward this support, with some pressure from
Temple member Mike Cartmell on the Moscone nominating commit-
tee, Jones was appointed to the San Francisco Housing Authority, after
initially rejecting an offer to serve on the Human Rights Commission.
Jones was elected as the chair of the Housing Authority in March 1977.
John R. Hall writes:

Perhaps this was an appropriate appointment for a man who had
devoted considerable efforts toward putting a roof over people’s
heads, albeit under his own organization’s auspices. Perhaps that
was the point, for two years earlier Jones had already been scheming
with Dr. Carlton Goodlett about obtaining a redevelopment project
grant to build communal housing for Temple members in the West-
ern Addition.®

As a new appointee, Jones and the members of the Temple quickly
became involved in one of the largest tenant actions of the redevel-
opment era, the struggle against eviction of the tenants of the Inter-
national Hotel.*

The International Hotel, located at Kearny and Jackson, was a 100-
room residential hotel largely for elderly Chinese and Filipino Amer-
icans. When the owner, Four Seas Development Corporation, at-
tempted to evict the tenants, the tenants formed the International
Hotel Tenants Association and refused to be relocated. The tenants
petitioned the Housing Authority to purchase the building from the
Four Seas Corporation and turn the building into public housing.** In
the 23 December 1976 meeting, Jones gave an eloquent speech on the
need to support such groups and the need of the Housing Authority
to act on their behalf. The Reverend Cecil Williams of Glide Memorial
United Methodist Church, however, had done much more. Addressing
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the Housing Authority in the next meeting, he stated that he had
mobilized a coalition of 65 community groups and organizations, in
what could be termed WACO-style activism. According to the minutes
for the meeting, Cecil Williams acknowledged the agony of the hous-
ing commissioners and the risks, but he felt “nothing is accomplished
unless a risk is taken by self-determination.” He urged the commission
to allow the tenants “to determine the destiny of their lives, to pur-
chase the Hotel they are living in.”# The Housing Authority voted to
acquire the building by invoking eminent domain, but it was unable
to secure funding, a problem that plagued the International Hotel ten-
ants throughout the struggle, which ended with the building’s de-
molition.

In January 1977, the tenants were to be served with eviction no-
tices. Large numbers of protesters formed barricades around the build-
ing to prevent the evictions, with most protesters coming from Glide
Memorial and Peoples Temple.

Neighborhood, ethnic and church groups (including massive
contingents from Reverend Jim Jones’s People’s [sic] Temple) rallied
to prevent the evictions, with demonstrations as large as 5000 people.
The political pressure was so intense that Sheriff Richard Hongisto,
elected in 1975 by a liberal-gay coalition, at first refused to carry out
a court-ordered eviction, for which he served five days in jail.#”

After Jones” show of public support, however, the tenants of the In-
ternational Hotel wrote Jones a scathing letter in May of 1977 express-
ing their disappointment when Jones supported limiting the Tenants
Association to only 30 days to meet their obligation to secure funding.
Jones must have taken the rebuke hard, as it called him on what had
always been one of his major tenets, that he would never “sell out”:

We have known you to champion the interest of poor people. In
this meeting [of the Housing Authority] yesterday, we feel you com-
promised your moral and political principles because of pressure. We
can only assume that it was external and unfortunately we feel you
buckled under.*®

The tenants were evicted later that year.

Amid a flurry of bad press and a pending investigation by the San
Francisco District Attorney’s office, and coinciding with the final days
of migration of Peoples Temple members to the Jonestown agricultural
mission, Jones resigned from the Housing Authority in August 1977,
phoning in his resignation from Guyana.
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ANALYSIS

The entrance of Peoples Temple into the Fillmore in the early
1970s followed on the heels of WACO’s successful lawsuit in 1968,
one of the largest struggles the black community of San Francisco had
faced. The WACO suit had forced the African American community
into a position of political action to negotiate the difficult space be-
tween individuals and large bureaucracies, with churches and their
leaders playing a significant supporting role. In the long view, this
successful bridging of the space between individuals and their neigh-
borhoods on the one hand, and the large and seemingly inaccessible
workings of municipal and federal policy on the other, emerges as
perhaps the most radical change brought about in the Fillmore’s po-
litical and religious cultures through WACO-style activism. John Mol-
lenkopf defines this bridge as “political space,” or the space in which
urban politicians and administrators are forced to interact with neigh-
borhood activists and their demand for power and input into their
community’s fate. Often these contenders for power, though successful
on a small scale, ultimately lose in the long run in their attempts to
change city development.®
Peoples Temple, with its emphasis on political activism and ser-
vice, worked at the edges of this “political space” opened by WACO,
providing in some part the representation that the neighborhood re-
quired, especially as social services and opportunities for political par-
ticipation were often withheld and even actively undermined by ex-
isting governmental structures. As Hall states:

In the conventional modern world, relatively powerless individ-
uals, especially those on welfare, confront bureaucratic demands on
their own. With Peoples Temple, they could counter corporations and
the state with their own bureaucracy that could create and process
data for members . .. with more of a personal touch. ... The Temple
short-circuited that alienation by establishing an advocate organiza-
tion that would negotiate the twists and turns of the bureaucratic
world. [emphasis in original]*

The need to mediate between the individual and the bureaucracies
that administer the individual’s needs, which had so often resulted in
the failure of the bureaucracy to meet its obligations (such as the
SFRA’s failure to find new housing for those it displaced) was met by
the Temple and its own organizational structures.

The battles against the SFRA during redevelopment had reinforced
the expectation that black churches would step up their political in-
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volvement with city, state, and federal politics, addressing a need be-
yond the spiritual afterlife with increasing frequency and urgency,
something Peoples Temple showed a willingness to undertake. Calls
were issued by the radical younger generation for unification of the
goals of social justice with action on the part of the black churches. In
a 13 March 1965 issue of Fillmore Stand (formerly A-2 Stand!), Pleasant
Carson Jr. called upon “Negro ministers” to take a stand and “come
out in voice and action, especially action, for the movement and call
for your congregation to support and act with present organizations
for justice.”"!

This call coincided with a more general shift in the political em-
phasis of the Civil Rights movement, from issues of political franchise
at the national scale to a more direct engagement with issues of eco-
nomic justice, municipal policy, and social services at the level of the
neighborhood. This shift is often explained in terms of generational
differences within the movement, presented (perhaps too simplisti-
cally) as the difference between an older, liberal generation and a ris-
ing generation of young activists from the radical and progressive left.
Peoples Temple was situated at this collision between Civil Rights—era
activists that had brought the churches into the national political arena
and the revolutionaries at the forefront of Black Power, who were
seeking to re-establish themselves in the community at a local level.
Such a collision mandated the need to shift from the large issues of
national consensus building to the local and particular level of the
individual. This meant addressing the basic needs of food, housing,
jobs, care for the elderly, and education, issues that Peoples Temple
highlighted as fundamental to its mission. As Hall states:

It was into this strain between the congregations of conservative
Black churches and the radical popular movements that Jones in-
serted his ministry. . . . But he also offered a mainstay of Pentecostal
practice, faith healing, in an apostolic socialist dispensation.

He put the Black clergy of urban California on the spot. They
could hardly criticize a social action ministry without deepening the
gulf between themselves and parts of their own congregations, but
few of them were prepared to engage in more militant social activ-
ism, and the Temple made steady gains.>

With its agenda of antiracism, political activism in the form of protest,
and the ideals of apostolic socialism, Peoples Temple exemplified what
they themselves termed a “human service ministry” in an article en-
titled “Social Ministry for Social Justice.”*® This mix of traditional Pen-
tecostal practice with radical activism brought into the Temple not
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only the dispossessed, but also the intellectual bourgeois black pop-
ulation, who sought to further the strides made in earlier movements.
The Temple’s recruitment efforts and its methodology were incredibly
successful, whether through directly drawing members away from
other congregations or through encouraging dual memberships. Be-
tween 1972 and the mass exodus of the members of Peoples Temple
members to Guyana in 1977, the Temple managed to move from a
small congregation of approximately 200 to as many as 3,000, con-
sisting of roughly 90 percent African Americans.>

The answering of the community’s demands for social action and
the reluctance of most other black ministries to meet this demand (a
notable exception was the Reverend Cecil Williams” Glide Memorial
United Methodist Church) gave the Temple the boost it needed to woo
churchgoers, as demonstrated by the extremely high percentage of
blacks from San Francisco among the Temple’s new members. Because
the demands of the constituents were largely dictated by the needs of
the urban black community, such as the need for meaning and the
means of achieving self-determination in a racially and economically
unjust society, Peoples Temple became a black institution despite the
white leadership of Jones and the largely white power structure that
ran the church. This combination of political aggressiveness and apos-
tolicism, attempting to meet the need for direct engagement in the
style of WACO and its constituent churches, put the church in a par-
adoxical position with political structures that legislated the scope of
that involvement.

One index of this paradox is the apparent contradiction between
the Temple’s outspoken political stance and its lack of interest in join-
ing with other religious and political organizations to meet greater
goals of self-determination through the transformation of local poli-
tics. Oddly enough, given the events that in part gave rise to the com-
munity’s dislocated state and arguably contributed to the Temple’s
recruitment success in the Fillmore, the Temple stayed out of housing
politics to a large extent, rarely addressing what must still have been
big issues in the minds of the congregation. This avoidance of the
wider political arena of city housing and urban renewal may perhaps
be attributed to the successes of the Fillmore community in the 1960s
and early 1970s. Also, this terrain for activism was staked out by
WAPAC, a political movement in which the more powerful members
of the Temple may have been uninterested or excluded from becoming
players. There also may have been a lack of knowledge about the issue
on the part of the church bureaucracy, although it is difficult to imag-
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ine that the newly recruited members did not have some affiliation
with or knowledge of the efforts of WACO or WAPAC. One of the
Temple’s most steadfast allies, Carlton B. Goodlett, editor of the Sun-
Reporter, had devoted much of his newspaper’s space to the issue
throughout the 1960s, and the Reverend Cecil Williams of Glide Me-
morial United Methodist Church, who often shared the stage with
Jones, had worked with Freedom House. It may in some small part
be attributed to the dislike between Jones and the Reverend Hannibal
Williams, who had headed up most of the protests against redevel-
opment, although by the late 1970s he no longer held a position of
power in WAPAC. Hall reports that Hannibal Williams and Amos
Brown “met with other Black leaders in [Brown’s] Third Baptist
Church in late 1976 to discuss the threat Jones posed to the Black
church.” The result of the meeting was to redefine membership in the
Black Leadership Forum to require that members be an “adult person
of African descent.”*

Whatever the reasons, Peoples Temple mainly addressed issues of
drug rehabilitation, medical care, child care, and feeding the hungry,
all of which bolstered its standing as an organization committed to
meeting the immediate needs of an impoverished community in what
the Temple termed “the ghetto.” Although it did concern itself with
housing issues for the elderly and often assisted individuals with mak-
ing their rent, the Temple appeared to circumvent housing politics
simply by providing housing for its own members, consolidating them
in communal dormitories which it purchased or rented. Housing in
the Temple’s insular world was more geared toward congregating
members into communal spaces and consolidating members’ assets to
benefit the whole than it was to solving the structural impasses that
beset the black community around housing issues. This agenda was
perhaps Jones” attempt to follow Father Divine’s advice, as Carlton B.
Goodlett explains:

Father Divine gave Rev. Jones some tremendous insight into the
building of a financial institution, being able to house the people and
fulfill their needs in every respect. He came away from Father Divine
convinced that the first prerequisite for establishing a viable mission
was to have all the people live on the same premises in dormitories.*

Taking into account the Temple’s utopian inclination, this move to-
ward communalism represented the group’s attempts to become a
self-supporting, self-sufficient entity, providing for members’ needs.
As C. Eric Lincoln and Lawrence Mamiya note,
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Jones” followers lived in communal houses, while Father Divine
called his hostels “heavens,” but both leaders required their disciples
to contribute their entire economic holdings to the central organiza-
tion in return for food, shelter, a variable “need-stipend,” and the
security of inclusion.”

For the Temple, political activism to meet the community’s de-
mand for housing meant literally to put a roof over peoples” heads;
such politics do not have as their intention ownership of the roof. This
denial of self-determination in the larger sense—the right to decide
where that roof was—may have been seen as a reasonable alternative
to the denial of self-determination practiced by the secular world in
the form of eminent domain and removal; with the Temple’s “rejec-
tion” of self-determination, however, came food, health care, and com-
munity. The move to Guyana might have encompassed, on the part
of the rank and file, both their aspirations for self-determination and
their loss of faith in the secular democratic system, with its legal as-
surances of their rights and systematic denial of those rights. More
cynically, it could also be seen in terms of the Temple hierarchy’s stake
in the move as an extension of such an authoritarian politics of living
space.

Ultimately, the Temple may have shied away from the relinquish-
ing of power that bridging political space required. At a certain point
for most activist organizations, the bridging comes to require inter-
action with large government structures not only through standard
bureaucratic channels—something the Temple excelled at—but also
through the struggle to change those structures and their norms
through direct, and often unpopular, confrontation. That confronta-
tion, exemplified by the activists of WACO, may have seemed too ag-
gressive for a church that was so inwardly focused. It also might
have been an implicit admission of the control exerted by the state,
a control that Jones refused to acknowledge, since he advocated a
“take what you can” approach, pitting the congregation against the
state and predicting the ultimate failure of the state. The Temple did
publicly advocate on many issues, but often was conservative and
“safe” in the causes it championed, such as freedom of the press, pro-
vision of food, education, and individual rehabilitation, issues that
are, politically, uncontested work for a mission-oriented church. The
Temple to some extent failed to fully meet the political needs of San
Francisco’s black community by shying away from full engagement
with the city and federal bureaucracies in a transformative way. At
the same time, Jones wielded enormous power in local elections.
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As a tax-exempt religious organization, it was prohibited from poli-
ticking, but the calls from its own community called for political ac-
tion.

The demands for equal housing and a halt to redevelopment made
by WACO and its member churches should not be seen as a small
feat—it meant potentially alienating not only constituents of the com-
munity but the wealthiest potential patrons in the city that formed the
support for urban renewal. But throughout all of the literature of the
1960s and 1970s addressing the issue of redevelopment, the recurring
theme is the call for self-determination. Hannibal Williams said it best
when he told Mayor John F. Shelley in 1967 that:

[O]ne thing I'm sure of, somewhere in federal law there must be
something about self-determination. It's our right and we’re here to
get it. We're not begging or asking for anything. It's our right, and
we want it.%®

Ultimately, this definition of self-determination reflects the com-
munity’s call for agency in the local government, its demand to have
a say in its fate, and to act rather than be acted upon. Williams’ state-
ment reflects the resistance of the community to having the terms of
its existence dictated by others, and an aspiration to the autonomy
that redevelopment in San Francisco undermined. Tragically, given
the optimism with which Peoples Temple was received by many in
the Fillmore District who had suffered through redevelopment, the
narrow focus and self-serving politics of the Temple’s forays into
housing issues, culminating in the emigration from the United States
and murders and suicides at Jonestown, in the end substituted one
denial of self-determination only by imposing another far more ab-
solute.
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THE CONCEPT OF REVOLUTIONARY SUICIDE IS NOT DEFEATIST OR FATALISTIC.
ON THE CONTRARY, IT CONVEYS AN AWARENESS OF REALITY IN COMBINATION
WITH THE POSSIBILITY OF HOPE—REALITY BECAUSE THE REVOLUTIONARY MUST
ALWAYS BE PREPARED TO FACE DEATH, AND HOPE BECAUSE IT SYMBOLIZES A
RESOLUTE DETERMINATION TO BRING ABOUT CHANGE. ABOVE ALL, IT DEMANDS
THAT THE REVOLUTIONARY SEE HIS DEATH AND HIS LIFE AS ONE PIECE.

—HUEY NEWTON!

WE DIDN'T COMMIT SUICIDE, WE COMMITTED AN ACT OF REVOLUTIONARY
SUICIDE PROTESTING THE CONDITIONS OF AN INHUMANE WORLD.

—JIM JONES' LAST RECORDED WORDS?

6

I
To Die for the Peoples Temple

Religion and Revolution after Black Power

DUCHESS HARRIS AND ADAM JOHN WATERMAN

Although citizens of the First World commonly think of the
1960s as the decade of youthful rebellion, Civil Rights struggle, pop
cultural explosion, and anti-war agitation, for our purposes it is nec-
essary to reassert the overriding significance of Third World anti-
colonial revolutions in giving shape to the many popular rebellions of
the era and to the global politics of subsequent generations. As Robin
D. G. Kelley has pointed out, a vision of global class revolution led
by oppressed people of color was “not an outgrowth of the civil rights
movement’s failures but existed alongside, sometimes in tension with,
the movement’s main ideas.”® The anti-colonial movement that swept
through Africa and Asia, and that brought socialist governments to
power in different locales throughout Latin America, was part and
parcel of the geopolitical restructurings of the post-war era, indicative
of the political and economic instability of the European powers and
of the new non-viability of overt white supremacist or Eurocentric
ideologies in the wake of Nazi Aryanism. As it is all too easy to lapse
into uncritical readings of this moment in political history, it is im-
portant to engage this context of revolutionary change as one borne
by the particular, located, social interactions between people. It is a
moment in which people, in their daily lives, labor to bring about new
social and political relations, grounded in notions of economic equal-
ity and racial justice. It is also a moment in which people struggle to
understand their relationships to each other and to the forces that are
reshaping the world—a moment in which people imagine themselves
in global perspective. Such were the labors of subjects throughout the
African diaspora as blacks around the world began to imagine them-
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selves in critical relation to each other. It is in these labors of cognitive
mapping that we want to situate the work of Peoples Temple.

In this chapter, we assert that the participation of people in Peoples
Temple was predicated upon the Temple’s attempts to integrate a new
cosmology that responded to both the failures and the successes of
the Civil Rights and Black Power movements in the United States and
to the emerging post-colonial order throughout Africa, Asia, and Latin
America. Peoples Temple, as a religious and political project, helped
to give meaning to the world that was quickly emerging, and to po-
sition collective agency as a lever for progressive change.

We substantiate this argument by examining the multiple forms of
meaning and meaning-making in which the Temple was actively en-
gaged. This takes the form of a general examination of the political
discourses of leftist organizations in the late 1960s and 1970s, focusing
particularly on the work of the Black Panther Party and the contra-
dictions bred of the party’s emphasis on personal and communal em-
powerment in juxtaposition with its conscious development of a “cult
of personality” surrounding Huey P. Newton. We then move into a
historical analysis of the transformations in the post-war global racial
and economic order that were facilitated by, and conducive to, greater
black participation in new political spheres. Particularly, we are con-
cerned with the significance of the early 1970s as the historical mo-
ment in which post-colonial projects are giving way to neo-colonial
enterprises and progressive attempts to dismantle the colonial state
are displaced in favor of the hegemony of First World capital. We also
examine Jim Jones’ use of Black Power rhetoric in his sermons to the
Peoples Temple community. We analyze his words for all their sug-
gestive appeal to black people who are actively engaged in a project
of making meaning out of the tense and contradictory nature of the
historical present, and who are working to project themselves, psy-
chically and socially, into new global concerns. Finally, it is in this
context that we consider the salience of Jonestown, Guyana, as both
an African diasporic community and as community in practical inter-
national solidarity with other cooperative socialist projects for redress-
ing Third World underdevelopment.

CHARTING A NEW PATH:
AFRICAN AMERICANS IN PEOPLES TEMPLE

The ministry of Jim Jones in the mid-1950s was partially a
response to the persistence of economic and racial inequality in the
midst of post-war First World prosperity. It was similar to the work
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of the Black Panther Party, of First World black intellectuals in the
early 1970s, and of thousands of other ministers, black and white,
throughout the United States during the 1950s. It was also partially a
response to the emergence of widespread popular protest throughout
the American South and in pockets throughout the underdeveloped
Third World. In that sense, Jones” perspective was informed from the
start by the need to conceive of one’s self and one’s personal and
communal commitments in the broader context of movement build-
ing. His crusades against racism in Indianapolis drew him into circles
of activists in both the secular and the religious worlds and attracted
parishioners who were equally committed to racial justice. Both white
and black congregants were drawn into the orbit of a man who prom-
ised to integrate the most segregated hours of the week—Sunday
morning—and to do so in a manner that promoted other forms of
political work and challenges beyond integration.

We would like to suggest that the use of Black Power rhetoric by
many members of Peoples Temple in the 1970s expressed a genuine
desire to locate themselves and their community in the midst of an
emergent global political and religious project. Participants in Peoples
Temple, black and white, used the rhetoric of the Black Power move-
ment because it was an available and appealing syntax of revolution-
ary social and political change. As members of the Temple used this
rhetoric, they expanded upon it, challenged it, and appropriated its
meaning for use in creative, provocative, and problematic ways. Ul-
timately, these rhetorical strategies served the members of the Temple
to work in a world in which the racial, political, and economic orders
were being rapidly reshaped. This is to say that Peoples Temple, as
an ever-emergent religious and political project, was directly engaged
in an effort to cognitively map the political contradictions and possi-
bilities of the late 1960s and early 1970s.

Jim Jones promoted practical changes, but he also had a vision to
share, one that was shaped by black and white participation in the
community. That vision ultimately led to more radical forms of com-
mitment and action. The Temple’s move from the Midwest to
Northern California in 1965 and its relocation to San Francisco in the
1970s represent both a physical and social movement from the margin
to the center of the struggle for racial justice in the U.S., just as in 1965
when the most visible sites of struggle moved from the rural South to
the urban North.

From the Watts rebellion to the failure of the Southern Christian
Leadership Conference to effect housing desegregation in Chicago, the
flash points of African American political activism had changed.
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Whether consciously or not, Jones and Peoples Temple followed the
wave. Urban California would take on greater significance in the years
to come, due largely to the sizeable population of non-white racial
minorities in California cities. Beyond simply moving to the center of
black political activity in the U.S., the relocation of Peoples Temple
across the plains also signaled its entrance into a broader coalition of
leftist organizations and a new level of visibility in the image-
conscious California political milieu.

The move to California and the relationships Jones developed with
political figures, official and unofficial, throughout the state did not
necessarily entail easy coalitions between leaders. When Peoples Tem-
ple entered the California scene, it was involved in a web of local and
federal politics that encompassed senior members of the Democratic
Party (San Francisco mayor George Moscone accepted the organiza-
tion and its work on the recommendations of Walter Mondale and
Rosalynn Carter) as well as local Black Panther activists. Jones was
frequently at odds with these figures, critiquing them in his messages
to the Temple. “I'd out freedom-fight [U.S. Representative Ron] Del-
lums, I out freedom-fight . . . Huey Newton, I out freedom-fight Bobby
Seale.”* Later, speaking of Richard Hatcher, the black mayor of Gary,
Indiana, Jones cried: “If these Uncle Tom lackeys can speak this way,
you better take note: Things are not going well in the U.S.A.”5 Still,
members of Peoples Temple participated in grassroots political activity
with members of other progressive organizations in and around the
Bay Area. Focusing largely on programs that the Panthers would have
termed “survival programs,” Temple members contributed to the
well-being of poor and working-class racial and ethnic minorities both
by staging direct action protests on their behalf and by ministering
directly to their needs. Jones himself was appointed chair of the San
Francisco Housing Authority, and Temple members worked to sup-
port the organization in its more radical aims.®

Although this activity itself may not seem to indicate any level of
commitment or consciousness of broader intellectual and political vi-
sions and projects, the work of the Temple in the Bay Area cannot be
divorced from the political education which the members of the group
were going through in their dealings with Jim Jones and his leadership
cohort. By then Jones had become an obscure socialist thinker, blend-
ing elements of atheism, Christianity, Marxism, Leninism, Maoism,
and Third World revolutionary rhetoric into a complicated brew of
political sentiments. His revolutionary perspective, as confused as it
is often described, at the time mirrored the confusion of the left as a
whole, as its many organizations struggled to build a unifying per-
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spective that could navigate the changing currents and political for-
tunes of movements around the world.

THE CULT OF HUEY: THE BLACK PANTHERS
IN THE GLOBAL POLITICAL SPHERE

Clarence Lusane suggests that the processes and political in-
stitutions of the 1960s and 1970s provided new opportunities for
blacks to participate in a “global civil society.” Surely the Black Pan-
ther Party must be credited as one of the most significant institutional
precursors to the emergence of such a society.” While the notion of a
global civil society suggests a sort of international hegemony of lib-
eralism that, in the 1960s at least, was out of step with the Panthers’
revolutionary program, the Panthers were by and large responsible
for the radical reorganization of perspectives among urban commu-
nities of black Americans which was necessary to facilitate the imag-
ination of those communities in a diasporic-global community. Huey
Newton and the Black Panther Party helped to produce and invigorate
a set of leftist discourses, discourses of Black Power that became pow-
erful ways of understanding and organizing one’s relationship to the
world. In founding Peoples Temple, Jim Jones attempted to occupy
similar territories, providing analogous forms of imaginary mapping
and direction as he built his movement. In forwarding their ideology,
the Panthers built an organizing strategy around notions of personal
transformation and revolutionary action that hinged upon young Pan-
thers’ identifications with Supreme Servant Huey P. Newton. In this
regard, the Panthers propagated a cult of personality that, while thor-
oughly involved in terms related to genuine desires and programs for
political change, could also serve to undermine those same desires and
goals. Thus we see not only the rhetoric and discourses of Black Power
that would later be expanded upon by members of Peoples Temple,
but also an identification with leadership analogous to that between
Temple members and Jim Jones.

The story of the Black Panther Party begins in 1965, but for our
purposes it is 1970 that demands attention. It was in August 1970 that
Huey P. Newton was released from the California State Prison at San
Quentin after a three-year incarceration. His release was met with
great excitement from both the cadre of Bay Area black community
members who had been drawn into the orbit of the party as well as
from members of the party throughout the country. During his time
in prison, Newton had become the cause célebre of the Panthers, serv-
ing both as an influential ideologue and as a point of imaginary iden-
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tification—an image and persona that condensed and displayed, in
visceral, intimate, immediate form, all that the Panthers stood for in
a local and national political terrain. Crowded by a multiplicity of
radical voices, nationalist programs, and cultural warriors, the politi-
cal terrain in which the Panthers found themselves operating was not
conducive to organizational longevity. Everyone had an agenda, a
manifesto, or a platform; everyone had a particular hook. In the case
of the Panthers, however, it was Huey’s image, his media presence,
that gave the organization its edge. Newton’s arrest, his trial, and his
jail sentence reflected the insidious and anxiety-ridden power dynam-
ics between black people and local law enforcement in the urban
North. These dynamics themselves reflected international shifts in the
economic and racial political orders, with the dismantling of the Jim
Crow South and anti-colonial movements serving as pretexts for new
forms of police repression in the North. Newton, like so many other
black people of that time and since, was caught in the web of power
that served to discipline all members of urban black communities. But
while victimized by the same forms of power that policed the average
“brother on the block,” Newton refused to become a victim. In prison
he remained defiant, strong, and articulate about the structures of ra-
cism and class oppression that engineered his situation, and the dis-
ciplinary regulation of urban black communities.

Newton’s image, as portrayed and purveyed by the party, was
intimately bound up in the organization’s practical political activity
and its platform for black self-determination, as well as in his expe-
riences as a member of the black lumpen of Oakland. These factors
infused Newton’s image, his visual presence and public persona, with
a measure of charismatic power that was key to his success as a po-
litical figure and to the party’s success in organizing a broad cross-
section of black communities throughout the United States. Sharing
the very common experiences of police harassment and incarceration
bound Newton to the people as much as it bound the people to New-
ton. In addition, it mattered that he was educated and articulate about
the plight of these communities and his comrades and that he could
outline concrete strategies he believed would enable black self-
determination and revolutionary social change. Unlike many of the
cultural nationalist organizations of the day, Newton’s work with the
Panthers emphasized institution building as much as direct confron-
tation with authority, and the institutions they envisioned, as well as
the revolutionary future they projected, had more to do with the his-
torical present of the United States as the primary representative of
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global empire than with an imagined history of an idyllic, pre-colonial
African past.

The potent image of Newton that came to represent the politics
and platform of the Black Panther Party was not an organic product
of happenstance, but a consequence of diligent and insightful con-
struction on the part of Panther leadership, as well as the contributions
of Newton’s constituency. During the three years of Newton’s incar-
ceration, the leadership of the party, headed by Bobby Seale, Eldridge
Cleaver, and David Hilliard, used the image of Huey Newton as a
means of organizing party memberships from coast to coast. While
the Panthers emerged in 1966 as a relatively small group designed to
monitor the local police of Oakland, after Newton’s arrest the party
went national, sponsoring forums and meetings in cities across the
country. By and large, these meetings were organized as informational
sessions, teach-ins designed to raise consciousness about the situation
of “political prisoner” Huey P. Newton. More than a leader, he was
the ideological engine of the Black Panthers personified. Newton as a
person influenced the development of party strategies and agendas;
Newton as a media representation served to weave together a diver-
sity of communities into a broad, well-coordinated political constitu-
ency.

On a certain level, the image of Newton produced by the party
was a rhetorical device on the order of the revolutionary Maoist rhet-
oric they utilized: both had a certain flash and function, but were
limited in their ultimate utility. An example of this problem emerged
at the Revolutionary Peoples Constitutional Convention immediately
after Newton left prison. While Newton felt strongly about the need
for revolutionary struggle, he was dismayed to find, upon leaving
prison, that the membership of the party was largely made up of
young people who were attracted to its radical, Red Book poetics—
the Maoist language of power and guns, the “pigs” and the people.
These youth, Newton felt, did not fully realize the implications of their
words, nor did they comprehend the varieties of struggle, the need to
think pre-emptively about the defense of black communities, and the
impact of such words on non-Panthers in the black community.® As
Newton found the rhetoric of the party difficult to bear, so did he find
his persona equally cumbersome. Still, he found ample opportunity
to use both to his advantage, and in seemingly uncritical ways. The
famous portrait of Newton sitting on a large, throne-like wicker chair,
fully uniformed, with a gun in one hand and a spear in the other, was
as bombastic a visual device as the rhetorical hyperbole in Mao’s ad-
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age that “all power comes from the barrel of a gun.” And Newton's
self-assumption of the title “Supreme Servant of the People” speaks
to the uncomfortable paradox between his desire to register both as a
critical leader in the struggle and as a powerfully visible media pres-
ence.

These ambivalences aside, the images of Newton that circulated
through various realms of media effectively brought together a diverse
array of black people from urban communities throughout the coun-
try. In the cult of images, Newton functioned as a figure of saint-like
devotion, a point of identification for those black people who were
working to understand their position in the emergent post-war, post-
colonial, post-Jim Crow order. Thus, as a media text, Newton effec-
tively served as a site at which different types of imagination came
together to produce a stunningly strong set of allegiances to individ-
uals and to ideological doctrines.

THE CULT OF JIM JONES: BLACK PANTHER
RHETORIC WITHIN PEOPLES TEMPLE

Jim Jones tapped some of the same sources of political and
cultural identity that Huey Newton did, the same historical references
to slavery as well as the more contemporary days of Jim Crow laws,
to draw in the more politically active segment of the Bay Area’s pop-
ulation, both black and white. He also used a number of vehicles to
attract blacks into Peoples Temple, including the cadences and lan-
guage of the black preacher, faith-healings, and health and community
services for California’s urban indigent populations. Indeed, a typical
Jones sermon during a Temple service—which, true to the black style
of preaching, was constrained neither by time nor form—included a
little bit of all of these elements, shifting seamlessly between the re-
ligious and the political, between his announcements of free medical
services and the demonstrations of his healing powers.

Jones borrowed heavily from Black Panther rhetoric. American so-
ciety was so racist, so capitalistic, so fascistic, and so corrupt, Jones
said, that only a socialist revolution would cleanse it.” He appropri-
ated Mao’s adage that political power can come only through the bar-
rel of a gun,'® and drilled it into the heads of his followers."" At other
times, however, Jones insisted that the revolution would be non-
violent, either by following the teachings of Christ or by following
Christ as he now stood before the congregation in the flesh of Jim
Jones.!? Taking the thought to its logical conclusion, he eventually
equated the people of the church as the saved souls of the revolution,
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and described the rest of society as fallen. “If you're born in this
church, this socialist revolution, you're not born in sin. If you're born
in capitalist America, racist America, fascist America, then you're born
in sin. But if you're born in socialism, you're not born in sin.”*?

Nevertheless, Jones” profession as a minister, People Temple’s
status as a legitimate political force, and the members’ daily interac-
tions with the general public gave the Temple a place in Bay Area
society that the Panthers never had, and Jones was careful to acknowl-
edge that. He periodically cited incidents of police brutality in his
indictment of fascist America, but his few references to cops as “pigs”
were limited to those who were white, racist, and members of the Ku
Klux Klan in faraway cities like Chicago, Philadelphia, and flash
points of the South.* In Ukiah, San Francisco, and other places where
the Temple located its members, Jones spoke of his positive relations
with the police, his empathy for the working cop on the beat, and his
pride when police officers attended his services.’® The church donated
money to families of policemen killed in the line of duty and gave
bulletproof vests to officers in Ukiah.' According to some Temple
apostates, however, Jones had ulterior motives for forming and main-
taining good relationships with local police forces. “Jim always said
he had an in with the police,” a New York Times reporter quoted
Deanna Mertle as saying, “so we thought going to the police would
be suicide.”?”

Although Jones used Black Panther rhetoric and modeled himself
after Panther leaders—and even as he attacked the forces within so-
ciety who would dare to attack those leaders—he was not above crit-
icizing the same leaders over their tactics, their lifestyle,’® or his per-
ceptions of their disregard of him: “I was willing to go to Cuba to
help Huey Newton, [but] he didn’t give a fuck, he certainly didn’t
show any appreciation.”*

Newton and other Panther leaders might well have dismissed Jim
Jones and seen little purpose in forming any alliances with Peoples
Temple. In the crucible of the times, Jones would have been seen first
for his whiteness, his social status, and his influence in mainstream
political circles; with those handicaps, the Panthers would certainly
never have gotten around to seeing Jones as Jones saw himself. In
addition, the same new members of the Black Panther Party who trou-
bled Newton—those who quoted Mao and threw their fists in the air
and brandished their guns with cries of protest, those who had not
endured the consequences of the words and the guns with hard jail
time—were similar to the people in the pews and, more importantly,
in the pulpit at Temple services. Temple members might have stood
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in court with their brothers and sisters who got in trouble with the
law, but despite his claims of persecution, Jones” arrest record appar-
ently consisted of one morals charge, which was quickly dropped.

There was a more fundamental difference between Huey Newton
and Jim Jones, though. Newton tried to eschew his cult-of-personality
status. Jones created his, developed his, maintained his, proclaimed
his, reveled in his.* He would acknowledge this at times, but he
would immediately add that the only way he could lead his followers
to socialism was to model the example.

This model was flawed with troubling complexities, however. He
described himself in various addresses as acting for Christ the Revo-
lutionary, as being the returned Christ to bring Socialism, and as not
being a man standing before his people, but as the Principle of So-
cialism itself.?* Those descriptions imply perfection, and so he was, at
least whenever he spoke about socialism. As a result, when he defined
socialism for the people or cited examples of socialist behavior or
thinking, he was speaking with the ultimate authority. His human-
ness, with its evolving frailties and passions and demands and
stresses, allowed him to create new definitions of socialism as he went
along, and thereby gave that ultimate authority the illusive quality of
inconsistency. The true socialist revolutionary did whatever Jim Jones
said he would do at that moment, facing those circumstances, with his
purposes.

There may be no better example of this than in the concept of
“revolutionary suicide,” which Huey Newton articulated and devel-
oped with a consistent theme: the revolutionary struggles with the
knowledge that his actions may lead to his death at the hands of the
oppressor, but with the hope that those same actions will lead others
to take up his banner and go on to victory. As Newton used it, the
term emphasizes revolution over death.

For Jim Jones, “revolutionary suicide” meant any one of a number
of things: dying while fighting for their cause, i.e., Newton’s sense of
the term; committing suicide so the Temple’s enemies wouldn't get
them and torture their babies and return the seniors to live in un-
speakable conditions in the United States; committing suicide so they
wouldn’t have to fight their black brothers on the Guyana Defense
Force who might be attacking them; committing suicide rather than
bring dishonor to the concept of socialism; committing suicide as an
alternative to “go[ing] out and start[ing] a fucking war”; or, as he said
in the final minute of the death tape, “protesting the conditions of an
inhumane world.”?? In all these uses, Jones emphasized the stark fi-
nality of death over fluid definitions of what constituted a revolution.
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Indeed, it is only on the subject of death that Jones retained any
sense of consistency. Whether he spoke of his own sense of Welt-
schmerz,® his own unwavering commitment to defend his followers,?
his followers’ commitment to revolutionary suicide, or the inevitable
destruction of the earth after “the ultimate horror of nuclear war,”%
his personal vision was one of apocalypse. It was only on those oc-
casions when that vision included a political element that he intoned
the words—and distorted the meaning—of Newton’s “revolutionary
suicide.”

DISCOURSES ON POST-COLONIALISM: BLACK AMERICAN
RESPONSES TO THIRD WORLD LIBERATION

[THE] COLONIAL ENTERPRISE IS TO THE MODERN WORLD WHAT ROMAN
IMPERIALISM WAS TO THE ANCIENT WORLD: THE PRELUDE TO DISASTER AND
THE FORERUNNER OF CATASTROPHE. COME, NOW! THE INDIANS MASSACRED,
THE MOSLEM WORLD DRAINED OF ITSELF, THE CHINESE WORLD DEFILED AND

PERVERTED FOR A GOOD CENTURY; THE NEGRO WORLD DISQUALIFIED; MIGHTY
VOICES STILLED FOREVER; HOMES SCATTERED TO THE WIND; ALL THIS
WRECKAGE, ALL THIS WASTE, HUMANITY REDUCED TO A MONOLOGUE, AND YOU
THINK ALL THAT DOES NOT HAVE ITS PRICE? THE TRUTH IS THAT THIS POLICY
CANNOT BUT BRING ABOUT THE RUIN OF EUROPE ITSELF, AND THAT EUROPE, TF
IT IS NOT CAREFUL, WILL PERISH FROM THE VOID IT HAS CREATED AROUND
ITSELF [EMPHASIS IN ORIGINAL].

— AIME CESAIRE?®

THE CUBA OF THE AGE OF FIDEL CASTRO IS SO CLOSE TO MISSISSIPPI, GEORGIA,
ET AL., THAT IT ALMOST BECAME PART OF THE SLAVE EMPIRE OF THE SOUTH
JUST PRIOR TO THE CIVIL WAR. THIS ABORTIVE ATTEMPT ON THE PART OF THE
SLAVE-HOLDING ADVENTURERS TO CAPTURE CUBA IS NOT COMMONLY KNOWN
IN THE GENERAL TRADITION OF AMERICAN FOLKLORE ABOUT SLAVERY. IF CUBA
HAD BEEN ANNEXED WHEN SEVERAL SOUTHERN AMERICAN EXPEDITIONS TRIED
TO LAND THERE, IT WOULD HAVE BEEN PART OF THE U.S. AT THE END OF THE
CIVIL WAR. IN THAT CASE THE CUBAN AGRARIAN QUESTION WOULD HAVE
DEVELOPED ALONG THE SAME LINES AS THE AGRARIAN PROBLEM IN THE
SOUTH AND THERE WOULD HAVE BEEN NO AGRARIAN REVOLUTIONARY
REFORMS AS HAVE BEEN CARRIED OUT UNDER CASTRO.

—HAROLD CRUSE?

Although Third World liberation movements shook the colo-
nial world in the 1960s, the heritage of such movements was in the
work of previous generations of black Atlantic intellectuals and activ-
ists who had begun to chart the path toward a post-colonial future.
Intellectuals like Césaire provided the context for the intellectuals of
the anti-colonial movement, many of whom struggled to understand



114 | HARRIS AND WATERMAN

the complexities of the present and its relationship to the past in order
to avoid certain pitfalls in the future. Radical internationalists W. E. B.
Du Bois and C.L.R. James also provided critical insights based in both
intellectual activity and political activism—both had worked to estab-
lish analytic and political trends that redescribed the nature of the
relationship between Africa, Europe, the Americas, and political eco-
nomic power. Harold Cruse, watching and reading in the United
States during the late 1950s and early 1960s, went on to use the per-
spectives that emerged from the movements of the Third World—and
from intellectuals like Césaire and Frantz Fanon—as a means of po-
sitioning the black populations of the U.S. in an international historical
and political perspective. In addition to Cruse’s writing, 1960s com-
munity leaders brought the situation of African Americans into a dis-
cussion of global politics, as Malcolm X did with his Organization of
Afro-American Unity (OAAU). Immediately prior to his assassination,
Malcolm X was working to petition the United Nations to investigate
the historical human rights violations of blacks in the United States.
Although left largely unrealized after Malcolm X’s death, the program
of the OAAU was enormously influential in shaping the work of the
Panthers in their earliest incarnation.

Cruse’s work was influential in shaping early Panther ideology as
well. During their time at Merritt College, Huey Newton and Bobby
Seale participated in the Revolutionary Action Movement (RAM).
RAM used Cruse’s essays on international politics as a means of ed-
ucating a young generation of activists into awareness of domestic
issues in relation to international political trends. Crucially, RAM em-
phasized, and Newton and Seale learned, that black American com-
munities were domestic colonies of the United States government and
that, as such, they could not be liberated by civil rights reforms, but
only by revolutionary struggles analogous to those occurring through-
out the Third World. Following Fanon, Cruse contended that it was
the lumpen proletariat of these colonies—the people that Newton and
Seale would later call “the brothers on the block”—that would lead
the anti-colonial revolution in the United States. As this perspective
resonated throughout the anti-colonial struggle and was drawn into
Panther thought, it indicated the extent to which Third World libera-
tion was working in and against the politics of First World Marxists
who believed the lumpen to be too conservative a group to ever ar-
ticulate itself as a historical-political force. This difference does not so
much indicate a break between Marxism and Third World liberation,
but illustrates the way in which anti-colonial politics were built out
of contending visions. For Fanon, Cruse, Newton, Seale, and their fel-
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low activists, the lumpen constituted an underdeveloped historical re-
source—a population that was bound to nobody and nothing, and
that could be directed toward progressive ends given proper organi-
zation. In this instance, the Panthers’ commitment to organizing the
lumpen proletariat provided one of their most salient conceptual con-
nections to Third World liberation struggles.

The Panthers not only borrowed organizational strategies from
Third World movements, they also borrowed other forms of vision
and direction. As Kathleen Neal Cleaver notes, the demands that the
party set forth in the original ten-point platform were not that differ-
ent from the demands articulated by the Kenya Land and Freedom
Army, known as the Mau Mau. “[W]hat did [the Mau Mau] ask for?
They wanted self-government. They wanted to get rid of foreigners.
They wanted an end to the trial of criminal and murder cases by the
Europeans. . . . [The Panthers] insisted on power to determine our des-
tiny, full employment, decent education, and an end to police brutal-
ity.”? Cleaver tells only one side of the story here and neglects to
address how significant these demands were in the context of a so-
cialist ideology. These were not components of liberal reform, but el-
ements of a program that questioned the hyper-development of cer-
tain communities at the cost of the underdevelopment of others, and
a critique of attendant notions of inequality and injustice. In addition
to borrowing significant practical points from Third World move-
ments, the Panthers expanded upon ideological perspectives that
would enable them and their membership to understand the condi-
tions of their lives in the United States and to imagine and bring about
a different future. Such intellectual work was carried out in a social
context, in one important instance, at the Revolutionary Peoples Con-
stitutional Convention (RPCC) of 1970.

The RPCC had been a long-term Panther project, the meaning and
fortunes of which shifted as the political context of the leftist move-
ment in the U.S. changed. Nonetheless, in the early 1970s the RPCC
was envisioned as a forum in which many oppressed and activist
people from around the United States could meet and begin to artic-
ulate an alternative social and political vision in the form of a revo-
lutionary constitution. The conference opened with an address by
Huey Newton—recently released from prison—and featured a work-
ing group on international relations that positioned the U.S. struggle
in the context of other Third World struggles.?

In his address, Newton outlined a unique contribution to inter-
national revolutionary thought—the theoretical practice of revolution-
ary intercommunalism. He argued that capitalist expansion over the
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course of time had eroded the sovereignty of all nation-states. As the
foremost capitalist country in the world, the United States and its
financial institutions had entered into a new imperial phase in which
its funds directly dictated policy in many parts of the world. Through
these processes, Newton argued, all the countries of the world were
now functionally colonies of the U.S. Countries could no longer be
discussed as sovereign entities protected by a patrolled and imper-
meable border, but only as communities open to all who had an in-
terest in the movement and expansion of capital, with attendant no-
tions of development or underdevelopment. In order to alleviate the
conditions of this historical development, Newton argued, it was nec-
essary for the community-colonies of new American imperialism to
bind together in a wave of solidarity he described as revolutionary
intercommunalism.

Newton’s ideas, emerging at a historical juncture immediately fol-
lowing broad decolonization, were a salient cautionary note, an im-
portant reminder that decolonization was not the end of struggle, and
that it was jeopardized by the machinations of U.S. capital. In many
ways, Newton simply reconfirmed a point that Césaire had made 20
years earlier when he argued that the colonies of the world should
not look to the U.S. as a liberatory power, because the U.S. was poised
to become the superpower of all imperialist superpowers.

PEOPLES TEMPLE AND POST-COLONIAL DISCOURSE

Jim Jones held many of these same beliefs, but his analysis
was much less sophisticated, indeed to the point of being one-
dimensional. If the United States government supported a regime, he
opposed it; conversely, if the U.S. supplied an existing government
with weapons to put down an insurgency, then God and Peoples Tem-
ple were on the side of the rebels. He castigated the white minority
governments in Rhodesia and South Africa,* savaged the American
role in the assassination of President Salvador Allende of Chile,*' and
catalogued the CIA’s coups around the world.*

Similarly, according to Jones, communist countries contained per-
fect societies:

There [is] no need to operate on anyone in China.... Now
they’ve got nuclear reactors. Now they have modern jets. They have
a perpetual pump. They have synthetic insulin. . . . The Chinese have
the only country in the world that has a synthetic insulin that’s not
made from [animals] dying. No animal has to die to give the Chinese
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people insulin. But more than that, in 20 years, China has stopped
all violence. They only had seven murders all last year, and we have
more than that in San Francisco on Friday night.

But the communists don’t get mentally ill so they don’t have any
psychiatrists. That’s the truth. China, it's an unknown profession.
They just don’t have any.>

The uncritical acceptance of communist societies, coupled with
Jones’ dependence upon the Soviet Union’s official media agency Tass
as his primary source for news, especially after the Temple’s migration
to Guyana, blinded him to Soviet hegemony and use of client states
in its war of brinksmanship with the West. Struggles against Soviet-
supported regimes and governments—whether those struggles origi-
nated from outside forces or grassroots dissident groups within—were
undoubtedly financed and armed by the CIA. The only difference of
opinion with the USSR he voiced regarded its treatment—the ouster,
vilification, and purging—of Josef Stalin, whom Jones considered the
great defender of the Soviet state, especially during his courageous
stand against the Nazis in Stalingrad. “You're never gonna make me
dislike that man, no matter how many tales you tell me.”

Much of Jones’ political analysis was also transitory, influenced by
one day’s headlines from the Tass news agency, supplanted by the
next day’s headlines, renewed when news of a crisis flared a second
time. At the same time, he recognized the opportunities to make a
political point to the Jonestown community when a story presented a
parallel object lesson. In May 1978, after reading an item about the
radical black group MOVE, which had been in a house in Philadelphia
under police siege for 12 months, he said, “That gives some point of
what we could do if anyone was threatening our internal freedom
here. We've certainly got a better capacity to resist, and more bodies
and more arms, although we are not offensive in our design, we do
not believe in violence. ... But we will protect our freedom. Obvi-
ously, we will fight for our freedom.”

But if Jones” political message was predictable and repetitious, to
the point of being simplistic, it was deliberately so. One recurring
theme in address after address was that “two out of three babies are
going to bed hungry tonight.”*” While the problem he described was
worldwide, his specific solutions were not. Instead, they were local;
more specifically, they were the programs initiated and administered
by the church to meet the needs of its members. Jones could condemn
the world for its inability—or lack of political will—to feed the starv-
ing masses, but in Peoples Temple, no one went hungry.
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In this way, the political analysis itself was decidedly secondary
to greater goals: to attract people to the church, to build the Temple
as a strong institution, to maintain loyalty, to establish a community
where Jones’ followers could live apart from American society. In
short, the goal was to create a utopian society that would correct the
failings of the country from which they emigrated.

This, then, is the basic difference between the Black Panther Party
and Peoples Temple. The Panthers fought the revolution on the streets
of Oakland, Watts, Harlem, Detroit, and Chicago, to bring about a
better life for black people where they were. Peoples Temple had the
opportunity to broaden its base to include black activist groups—even
if not the Panthers themselves—as well as students, unions, and com-
munity associations, but it didn’t. Indeed, as Rebecca Moore points
out, “A more ideologically correct, or consistently leftist, position
would have been to turn outward beyond the group’s boundaries. . . .
Under Jones’ guidance, however, the group turned inward, and tried
to establish the new society from within.”%

THE POLITICAL SIGNIFICANCE OF JONESTOWN, GUYANA

Jonestown, the Peoples Temple’s experiment in cooperative,
communal living in the jungles of Guyana, was founded in 1974, less
than ten years after the group established itself in California. The de-
cision to develop the Peoples Temple Agricultural Project in Jones-
town did not necessarily represent a rejection of the exigencies of pol-
itics or engagement with the political milieu of the United States.
Instead, it provided a concrete example of the Temple’s mission, a
place where theory was put into practice in the service of an agenda
for broad political change. The decision to participate in the building
of Jonestown itself follows a long history of utopian communities in
the U.S.—a history that is as marked by the glimmer of potential as
by the pall of failure.

Jonestown, Guyana, however, was not an ideologically isolated or
unconsidered endeavor. While the distance between Jonestown and
urban Guyana is analogous to the distance between nineteenth-
century utopias and the urban U.S., Jonestown was planned as a
means of participating in the project of cooperative socialism with
which elements of the Guyanese government were engaged.

In the late 1960s, Guyana wrote a new constitution that proclaimed
itself a cooperative socialist state, one devoted to the cultivation of
equitable economic development in the service of racial justice. Co-
operative socialism was itself a bold idea, one that emerged as a con-
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sequence of the work of diasporan black intellectuals like Walter Rod-
ney, a Caribbean intellectual engaged in politics throughout the black
Atlantic world. After Rodney was forced out of Jamaica during his
late twenties, he settled in Guyana and moved throughout the African
diaspora. Observing anti-colonial movements in Africa, Asia, and the
Caribbean, Rodney came to the conclusion that Third World nations
could not disarticulate themselves from the political dominance of the
First World without first pursuing a course of economic develop-
ment—along capitalist lines—into national self-sufficiency. In his clas-
sic text How Europe Underdeveloped Africa, Rodney argued that 500
years of European exploitation had so thoroughly drained African
nations of their natural resources that even post-colonial African
nations would remain underdeveloped as long as they pursued eco-
nomic paths that were shaped during colonialism and imperialism.*
Rodney’s solution was a radically Leninist one—to reclaim the means
of production from foreign owners and set those means to work pro-
ducing surplus that could be reinvested into national development.

Throughout his life, Rodney’s work remained a sophisticated re-
interpretation of the post-colonial period and the policy measures nec-
essary to manage the impact of the new global reordering. In moving
to Jonestown, the members of Peoples Temple, black and white, found
themselves working in and on Rodney’s vision, sharing in its as-
sumptions, even as they challenged some of its prescriptions. Jones-
town was, if anything, an experiment in social and political devel-
opment along cooperative socialist lines—an attempt to develop the
land and apparatuses of economy in support of communal develop-
ment. It was, among other things, the place in which people found
themselves engaged, most significantly and concretely, in the pro-
cesses of both symbolic and material production outside the racial
capitalist economy—a place where they constructed a vision and
mapped their relationship to the social and political world as they
tilled the soil and planted their seeds, as they erected their homes.

Jones” choice of Guyana—even the location of Jonestown within
Guyana—reflects his own political shrewdness and sophistication. The
Temple leader sought to establish his community—what he called the
“Promised Land”#—in a country that would embrace his political
views. Apart from Cuba, a migration to which would have created
problems for the U.S. government, the Cuban government, and Jones
himself, the only country in the Western Hemisphere which met his
political criteria was Guyana, the self-described cooperative socialist
republic.

The former British colony on the north coast of South America had
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other advantages as well. The people speak English. The country has
a large black population. The climate and the physical surroundings
of the Northwest District are reminiscent, although exaggeratedly so,
of the Southern and border states in which many Temple members
had been born and raised.

The arrangement to lease twenty-five thousand acres of jungle to
an American religious group also benefited the government of Prime
Minister Forbes Burnham and his political party, the Peoples National
Congress. The heavily jungled area of the Northwest District had been
a subject of a longstanding border dispute with Venezuela to the west.
By allowing the Temple to establish its new home there, the Guyanese
government was making a firm claim to the area and was backing up
that claim by involving American citizens on its side of the dispute.
If Venezuela decided to challenge the claim, it would suddenly and
unexpectedly find itself fighting the interests of a superpower.

Jones knew who his patron was, and he made sure his followers
did too. Government officials who visited the project were always
treated well and always gave glowing reports of what they saw. When
Jones voiced criticism of a Guyanese political party, it was of the op-
position, the Peoples Progressive Party led by Cheddi Jagan. And,
since the PPP was more pro-communist than Burnham’s PNC, Jones
was placing his political fortune with the party with better ties to the
U.S. government. For both Jones and Burnham, then, and despite their
rhetoric to the contrary, the United States loomed in the background
of their negotiations as the ultimate protector for each of them.

RELIGION AND REVOLUTION AFTER BLACK POWER

In this chapter we have tried to address why African Ameri-
cans would be attracted to Peoples Temple (which was perceived as
a white movement) and why they would follow Jim Jones (a white
man). As stated earlier, black congregants were enamored of a man
who promised from the start to promote racial healing while encour-
aging political work that a black community suffering from post-
traumatic Watts syndrome could appreciate. Any reconsideration of
Peoples Temple must take the relation of religion and ideology very
seriously because of the Temple’s function as both a religious and
political vehicle. Even if one is inclined to maintain separate under-
standings of religion and ideology, one cannot ignore the need to think
of these phenomena in tandem where the Temple is concerned. Tem-
ple members were encouraged, if not required, to participate in
traditions of social and political activism beneficial to their own group
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and to the broader concerns of the progressive left in and around the
San Francisco Bay area in the 1960s and 1970s. Such political partici-
pation was crucial to Temple members’ sense of belonging in the Tem-
ple community. It contributed to a powerful sense of collective destiny.
This destiny called for making the ultimate self-sacrifice: dying to-
gether to protest the conditions of an inhumane world.

In Peoples Temple, religious commitment was a close associate of
political consciousness. It is difficult, if not impossible, to consider the
legacy and meaning of the Temple as a religious organization outside
of its function as a political body. In their deaths, as well as in their
lives, Peoples Temple members saw little distinction between the per-
sonal and the political or between religion and revolution.
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JONES: NO PEOPLE ON EARTH HAS THE BEAUTY OF DRUMS AND RHYTHM AND
DANCE LIKE THE AFRICANS, LONG BEFORE ALL THIS SO-CALLED CHRISTIAN
CIVILIZATION AND OH, THE SYNCHRONIZATION, EVERY STEP, EVERY
MOVEMENT, THE HARMONY, AND THE GREAT CREATIVE WORSHIP THAT IS
EXPRESSED IN AFRICAN DANCE AND AFRICAN SONG, AND SOME OF YOU
WHITES, YOU DANCED (STRETCHED FOR EMPHASIS) (UNINTELLIGIBLE WORD),
YOU LOOK WHITE, BUT HONEY, YOU'RE A NIGGER LIKE FATHER JIM.

I KNOw YOU ARE.

[CHEERS AND APPLAUSE]

JONES: (SHOUTS, PREACHER’S VOICE) ANYONE IN AMERICA WHO’S POOR—
WHITE, BROWN, YELLOW, OR BLACK— AND DOES NOT ADMIT THAT HE'S A
NIGGER IS A DAMN FOOL.

[CHEERS AND APPLAUSE]

JONES: (LOWERS VOICE) BECAUSE NIGGER MEANS —NIGGARDLY MEANS TO BE
TREATED CHEATEDLY. YOU'VE BEEN CHEATED. AND WE KNOW INDIANS AND
BLACKS AND POOR WHITES HAVE BEEN CHEATED, DON'T WE?

—JIM JONES!

7

I
Jim Jones and Black Worship Traditions

MILMON F. HARRISON

Decades after its tragic end, the Peoples Temple movement
remains a singular moment in American religious history. But one of
the things that still seems to have been overlooked, or forgotten, in
our subsequent attempts to make sense of this phenomenon and the
events of November 1978 is that its membership was overwhelmingly
African American. As Rebecca Moore writes in this volume, 70 percent
of the residents of Jonestown were black, while 90 percent of the mem-
bership in California may have been African American. These were
particularly women, children, and the elderly. While whites, including
working-class families who migrated from Indiana to California, and
young, middle-class professionals who joined in the Golden State,
made up a portion of membership, urban blacks constituted by far
the largest group of members.

A commonly asked question when considering the numbers of
people who were attracted to Jim Jones, the white charismatic leader—
an attraction and subsequent relationship that ultimately led many to
their deaths—is “what type of person would follow a madman like
Jim Jones?” The suggestion is that only a particular personality type,
one that is weak or with low self-esteem for example, or the socially,
politically, or economically marginalized—the disinherited—would
find succor and compensation in a religious movement like Peoples
Temple. This chapter approaches the question of Jim Jones” and the
Peoples Temple movement’s appeal, particularly for its African Amer-
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ican members, from a slightly different perspective. It addresses the
issue of how certain elements of the traditional black worship style
were drawn upon and used by Jones as part of the services in such a
way as to make the experience resonate with the large numbers of
African Americans who participated in and helped shape them. It also
locates the presence and privileged position of those elements of black
worship traditions squarely within the context of Jim Jones’ leadership
role in the worship setting and his defining and reinforcing the range
of acceptable expressive norms.?

JIM JONES” PERSONAL AND RELIGIOUS BACKGROUND

The specific details of Jim Jones’ personal and spiritual history
have been well documented elsewhere, so I will not reiterate them
here.* However, I do think it important to point out how certain as-
pects of his life before Peoples Temple may have served to shape his
worldview and give him access to culturally specific modes of ex-
pression that would later lead him to shape a message that would
resonate with his African American audience.

First, the early influence of Jim Jones” mother, Lynetta, on the for-
mation of his overall spiritual outlook and the doctrine he would later
develop should not be overlooked. Mrs. Jones was not particularly
fond of organized religion—in fact, she was outright derisive of what
she termed the “Sky God,” a term Jim later used frequently in his
sermons in an equally derisive manner.*

Although she thought many of her devoutly religious Holiness-
Pentecostal neighbors took their beliefs far too seriously—after all, she
drank and cursed and habitually committed any number of acts they
considered sinful—Mrs. Jones did believe that the world was inhab-
ited and enchanted by numerous types of spirits. She also was a great
lover of nature and of animals. Like many during the Great Depres-
sion, when Jim was born, the Jones family was poor and dependent
upon Lynetta’s income to make ends meet. His father, James Thurman
Jones, or Big Jim, had become disabled during World War I. In addi-
tion to her views on religion and the spirit world, Mrs. Jones was
always quite sensitive to issues of social class. Her husband’s family
had looked down on her because of her family’s class background.
Labor unions and the plight of the exploited proletariat were major
concerns for her, reflecting her experience as a woman supporting a
family during the Depression.®

Despite his mother’s views on organized religion, young Jim was
still exposed to the Holiness-Pentecostal traditions of belief and prac-
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tice through the efforts of some of the neighbors who brought him to
their churches for services and Sunday school. In fact, according to
John R. Hall, were it not for his mother’s intervention, young Jim
Jones’ life might have been similar to that of other well-known child
evangelists on the Holiness-Pentecostal revival circuit, such was his
interest and talent with preaching even as a child.

Perhaps another formative issue concerning social inequality aris-
ing out of Jones” family background was Big Jim’s affiliation with the
Ku Klux Klan when Jim was a boy. In Peoples Temple sermons, Jones
remarked upon his father’s virulent antipathy toward blacks and Jews
and the hypocrisy he saw in whites. He even said he had researched
his family’s history and claimed to have found an African American
ancestor. He related the story in one of his sermons:

Jones: . .. or black. I rather suspect it was the latter, because my fam-
ily tree was suddenly disposed of, because we came back from
one of the kings in England. They were so proud of that family
tree, but I, I smelled, as the old whites used to say nastily, I
smelled sweetly, a nigger in the woodpile.

[Laughter and applause]

Jones: So I went to look at my family tree, because my father was
such an autocrat and he was such an aristocrat and such a blow-
hard and such a mean soul, that he was trying to hide something.
He talked too much against blacks and Jews. I knew something
was wrong with this man. He talked down about the Indians,
and I knew when people start kicking others, they’re hiding
something themselves.

[Laughter and applause]

Jones: Hmm? So I got that family tree—the original one, they’d taken
the one out of the courthouse, and they had—oh, it was all pret-
tied up and had a seal on it and it was surrounded with a silver
trim or gold trim—it was just beautiful. But I went to the court-
house and I searched and I searched and I went way back to
South Carolina and I found that Grandma went out to some-
body’s back cabin.

[Laughter and applause]

Jones: And when I came home and told my dad what I found, he
didn’t talk about family trees anymore. He forbade me to speak,
and he kicked me out of the house, because I had found out
what’s happened to many, many millions in this land, across the
land. Some of you're here, you think you’re white and you got
that, that inner soul spirit and you feel that vibration for freedom
and you got that love for oh, justice and—and then there is some-
thing to this, an intrinsic appreciation for art and aesthetics and
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rhythm, and you feel it in you and you look white, but honey, a
nigger slipped in your woodpile somewhere.”

Thus, the oppression of the non-white races in America, along with
the injustices of class-based inequality, long held a powerful fascina-
tion for Jim Jones. The excerpt above provides an example of the ways
in which Jones communicated to his followers that he not only under-
stood what it was like to be non-white in America, but that he actually
experienced discrimination personally—even being kicked out of his
house by his father as a result of telling him he had found a black
ancestor.® When he became a student pastor in the local Methodist
church, he severed his ties with the congregation when the church
rejected his demand that it be integrated. He and his wife Marceline
were the first white family in Indianapolis to adopt a black child, and
they suffered discrimination as a result. He spoke often about his
“rainbow family” and the experiences they faced in trying to live out
the dream of a racially integrated society.

Like many of his time, Jim Jones became interested in socialism
and communism as philosophies that could be useful in bringing
about the types of social change needed in American society and the
world at large. During the mid-1950s a prominent leader of an inter-
racial movement, Father Divine, came to Jones’ attention. Divine’s
movement, built around his Peace Mission, was headquartered in Har-
lem, New York, but boasted centers around the country, included ag-
ricultural communities in upstate New York, communal and interra-
cial living in dormitories, and extensive social service agencies and
businesses run and owned by the church. The great influence of Father
Divine apparently led Jones to model his own church’s activities on
those he had seen as part of Father Divine’s movement. He even ap-
propriated the black tradition of extended and fictive kinship by en-
couraging followers to address him as “Father” or “Dad,” and his wife
Marceline as “Mother,” just as was done in the Peace Mission move-
ment.

Certain events in Jim Jones’ personal and religious background
undoubtedly served to shape his worldview and his approach to min-
istry by the time Peoples Temple began attracting the attention of pres-
ent and former members of traditional, mainline African American
churches. Although his parents were not particularly devout practi-
tioners of religion, his early experiences with Pentecostalism, which
has a multicultural history and has traditionally been made up of the
poor, the despised, and the dispossessed of American society, gave
him a certain sensitivity to issues that might be relevant to blacks. He
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also severed his formal United Methodist denominational affiliation
in protest of its racially discriminatory policies and practices in Indi-
anapolis.

BLACK WORSHIP TRADITIONS

Although they may be expressed or manifested in many ways,
there are basic, identifiable themes and strains that many scholars of
black religion agree are characteristic of traditional African American
religious belief and practice. Together these might be referred to as
the “Black Sacred Cosmos,” which has been articulated by more than
one observer of African American religion.’ These traditions are not
to be taken as fixed, static “retentions” of some monolithic and myth-
ical African cultural heritage transported wholesale to the New World
in the context of African enslavement in the Americas. Rather they
are a composite of a number of worldviews, common to the African
population of the region of West Africa from which the majority of
slaves came.’® The emphasis here is on first identifying the themes at
work in the overall worldview before moving on to the more specific
practices that give life to those themes and practices.

First, the worldview African Americans adapted from their Afri-
can cultural heritage gave them what might be referred to as a holistic
understanding of the relationship between the sacred and the profane
in the lives of human beings. That is, the spiritual realm of experience
is not separate but inextricably connected to the material conditions
of life. In the language of many traditional African societies there is
no word for “religion.” This is a reflection of the worldview that,
although they may be a different order of being, things that exist in
the spirit world do not constitute a separate order of experience from
all other aspects of social, economic, and political life, the life in which
humans are most directly engaged daily.

Following from the belief that all aspects of the material world are
subject to the spirit world, the traditional African worldview includes
the belief in an immanent, as well as transcendent, supreme being and
creator God, who cares about and actually intervenes in the course of
human history. One of the central motifs in African American Chris-
tianity in particular has been the Hebrew Bible story of God’s chosen
people, the children of Israel and their exodus from Egypt, led by the
man appointed to the task directly by God. Another way in which
spirit beings may intervene in the lives of humans is through spirit
possession. To this day, many traditional African-based religions
maintain the belief that certain spirits, corresponding to various forces
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in nature or to departed and venerated ancestors, can and do “ride”
worshippers in the course of ritual activity used to invoke and entreat
them to work on the behalf of those in attendance. In the context of
charismatic Christian traditions, the appearance of the Holy Ghost, as
many African Americans refer to the Holy Spirit, is analogous to spirit
possession and is a desirable goal of worship and preaching.

Another theme running through African American spirituality is
a strong emphasis on social justice, the ultimate judgment of evil, and
the rewarding of the oppressed. Although God may extend grace and
mercy, God is—first and foremost—on the side of the just rather than
the unjust. The righting of an oppressive, unjust social system has
always been the expectation expressed through the religion of African
Americans in the midst of their experience in the West. The notion
that we all will eventually have to “reap what we sow” has formed
the basis for African Americans’ ideas concerning social justice.

Extended family and fictive kinship is another important element
found in the worldview that Africans in America expressed in their
religion. At its heart, black worship invokes a communal ideal in
terms of people’s interactions in the social world. That is, the needs
of the group are privileged over the individual in most matters. Black
spiritual or religious bodies have existed with some sense of relative
autonomy from white control even before there was an autonomous
black family in America.!* The institutions constructed upon this ideal
have had to fill in the gaps and meet needs in the black community
that were not being met through mainstream institutional means. One
of the most important of those institutional functions was providing
a sense of family to those most in need of it. In particular, single
mothers, their children, and the elderly played essential roles in these
extended and often fictive kinship networks that were maintained
through the church (although not exclusively so).

These core values are expressed in worship through several ele-
ments of the traditional style of black worship. First, freedom of emo-
tional and ecstatic display in the context of worship are emphasized
and encouraged. This includes the use of music and the body in dance,
clapping, swaying, stomping of feet, and the playing of individual
percussive instruments like tambourines by people in the congrega-
tion. The worship service is also a collective construction as expressed
in the “call and response” vocal, musical, and preaching patterns.
Thus it is highly participatory, requiring or encouraging all in atten-
dance not to remain outside the experience but to join the collectively
produced celebratory event, thereby sharing in the blessing to follow.

Finally, based upon the value traditional African societies placed
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upon oral transmission of cultural meanings and understandings, per-
sonal testimony of spiritual experience occupies an important place in
the black worship tradition. Bearing witness to the truth of what is
being said is yet another important way the group participates in wor-
ship. The preacher usually elicits that witness with such phrases as
“Can I get a witness?” or “Y’all don’t hear me!” to which the people
respond, communicating their agreement with what the preacher is
saying. Expository preaching style includes storytelling, the use of
metaphorical rhetorical style, variation of cadence, “sing-song” vocal
style, repetition, physicality—including jumping from the platform,
dancing or other ways of performing and dramatizing scripture to
make a particular point or highlight a principle for the audience.
W. E. B. Du Bois, an astute observer of traditional modes of black wor-
ship that were developed and adapted in the context of slavery,
summed up the experience as “the Preacher, the Music, and the
Frenzy.”1?

BLACK PENTECOSTAL WORSHIP STYLE
IN PEOPLES TEMPLE SERVICES

At their essence, the worship services at Peoples Temple were
constructed around the model of the emotionally expressive Pente-
costal tradition. The black style of worship has shaped this tradition
from its origins even though organizationally white Pentecostal de-
nominations like the Assemblies of God have moved away from iden-
tification with the black origins of their movement.® Although some
attribute the Holiness-Pentecostal style of worship more to Southern
folk culture in general rather than to existential blackness, Cheryl J.
Sanders finds its origins in traditional African worship traditions.**
On this matter I would tend to agree with the latter opinion: that the
style of worship common to Holiness-Pentecostals has its origins in
the traditional black worship styles of the African Americans who
played a prominent role in and made up large numbers of these move-
ments from their inception.

In examining the transcripts and listening to tapes of Peoples Tem-
ple services, one of the first things that stands out about Jim Jones
and his audience is the way in which the “call and response” mode
of collectively constructing worship was employed throughout. Jones’
speech is punctuated and actually buoyed along by moments of ap-
plause, shouts of “amen,” “hallelujah,” and other forms frequently
found in African American worship services, especially in a Christian
context. In this way the speaker and the audience participate in a
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carefully orchestrated conversation, with the speaker making a claim
upon the sensibilities of the audience members, who then bear re-
sponsibility for validating that claim (or not) and encouraging the
speaker to continue in his or her present vein (or not). To the casual
observer or outsider—particularly those more attuned to the emotion-
ally controlled atmosphere in many mainstream white congregations—
this part of African American worship services may appear to be out
of control when, in actuality, it requires that one learn the proper times
and places in which to insert these seemingly spontaneous vocal in-
terjections.

Another important element of black worship services that is con-
sistent with the “call and response” modality is the role that music,
especially the organ (but also percussion instruments), plays through-
out the course of the service. At certain times during the sermon—
most notably when the audience, being carried along by the preach-
ing, begins to reach a high point—the organist or pianist will begin
to strike musical chords on the instrument as a type of musical voice
that accompanies the collective voice of the people in the audience. It
is not only the vocal shouts of “Amen!” “Preach!” “That’s the truth!”
“Tell "em” or simply shouts, cheering, or the clapping of hands, people
standing, etc., that the preacher responds to, but it is also the notes
played by the musicians in response to his preaching that help to carry
the entire assembly along to the goal: a sense of collective emotional
catharsis. It was at these times that the “frenzy” brought on by the
people’s perception and expression of the Holy Ghost’s overtaking
them would become part of the corporate worship experience. Usually
accompanied and invoked by music, the majority of the congregation
would be involved in fast, rhythmic clapping while individual people
might run around the church, dance in a very stylized manner referred
to as “shouting,” oblivious to those around them; they might speak
in tongues, or some might simply cry or shout. The following excerpt
from a Temple service in which personal testimonies of healings have
already taken place shows exactly this kind of emotional display. Ap-
parently some members of the congregation have begun dancing ec-
statically and even running around the church building rejoicing.

Jones: . . . I said again in this ministry, under my ministry, how many
have had cancers healed? Good God Almighty. No wonder the
people stay, you see, the ones that stay, the ones that get healed
of those cancers. Good God. Good God! (Pause) Holy holy holy.
(Pause) (Hums).

[Organ plays]



Jim Jones and Black Worship Traditions | 131

Jones: Mighty God. (Pause) Yes, my God. (Pause) Just look at her
run like that. I never get tired of seeing her dance, because I can
remember when her heart was so bad, that she died back there,
and had to be brought back. So I can always enjoy her running.
It makes me feel good. Somebody says that she dances all the
time. Well, that’s fine. I'm glad she can dance. I can remember
when she couldn’t even walk. (Calls out) Hey, God. (Pause) (Nor-
mal tone) That’s beautiful, to see someone run like that, when
they were dead. Died of a heart attack, she died right back there
on that aisle. (Pause) Don’t talk to me—let'em run, boy, when
they can—run when they couldn’t walk. I'll say, thank you,
God.?”

As the excitement that accompanied the last emotional climax sub-
sides in preparation for a later one that is likely to occur, it appears
that Jones admonishes those whom he perceives as not understanding
or even looking down on the people engaged in this type of behav-
ioral display.

Jones: You know, it’s—it’s something that uh—I look out over some
of you, and you look like you're feeling sorry. I looked at one
woman down there, who looks like she’s feeling sorry for these
people who were once cripple, and they have had cancer and
they been healed. And you know, you shake your thoughts at
them. You put your thoughts out at them. And you shake your
head at them. And really, you're the one that’s the loser.

[Applause]

Jones: To have something you can rejoice over, some people would
live all their life, to find something they can rejoice over. (Pause)
Bless you. We—This is our house, you know.

[Stirs]

Jones: We paid for it, every stick of it, not a honky dollar in here.
(Pause) You can go down and look at the county clerk, and you’ll
see it’s in the name of the Peoples Temple, and there is not a
honky dollar in it.

[Light applause]

Jones: Don’t go in here—I'm going to tell you one thing, if you come
in here, and you're light-skinned, don’t come in here and look
at your—don’t crane your head at us. ‘Cause this [is] our house
and there’s not many churches in this town that are paid for, and
we paid for every nail in it, and we’ll shake and rattle and roll,
if we want to.

[Cheers]

Jones: (Laughs) (Cries out) Oh, yes, we will.

[Cheers]te
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Jim Jones also made use of the style of preaching that, although per-
haps not the exclusive province of black preachers, found its fullest
development in the Black Church. The style of preaching that char-
acterizes Holiness-Pentecostal revivalism can also be seen and heard
in the services of Peoples Temple. As part of this style of preaching,
Jones frequently changed his cadence and the rhythm of his speech
as he and the audience together reached varying levels of excitement.
He also routinely used the sing-song type of vocal cadence in his
sermons characteristic of the black preaching tradition.'” His sermons
also drew upon the oral traditions of expository preaching common
among black ministers. That is, they would use scripture, or the day’s
text—as they often referred to the passage that would be the basis of
the day’s message—as the point of departure from which they took
the audience on a journey that included personal anecdotes, testimony
of audience members, bits and pieces of song lyrics—even the actual
movement into and out of song, accompanied by the musicians—to
illustrate certain points or drive home a particular principle.

Rather than a strict adherence to biblical exegesis as may be the
case in the churches of whites, the tradition of black preaching has
been one in which the word of God is not merely communicated but
is indeed performed. It is acted out in an attempt to make it real in
the lives of the listeners. Jones’ sermons were filled with stories, some
of them personal anecdotes and some testifying to the experiences of
people present in the services. Although there were numerous biblical
references throughout his sermons, they were often used without a
clear thesis or theme. His invocation of the charismatic notion of in-
spiration and the working of the Holy Spirit through the preacher may
have been the basis for this type of spontaneity. There often seemed
to be no discernible pre-determined thesis for the sermons; rather they
would go wherever the Spirit led, an important value in traditional
black preaching.

In terms of the manifestation of the charismatic gifts of the Spirit,
Jones also was instrumental in shaping the degree to which the public
ministry of glossolalia (speaking in tongues), faith healings, or things
like public prophecies would become part of the behavioral norms in
the services. Excerpts from sermons show that he invited members to
participate in the public ministry of prophesying in tongues and pro-
vided the accompanying “interpretations” of such prophetic messages,
what he referred to here as “admonition”:

Jones: . .. Continue as you feel, if you—if someone wants to exercise
their faith for another, just three or four minutes by saying some
admonition, do so.
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Voice in crowd: (speaking in monotone tongues for several seconds)
God has come. Love has come, in other man. And the light has
come in other man. True apostolic (unintelligible word—sounds
like “charity”) exists.

[Several people shout]

Jones: Shh!

Man in crowd: ... upon this earth. It has come. And it is coming.
And God has (unintelligible)

Jones: Shh!

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

[Many people shout]

Jones: It’s beautiful. It's beautiful. I would add one thing to it. Chris-
tian socialism. That’s where you take them, that stage. You take
them stage by stage. Or apostolic Christian socialism. Very beau-
tiful.1®

Later on in the same service Jones asks the congregation whether any-
one else wishes to “make an expression” and gives them permission
to do so. Several people respond to his invitation:

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.

[Several echo]

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

Woman witnesses in tongues: . . . had all things in common, and dis-
tributed to these, as they had these, (unintelligible word) had
this, here, true Christian socialism, here now on earth. Ah hal-
lelujah.

[Several echo])

Jones: You'll need to preface these things with “The Lord hath de-
clared,” or “The Spirit speaketh,” expressly to the church, some-
thing of this nature, to give an endorsement. But now qualify
your thoughts in the days ahead with knowledge. Get some
knowledge in there. Go through these scriptural concordances
and find them, beautiful quotes that you can push it in between
a scriptural phrase, and itll be of great help in building the ideal.
One voice will reach someone where another one won’t. One
testimony will open a door, and no one else could succeed. My
voice might be associated with its tenor, with a type of voice that
has been reflecting negation to the person. Well, they shut you
off. Or my prototype, my physique might be of a negative nature
to someone. But some voice out of the great anonymity of the
collective whole speaks, opens the door, when I've not been able
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to open the door. But we have to get knowledge there. So let’s
increase it with knowledge. I'm going to expect more knowledge
at next meeting. Hmm?

[Crowd reacts]

Jones: More knowledge. Anyone else? I like uh, sweet love’s tongues,
and listen to it, sweet love’s speak—speak forth.

Woman speaks in tongues: The Lord God is (unintelligible word).
Behold, the people his word. Yeah, he is—

Jones: Umm-hmm. Yes. Now, with a message like that, to lengthen it
a little bit. If someone even picks on her tongue—she has a beau-
tiful tongue—gift, if someone then gives the prophetic interpre-
tation, because it’s a language, almost, her, it’s just as, someplace
deep in the very recesses of her consciousness. I wouldn’t make
a stake on it that it's a language that she’s used at some, at some
stage, in her unfoldment, in some prior life. (Pause) But we're not
here to theorize about the supernatural meaning of it anyway,
we’re here to utilize it for good.

Several voices: Yeah.

Jones: Beautiful.?

In the above excerpts we see some of the ways in which Jones
provided space for the exercise of the charismatic gifts of the Spirit,
the public ministry of prophesying in tongues, and providing the in-
terpretation to the listening congregation. He actually invited people
who felt they had a word for the people to exercise their faith in this
manner and come forth with their particular utterance from God
through the Holy Spirit. Jones also quieted those who, in their fervor,
would have interrupted the utterance, basically instructing them to
continue to listen for the interpretation of the tongues. Further, he
instructed those giving prophetic utterances, shaping the content of
their messages. For example, Jones himself shaped the interpretations
offered of the tongues in several ways: according to the doctrine at
Peoples Temple when he urged the man to preface socialism with
“Christian”; urging the woman to preface her interpretations with “the
Lord hath declared” and instructing her to go through scriptural con-
cordances to find beautiful biblical quotes to insert; telling the con-
gregation that some voices and testimonies can reach certain people
while others cannot. He also commented on the interpretations with
endorsements like “beautiful.” He suggests that people “parallel” their
interpretations of tongues, saying, “You need to parallel. And you have
to, you have to make your tongues comparable to—I mean the sounds
should be comparable.” He instructs the congregation on the proper
way to conduct this type of activity. These are all examples of the
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ways in which Jones allowed the charismatic gifts of the Spirit to be-
come part of the behavioral norms in the services at the same time he
shaped the acceptable means by which they would be experienced.

In addition to the free expression of religious devotion and expe-
rience of the Holy Spirit, Jim Jones provided the black constituents of
his congregation what he assumed they would expect from him: a
highly participatory, celebratory, dynamic form of expository preach-
ing, along with a message that sharply criticized the Christian church’s
hypocrisy and complicity in perpetuating the oppression of the poor,
the weak, and the racially and ethnically marginalized segments of
society. Even more, he offered concrete programs to actually do some-
thing about the problems of those people most in need. Jim Jones
seemed to understand the importance of the prophetic role of the
black preacher and the prophetic stance assumed by African American
religion in general. That is, his messages included a great deal of com-
mentary on contemporary issues in the larger society as well as issues
in the more traditional churches out of which many of his followers
had come. Some members of his church had actually belonged to
other, mainline Black Church denominations in addition to being
members of Peoples Temple. His sermons were filled with social com-
mentary and critique of the injustices of the capitalism, racism, sexism,
and ageism that structured American society.

CONCLUSION

Whether consciously or not, Jones brought various aspects of
his own personal life and background to bear in his attempts to con-
struct a message and worship services that his African American fol-
lowers could relate to and identify with. This material can be broken
into a set of symbols that Jim Jones invoked and combined and re-
combined into messages and worship services that seemed to “speak
to” large numbers of African Americans. In other words, Jones learned
to speak the symbolic and religious language of black Americans quite
fluently and made that language an integral part of the worship ex-
perience. He made it part of the behavioral norms in Peoples Temple.

Timothy Nelson looked at the role played by leaders within some
black congregations to define the norms of emotional display.*® On the
basis of what church leaders found to be acceptable or not, certain
churches exhibited more or less ecstatic forms of emotional and de-
votional display. In other words, emotionalism in worship services—
while appearing to be an essential part of certain groups’ response to
the spirit world—is actually the result of the power relations within
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the setting. We can say that the emotional worship service is pro-
duced, rather than just occurring “naturally.” What this means is that
the forms of worship and the types of emotional display that African
Americans had grown accustomed to were privileged in this partic-
ular congregation based on the continual endorsement and personal
identification with it of its principal leader, Jones. If Jones had not
appreciated black worship traditions or had not wanted them in-
cluded as central parts of the services, he could have rejected them
and deemed them inappropriate, unacceptable. Although members of
the congregation might have spontaneously sought to express their
religious devotion in ways consistent with the traditions found in
black worship, if Jones—the leader, the person with the power in that
setting to define and enforce those expressive norms, and a white
man—had defined their attempts to do so as an inappropriate emo-
tional display, then the services would not have looked and sounded
and felt as they did. The result would have been far fewer African
American participants. With worship being such an important basis
for a sense of community and cultural continuity, to reject (or accept)
a group’s traditional modes of expressing their devotion and experi-
ence of the sacred is, ultimately, to reject (or accept) them. And in the
history of African Americans, their churches and other institutions
were among the few places their own heritage could be affirmed and
celebrated in white-dominated American culture and society.

This principle can be seen at work in Jones’ attempts to create and
maintain an atmosphere that the African Americans in his church
would recognize as genuine, provide validation of their experience,
and become the basis for a much more politically active spirituality
than the churches from which so many had come. That is, from the
variety of forms of religious devotion and its outward expression,
Jones chose to use patterns, meanings, and understandings that were
consistent with and therefore would resonate with large numbers of
African American worshippers. He did this in the content of his ser-
mons (shockingly and provocatively identifying himself and anyone
else who was oppressed along with African Americans as “niggers”).
He performed public, community works that reaffirmed his commit-
ment to selflessness and the construction of a self-sustaining com-
munal lifestyle rather than being like many of the so-called “jacklegs,”
ministers whose only interest in the congregation was getting their
money for personal gain. Jones drew frequent attention to these in his
sermons. He made public space for the continuation of traditions
found in the African American religious as well as secular culture: the
full range of emotions in worship, giving testimony and bearing per-
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sonal witness of his power, for example, to heal the body. He gave
positive sanction to the African American race and culture and priv-
ileged it in the worship services. Thus it was not only the words of
his mouth, as indicated in the epigram at the beginning, or by stating
how much he had enjoyed watching people dance and run around
the building, that communicated that the black worship style would
be welcome. It was also his actions that demonstrated the important
message that helped shape and prepare the way for future occurrences
by defining the black worship style as not only acceptable but desir-
able.

Of course, the content of Jones” sermons did change over time,
with his earlier ones being far more concerned with spiritual things:
implementing a social gospel; inaugurating a communal lifestyle
based on the principles of “Christian apostolic socialism”; and sup-
porting social justice, faith healing, and so on. His later messages
seemed to center on conspiracies against not only the movement in
general but against him, its leader, in particular. Ultimately, his min-
istry changed from being one focused on the needs of the people that
he claimed to care for so deeply, to one in which he worked out his
own personal paranoia and the siege mentality that arose from that
paranoia and from his increasing drug use. The movement that had
once affirmed its African American members became the one that led
to their demise. That shift in focus was one of the factors that ulti-
mately led to the mass murders and suicides that have come to char-
acterize the names Peoples Temple, Jonestown, and even Guyana to
this day.
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T I
Breaking the Silence
Reflections of a Black Pastor

J. ALFRED SMITH

If we are to learn anything about the tragedy of Jonestown,
we must begin with an understanding that it is not about a single day
sliced out of our history. In my judgment, there was an earlier trag-
edy—pieces of which I noticed and did nothing about, pieces of which
I should have noticed and didn’t—prior to the migration of hundreds
of Peoples Temple members from San Francisco to Guyana. I believe
there were continuing tragedies in Jonestown itself leading up to 18
November 1978, even though I did not witness them. I do know that
there is another ongoing tragedy, one that causes me great pain. That
is the tragedy which stops my brothers and sisters in the black clergy
in the Bay Area from giving a voice to the grief, to the sense of be-
trayal, and to the internal struggle to understand how we played a
role in the success of Jim Jones in our midst. It is the tragedy of pro-
found and unforgivable silence.

It is time to break the silence.

THE BLACK CHURCH IN THE BAY AREA

The 1970s were a dark age for the Black Church in San Fran-
cisco. Most churches had become little more than social clubs, where
chicken dinners and raffle tickets were the only activities on the
agenda. In these houses of worship, the red carpet in the church nar-
thex became a fashion runway for the fur coat and Brooks Brothers
suit crowd. After the Sunday morning service was finished, the church
fathers would seal the buildings up tighter than Pharaoh Ramses’
tomb.
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Upward mobility was the hallmark of the African American
church establishment. Many of those churches had not yet arrived, but
still held upper-crust aspirations. For many of San Francisco’s children
of the African diaspora, Christianity was primarily a middle-class ex-
pression. And so it became for the churches as well.

As far as I could see, these churches practiced an other-worldly
Christianity that was more concerned about saving the soul than sav-
ing the environment. Their pastors preached the sweet by-and-by:
“When we get to heaven, we're going to put on our shoes. When we
get to heaven, we’re going to sing and shout. When we get to heaven,
oh, what a great time it will be.” They had little outreach to the un-
derclass. They had no ministries to address the needs of the hurting
people who made the sidewalks of San Francisco their beds and used
yesterday’s newspapers as blankets. Their followers did not want to
be bothered with the huge numbers of disenfranchised and disaffected
people around them.

Coming out of my own sense of inner integrity, I have to say, I
don’t know anything about the furniture of heaven, I don’t know any-
thing about the temperature of hell, but my very location in a com-
munity of decay and deterioration means that I know a great deal
about the nasty now-and-now. As senior pastor of the Allen Temple
Baptist Church in Oakland, I'm going to lend the stubborn ounces of
my weight toward trying to bring about social change. I'm not talking
about the social welfare that merely gives Christmas baskets and tur-
key baskets and used clothing and second-hand furniture to poor peo-
ple. I mean the work I am called to do, to try to bring about some
grassroots change.

I know—how deeply I know—that this puts this church in a mi-
nority. There are a few others, like Glide Memorial United Methodist
Church, where the Reverend Cecil Williams still serves as pastor, and
nearby Third Baptist Church, where the Reverend Amos Brown pre-
sides, but once you turn the corner past these churches, you might
have to look a long time to find another.

These scattered churches—our lonely voices almost drowned out
by the evangelistic, revivalistic, sawdust-trail, tent-meeting, salvation-
oriented invitations to Christianity—follow the prophetic line of the
Bible. Ours are the roots of Black Theology, of Liberation Theology, of
the Social Gospel movement of Walter Rauschenbusch out of Roch-
ester Seminary and the Baptist Church, and Washington Gladden out
of Williams College and the Congregational Church.

The prophetic line taps an ethical religious motivation to bring
about societal change. It tells us to service all the needs of all people
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of all ages, from the womb to the tomb. I do understand that one role
of the church is to deal with life after death, but I'm going to trust
Jesus to take care of that. The prophetic line gives us another com-
mandment, to deal with life after birth. And that’s what I'm concerned
about: life after birth.

It’s called the prophetic line because it arises from the social proph-
ets Isaiah, Micah, and Amos, who preached the word of God eight
centuries before Christ. I begin with Amos 5:24: “Then let justice surge
like water, and goodness like an unfailing stream.” And now the more
complete articulation of the tradition within Isaiah:

The Spirit of the Lord God is upon me; because the Lord hath
anointed me to preach good tidings to the poor; he hath sent me to
bind up the brokenhearted, to proclaim liberty to the captives, and
the opening of the prison to them that are bound; To proclaim the
acceptable year of the Lord ... To appoint unto them that mourn in
Zion, to give unto them beauty for ashes, the oil of joy for mourning,
the garment of praise for the spirit of heaviness; ... And they shall
build the old wastes, they shall raise up the former desolations, and
they shall repair the waste cities, the desolations of many genera-
tions. (Isaiah 61:1-4)

And of course, the prophetic line came to fruition in the gospel of
Jesus, who used this same scripture when he stood up in the Temple
to preach his inaugural sermon, and who admonished his disciples to
feed the hungry, clothe the naked, and visit the prisoner.

I am an inheritor of that tradition. This is how I define myself. I
wanted this church to be an institution that tries to service the needs
of the community. And this is what I've been about for 32 years. We've
built housing for the elderly, housing for people who are HIV-positive.
The J. Alfred Smith Skill Center trains people for jobs. We have a
ministry in anger management, where 300 men come each week, men
who’ve been guilty of domestic violence. We have the Malachi Project
to help men who have deserted their children, to get them back to
care for their children.

I think we have succeeded in ways that other churches in our
community have not. We are more than a Sunday go-to-meeting
church. If you stop at other churches, you will see locks on their doors.
If they have parking lots, you will not see cars there. But not here. We
have programs going on here all the time. The place is alive.

We have also grown. When I came, this church was a little building
on the corner of 85th Avenue and A Street. Now we take up the whole
block. The Family Life Center which houses most of our programs
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was built on top of what used to be the headquarters of the Black
Panther Party. When the Black Panthers needed to sell their place, they
decided they wanted us to have it. More than that, some of those
former Black Panthers are now part of this ministry. The chairperson
of the board of deacons for 2003 is a former Black Panther. Our radio
announcer is Bobby Seale’s sister. The way we have grown tells me
not only how much we respect the community, but also how it re-
spects us in turn.

THE PREACHING OF PEOPLES TEMPLE

There was another minister who claimed the prophetic line in
San Francisco during the 1970s. Jim Jones arrived and stretched out
his hand to the hurting, the poor, and the broken. He opened the doors
of his house of worship, and to those whom Jesus referred to as the
least of these, he said “Come.” He answered the call to social justice
that most mainline churches of the time had abandoned, forgotten, or
never even heeded. The letterhead of his church, Peoples Temple,
identified him with the Disciples of Christ, but it was the Temple’s
commitment to Jesus’ Parable of the Last Judgment—which also ap-
peared on the letterhead for all to see—that commanded allegiance
and admiration.

He spoke persuasively, so 1 believed—or at least convinced myself
to believe—that he spoke sincerely. Most importantly and impres-
sively, he used the same metaphorical, theological language and vo-
cabulary that I used, that Cecil Williams and Amos Brown used, that
Martin Luther King Jr. used, speaking with the thunder of the histor-
ical prophetic line of the Black Church. The rapport I felt with my
black brethren in the faith, I suddenly felt for a white man.

The rapport we all had, the bond we all felt, did not come about
by accident. And when I say that Jim Jones spoke our language, I'm
not just talking about his enunciation of the prophetic line. I'm talking
about his rhetorical style.

I don’t know who influenced Jones as a young man back in In-
diana, but he must have been around some black preachers, and he
must have listened, and he certainly learned. There’s a difference be-
tween the Anglo style of preaching and the black style, and you can’t
learn it from a book or a classroom. You have to experience it.

The Anglo style emerges from the seminary. It’s more cognitive. It
has a goal of imparting information, information, information. And
there’s a very straightforward manner to it. It has to proceed from
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Introduction to Roman numeral I, then A under that, and points under
that. It becomes so mechanistic. There’s no soul. And it has a clock on
it. You go to a white service, and you see what happens if the preacher
doesn’t finish what he has to say in 20 minutes. People get restless,
they look at their watches, they don’t hide their yawns.

Black preaching comes out of our oral tradition, because our ear-
liest preachers did not know how to read. Our earliest preachers heard
the white clergy read. They remembered the stories, they embellished
the story. They worked with the story. They romanced the story. They
experienced the story.

African American preaching has a tendency to produce an event,
to help people experience an event, or to experience truth. So when
the preacher talks about the cross—"“Were you there when they cru-
cified my Lord?”—you end up listening to the way he or she paints
the picture, the imagery, until everyone in the congregation can say,
“Yes, I was there.” Because you were there. It's an experience of the
truth.

And it’s a joint experience, known as “call and response,” between
preacher and congregation. My congregation reacts to what I say, but
they don'’t just follow me. It becomes a conversation. They encourage
me, they push me, and when they talk back to me in a continuous
voice, that means I'm doing well. Because it’s true, I may think I know
the general direction I'm heading when I start out, but it’s my con-
gregation that lets me know when I'm reaching them and when I'm
not.

The black oral tradition as reflected in the black preaching style
also doesn’t concern itself with time as much as white churches do.
It’s not that black churches allow the preachers more time. Rather, it’s
that both the preacher and the congregation have the freedom to sus-
pend time to develop where we want to go.

Great preaching is like playing a musical instrument. When you
look at a text, you have to look at it as you would look at a piece of
music, and see whether it is in a major mood or a minor mood,
whether it’s joyful or whether it’s ecstatic, or whether it’s mournful,
whether it’s like the blues. The sermon should have a theme. There
should be improvisation. There are movements. And when you close
out, you bring it home. I have learned more about preaching from
listening to music than I have from academia.

Jim Jones knew that. He felt it. He understood it. He captured it.
He worked his story and his message, and he worked his congrega-
tion. He asked for his followers to respond, and they responded, and
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he gave them more, just like any black preacher would. In fact, if you
closed your eyes and just listened to him preach, you would swear
you were listening to a black man.

Let me stay with music to illustrate what I mean. I come out of
Kansas City, Missouri. Music is a part of my early experience. I have
pictures around my study of John Coltrane and Miles Davis. I used
to see the jam sessions with Count Basie. I also used to listen to a
great tenor saxophone player named Flip Phillips, who played with
Woody Herman. They had that great song, “Woodchopper’s Ball,”
with Flip Phillips taking off on that tenor so low, and if you didn’t
see him playing, you would say he was black. When people heard
him on the radio, they would fight over whether that was a black man
playing. But Flip Phillips was white.

Jim Jones was like that too. He had the gift of communicating with
black people. He didn’t communicate in the sterile way of the semi-
nary. He didn’t follow the sterile texts. No, if you listen to Jones’ ser-
mons, you can hear him following the rhythms and cadences to match
the beating of the human heart.

THE TEACHING OF PEOPLES TEMPLE

Jim Jones first called me in 1976, during a very difficult time
in my ministry. I had been serving as the pastor of the Allen Temple
Baptist Church for seven years. The church had experienced tremen-
dous growth, but we had suffered growing pains too. The open door
between this historic Baptist institution and the community was
swinging both ways, and I found myself involved in local problems—
and local politics—more than my predecessor had and, in some ways,
more that the longtime members of the church thought I should. Still,
when people found themselves abused by the police, we stood by
their side. When people felt themselves cut apart from the political
establishment, we invited the establishment in the form of the mayor
to come down to the ghetto to hear them. We were already working
with the Black Panthers to create a safer, cleaner neighborhood.

As Allen Temple grew, my name began to appear in the newspa-
pers with frequency. Through some act of providence, I became one
of the most recognizable clergypersons in the San Francisco Bay re-
gion. I was well known for my position as a thermostat in society, as
opposed to being a thermometer. My church and I labored to correct
the moral climate in Oakland as it pertained to the poor, rather than
to simply mirror it. You could count on us to upset the apple cart.

It seemed as though my efforts were misunderstood. Even people
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within the church thought I was too militant. They could not under-
stand why I believed that the church should build housing for the
elderly and host job fairs for the underemployed, why the church
should implement programs to tutor African American and Latino
youth in the disciplines of science and mathematics.

I also received criticism from the other African American preachers
in Oakland. They wanted to know whether I was a communist. They
wanted to know whether I was saved. They wanted to know whether
I really preached the gospel. They did not think that a pastor should
point out the misdeeds of the land he loved. Because I criticized Amer-
ica’s insensitivity to the have-nots, these men wanted to know if I was
a good American. They labeled me a “troublemaker” and a “radical.”

And, of course, I felt the ire of the power structure which, as I
understood it, had been elected to make life better for all the people
of the city. At one point in a crowded city council meeting, the mayor
became so angry with me, he abruptly turned his chair around so that
his back faced my church members and me. I was unmoved, but I
was growing weary.

Jim Jones’ telephone call, with his sweet words of encouragement,
was a balm to me against the smoke and flames of that fiery furnace.
He said that he had become aware of the work that I was doing in
East Oakland and had a very positive opinion of me. He said he
wanted to meet me face to face.

I went to visit him at Peoples Temple in the Fillmore District of
San Francisco. It was a huge, converted synagogue situated in a tough
neighborhood. The Reverend Jones came across as a very friendly
man, a godly man. He dressed and behaved like a normal pastor of
a mainline church. Jones talked to me with the wisdom and clarity of
theology that one of my seminary professors might have possessed.
He could make a point without becoming bombastic.

He asked, “What can I do to help you? Is there anything I could
do to help you? I hear good things about you. I read good things
about you. I know what the needs are, and here you are, endeavoring
to carry on a ministry like Jesus. What can I do?”

I thought to myself that this man was a godsend. Over the years
I had accumulated a number of social justice prayers which I very
much desired to see in print. I told him that I had tried to get my
little book of prayers published, but everywhere I went, doors
slammed in my face. All I needed was a little bit of money to get the
book published.

Jones said, “I will have them printed for you, Reverend Smith. I
won't even charge you for this. Consider it a gift.” And he made good



146 | J. ALFRED SMITH

on his word. In 1978, Peoples Temple published In The Name Of Our
Elder Brother.

My joy of that day was diluted, though, by something I noticed
on my way to the parking lot after meeting the Reverend Jones. A
short little lady walked up and talked to me. That’s when I learned
that he had people living there at the church. And I remember think-
ing, this building held more than a church. There was a type of com-
mune there too. This caused me some apprehension. It planted a seed
of doubt, but it was a tiny seed, and that was all.

In a way, that encounter was like everything else about Peoples
Temple. Whenever I heard of them at their best, I would learn about
something else that dulled the luster. But whenever I picked up the
rumors of some troubling impropriety or activity, the next thing I
heard would turn the spotlight back to what they were doing for their
troubled community. Throughout the time Peoples Temple was in San
Francisco, the intimations that something wasn’t right would surface,
and then go back down, then come back up and go back down. I
think they surfaced permanently just before everyone left for Guyana,
but who knows? If they’d stayed, maybe the ebb and flow would have
continued until people figured out what they had to have found out
in Jonestown: that Jim Jones wasn’t what he seemed.

While I want to reiterate that I am writing from my own perspec-
tive, I need to add in total honesty that all of us were taken in, because
all of us wanted to do what Jones seemed to be doing. We may all
want to remember just the misgivings we had about Jim Jones and to
overlook the ways we tried to forge mutual and reciprocal bonds with
him, but those bonds were there. Listen to the words of the Reverend
Cecil Williams, who concluded a broadcast conversation with Jim
Jones in this way:

Here’s a man, I have to tell you, I think he’s a genius, I think
he’s a prophet. He’s charismatic. He’s one of our great leaders. I'm
glad to be associated with you. Brother, we're going to stay together,
because I know, if I stay with you, we’re going to make it. We’ll bring
about justice. Walk that walk, and talk that talk. And be that be, and
love that love, and struggle that struggle. Look for us. We'll be there.

When Jones and his followers left for Jonestown, they left quietly.
I did not even know that he was in Guyana until the terrible reports
of mass suicide came interrupting the morning news telecasts. How-
ever, he had said something the day I visited him that should have
given me a clue as to what was on his mind. He said, “If America
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ever becomes repressive and follows the path of Nazi Germany and
turns against people of color, we will have a place to go.” I thought
perhaps he was using rhetoric to impress me with the fact that he was
leaning to the left theologically. After all, it was something that had
been said about me.

As I reflect on Jim Jones today, I am reminded of Matthew 7:15 in
the New Testament: “Beware of false prophets, which come to you in
sheep’s clothing, but inwardly they are ravening wolves.” The issue
is, was he a wolf all along, or did he change? What happened to
change him? When did he become the wolf? At the time I met him,
he convinced me that he was authentic. I heard him speak the words
of the prophetic tradition. He could say just what I'm saying, and say
it convincingly. Maybe I was naive, but I judged him by the way I
judged myself. That’s one of the mistakes that I made. I allowed my-
self to be blinded by his works. I didn’t check him out. I didn’t try to
get to know him. But now I really believe that he knew all the time
that he was taking us for a ride. I don’t think something cataclysmic
happened to him that made him detour. I can’t prove that. The truth
is, I don’t know. I don’t know. I don’t know.

I do know that his message changed. When he began his ministry
in Indianapolis, he preached with passion and fervor, urging, implor-
ing, daring the members of his church to accept the invitation to pick
up the cross of Jesus. Even when he was in San Francisco, he would
draw people in with the Christian message. After the deaths in Guy-
ana, though, we began to hear stories about what really happened
during some of the services. More than once, Reverend Jones threw
the Bible to the floor and said, “Too many people are looking at this
instead of me.” He told Archie Jjames, a black assistant minister of
Peoples Temple, “You go out and preach about me, and I'll back it up
with miracles.” But even when he changed his message, he didn’t
change his style. That was his delivery wagon. He was able to bring
people along with him across the country from Indiana, down from
Ukiah to San Francisco and Los Angeles, and eventually to Guyana,
because he kept the same style. The problem was that eventually, peo-
ple responded only to the style of preaching instead of what he had
to say. The delivery wagon had become more important than the gro-
ceries.

His fatal flaw was his own proclamation that he was God. But
more than that, he said, everyone was God. When he did that, he
forgot who he was working for. He lost his humility. In its place, he
put forward the ego that corrupted him. And when I say “ego,” I
mean he Edged God Out.
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That’s what saves most of my brothers and sisters in the church
from becoming like Jim Jones. It’s true, there is an occupational hazard
that makes us want to play God, that makes us forget that we’re not
God. We can become so mechanistic in doing our job as preachers that
we lose the sense of the sacred and we start to think of ourselves as
the sacred. But most of us are able to remain in touch with our fra-
gility. We know that saints have to take baths, and saints have to use
the toilet, and saints have to use deodorant.

THE PEOPLE OF PEOPLES TEMPLE

I do think it is important to separate the people of Peoples
Temple from Jim Jones, and to talk about the similarities and differ-
ences between the congregation at Peoples Temple and those of black
churches in San Francisco and Oakland.

Peoples Temple had a unique presence in San Francisco, but it
would have been unique anywhere. By that I mean that most
churches—including Allen Temple Baptist Church—draw their con-
gregations from their surrounding neighborhoods. The congregation
may change over the years as the neighborhood flourishes and decays
and revitalizes, or as the church offers different ministries and services
to respond to local problems or address national concerns, or as dif-
ferent preachers bring their own style of worship to the pulpit. But
Allen Temple Baptist Church was born as an African church. My con-
gregation is mainly African American. The church is located in an
African American neighborhood. And I am located in the heart of this
community, both physically and spiritually.

Peoples Temple was different. It had changed locations more than
once. It had remnants of its Indianapolis roots as a Holiness church
tempered in the fires of the Civil Rights movement, and there were
several families, black and white, from its intentionally integrated con-
gregation from those early days. There were people, mainly white,
who were attracted to Jones” message of peace, equality, and broth-
erhood when the church made its home near the small northern Cal-
ifornia town of Ukiah. Then there were the people whom Peoples
Temple ministered to in San Francisco, families in need, mainly poor,
mainly African American, many of them elderly, many of them mi-
grants themselves to San Francisco from rural areas of southern and
border states. It was an interracial congregation then, in part because
of the people Jones had attracted along the way, in part because of
the places that the church made its several homes.

We can make other contrasts, though, and I would certainly offer
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Allen Temple Baptist Church as an example of that contrast, in part
because of the many other ways we mirrored what was going on
within Peoples Temple.

Our church was rapidly growing at the same time that Peoples
Temple was growing. Our growth was coming from everywhere, but
principally from three sources. We were able to attract the youth. We
were able to bring back people who had been disenchanted with the
church and who decided to return and try it one more time. And we
were able to attract people who had previously been unchurched but
who were drawn to the social activism of our ministry. I remember
more than once, when I would be asked to give the invocation at the
Urban League dinner, that people would come to me afterwards and
say, “Where is your church? Do you preach like you pray?” I would
invite them to come see for themselves, and they would come. And
then they would come again and again.

We also lost a number of people who did not respond to my social
gospel ministry. Folks have said, well, he doesn’t preach the gospel. I
want to go where they’re going to preach the Bible. By that, they mean
that all they wanted to hear was scripture, and what it meant when
it was written, but with no application as to what it means now. If I
were to bring up the president during a sermon—which I do—and
castigate his policies when they need castigation—which I do—they
would say, you're not a preacher, you're a politician, you shouldn’t
talk like that. These are the people who attend church if the preacher
gives them religion as an emotional catharsis. For these brothers and
sisters, Karl Marx was profoundly correct when he wrote that religion
was the “opiate of the masses.” But if they were looking for a narcotic
with which to anesthetize themselves, they realized they wouldn’t
find it with me.

There were some other old-timers who were frightened by our
rapid growth. They heard about the way Peoples Temple was growing
too, and they knew about my earlier interactions with Jim Jones. They
began to wonder if I was that kind of person. After all, Jim Jones
preached the same social ministry that I did. Jim Jones preached all
of the biblical truths upon which I had staked my very soul. I was
young and charismatic—and if I'm no longer young, I do hope I still
have charisma—but the combination and the example across the Bay
in the form of Jim Jones made people question if I was a cult leader.
But there were also enough people around who could sense that I was
not like him, that I was not building a church around me, that my
style of leadership was more democratic, that my call was to bring
people to their God and their community, not to renounce them.
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Still, I knew that telling some of these old-timers that I wasn’t a
cult leader was not sufficient. I had to show them. What I had to do
was to stretch myself, to hold on to them, while trying to honor others.
And it worked. We were able to do that because we had some of what
the old crowd wanted in worship, and we had some of what the new
crowd wanted in worship.

THE MINISTRY OF PEOPLES TEMPLE

If the history of Peoples Temple gave it a unique congregation
when it came to town, there’s no denying that it continued to build,
and to reach out, and to continue its growth and transformation where
it found itself newly planted. In that way, Peoples Temple wasn't sep-
arate or different from black churches as much as it was separate and
different from all churches.

The Temple had members with good jobs, well-paying jobs, pro-
fessional jobs, because Jim Jones brought them in. He was smart. He
was no fool. When it was necessary, he would play the anti-intellectual
card. He would say in his sermons, “We don’t need any of those col-
lege professors in here.” But when he needed to prove the intellectual
integrity of his message and his ministry, he was quick to call out the
names of the professors and teachers who stood by him. Jim Jones
would rail against the government in his sermons, but there were
members of the Temple in city government, county government, state
government, people he could turn to in a single heartbeat and ask to
get things done on behalf of his people. Jim Jones would blast the
legal system that locked up minorities and the economic system that
condemned them to poverty, but he had lawyers and accountants who
could manage the Temple’s affairs from within the church. Jim Jones
would sprinkle his sermons with references to innumerable faith heal-
ings and resurrections from the dead, but his congregation included
nurses and care home administrators who tended to the elderly and
sick and made sure they had decent housing, adequate health care,
and companionship. And he intended these professional resources to
grow, with students attending college with the benefit of Temple fi-
nancing.

But the majority of his members were the people who came to the
Temple in need. And I'll be blunt about this. If you're hungry, you
need food. And Jones provided it. So they came, and they stayed.

Let me also say this about his followers: they were sincere. They
weren’t what the missionaries to China used to call “rice Christians,”
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the people who would stick around for a sermon because they knew
they would get something to eat when it was over. They weren't like
people in the Bowery or the Mission, who knew they would get a
meal if they sat through a bad sermon. No, these people were really
genuine. They were coming because their needs—first their basic hu-
man needs, and then, through the church, their need for a caring com-
munity—were being met.

The Gospel of Luke tells us that John the Baptist asked Jesus
through his disciples, “Are you the one? Are you for real? Or should
we look for somebody else?” And Jesus replied, “Go and tell John
what you have seen and heard: the blind regain their sight, the lame
walk, lepers are cleansed, the deaf hear, the dead are raised, the poor
have the good news proclaimed to them.” That’s what Jim Jones said
he would do for his followers, and he did enough that they believed
the rest.

It hurts me to say that, because this is where we as the San Fran-
cisco Bay Area Christian community must shoulder a portion of the
blame for Jim Jones” success. If more African American churches had
built holistic ministries rooted in justice, Jones would have not been
able to find a toehold in San Francisco. If my African American pastor
peers had met the needs of the people, instead of just preaching about
them, Jim Jones would not have flourished in San Francisco. The peo-
ple of our community wanted their needs met, and they needed them
met right then. They were not waiting for some eschatological heaven.
There was a vacuum of services, and Jim Jones filled it. He acted much
like the Black Panther Party in this town, which filled a vacuum.

The Bay Area Christian community did not offer services along
with the sermons. In that way, they—we—helped to create Jim Jones.

The black pastors know this truth, but we can’t talk about it, even
to each other. Even a quarter-century after Jim Jones took all those
people to Guyana—why, oh why, my Lord, did he take them to Guy-
ana?—we still can’t talk about it. And the reason we can’t is we’'d
have to begin the conversation with an acknowledgment of our re-
sponsibility. More than that, we’d have to acknowledge the conver-
sations that we did have back then, when we complained about Jones’
ability to draw black folk from our own pews. Here was this man,
coming and taking our people, but we didn’t talk about the theology
of Peoples Temple that might have disturbed us, and we didn’t talk
about the ways we could duplicate the social services that Peoples
Temple offered. No, instead we talked about our own growing con-
gregations and the terrible competition that Peoples Temple repre-
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sented to that growth. After the deaths in Guyana we were stunned—
shamed—into silence. Even now, it pains me to speak of our failings,
our missed opportunities, our culpability in this tragedy.

THE WHITENESS OF JIM JONES

Without minimizing anything I've said before, I do need to
add one aspect of the Peoples Temple minister which we could not
control, which we could not change, which we could do nothing
about: Jim Jones was a white man. Especially for his elderly followers,
there was an authority that a white leader has that the most educated
black man can’t have. It is a thriving vestige of racism that damages
the black community and—to my way of thinking—damages the
white community too.

In this case, though, there was an even more powerful combination
at work. Jim Jones had both the authority of being white and the
rhythm and the cadence of the preaching style of black. The combi-
nation drew black people to the church, and it kept them in the
church. They not only had a man who could speak their language,
they also had a white leader who could speak the language of the
dominant society. And they knew it. They knew they could move
forward with that church more than they could with any other. They
suddenly had the strength, power, and influence of being white.

There’s a similar phenomenon in America right now as it relates
to charismatic churches. They are all led by white ministers. And they
have blacks, although not necessarily poor blacks, as Peoples Temple
did. They’re not a part so much of the administration, but they are a
part of the music, the choirs, the celebration, the liturgy. They have a
prominent role there, even if that role is to set the stage for this dy-
namic white preacher. Jim Jones understood this dynamic and knew
that even as his leadership gave his black congregants power, their
presence—their sheer numbers—gave him power.

A BLACK CHURCH?

Even though Jim Jones had a large black following—reflected
most tragically in the percentage of blacks among the dead in Jones-
town—I am reluctant to characterize Peoples Temple as a black
church. A black church is rooted in the community, its strength per-
colating up from the foundation of that community. Its members may
travel around the country on behalf of the church, and it may even
have a national presence, but it will remain part of its home com-
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munity. It certainly would be impossible for a black church to accept
the defeat that a move to a foreign country would represent.

The leader of a black church must also have the power. It's a power
that eludes definition, a power that can only be demonstrated—per-
haps “illuminated” is a better word—through the example of Martin
Luther King. When Dr. King came to town, the pastors showed up.
And even today, when Jesse Jackson comes on the scene, the pastors
show up. Pastors that I never see otherwise show up. Fellows drop
what they’re doing. Jesse’s popularity may not be as great as Dr.
King’s, but when he comes, we show up. When we show up, some
of our people show up also. And it is through us that Jesse has a
platform or a base. But Jim Jones did not have that kind of a base.
His base did not go beyond Peoples Temple.

In some ways, I am also hesitant to describe Peoples Temple as a
church at all. It certainly had the trappings of a church, the offices
and rituals and robes and music of a church. But it fell away from
any kind of religious message. And because everything in the Temple
was invested in one man, it could not—and it did not—survive his
death.

Let me return to Allen Temple Baptist Church as an illustration of
what I mean. Allen Temple was a church when I arrived 32 years ago,
and it will be a church after I leave. It has grown in part because of
the message that I preach. The people have responded to the message
that I preach. Part of that response is in their taking leadership roles
within the church. And that’s one thing that separates us from Peoples
Temple.

I mentioned earlier that I have a more democratic leadership style
than Jim Jones. My style is to try to empower people, empower peo-
ple, empower people. We have a prison ministry; I don’t run it. We
have an AIDS ministry; I don’t run it. We have a job training center;
I don’t run it. We have a skills center; I don’t run it. We have tutorial
programs, we have a children’s minister, we have a youth minister,
we have a senior citizens ministry, and I don’t run any of them. We
have a Latino pastor on the church staff, we have a minister’s training
program, and I don’t supervise them. But I launched all of them. It
was my leadership that got them started, and I keep them encouraged
and keep them inspired.

I don’t have anything to do with the money. When they bring a
check to me in the service and say we want to present a certain
amount to the pastor from some community association, for a tutorial
or for a scholarship, I say, “Wait while I call a trustee,” because I never
even touch the checks.
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After I retire, other people will be able to provide the leadership
and the inspiration and the encouragement, because we have a long-
range planning committee that’s studying the future needs of the
church. It will be a seamless transition from me to my successor and
to where the church will go. I won’t have to worry about the program
dying, because it’s not built around me. They’re studying how to build
on the foundation that the church has right now, the foundation that
would be there if I left tomorrow. Peoples Temple did not build a
foundation, and it left nothing after it died.

WHEN RELIGION BECOMES SIN

There’s a hillside at Evergreen Cemetery in Oakland, beneath
which rest the remains of hundreds of people—mainly children—who
died in Guyana and who were never identified or whose bodies were
never claimed. I was summoned as one of the pastors to deliver a
eulogy, to offer words of comfort, solace, hope. Over the years, I have
spoken at more funerals than I can remember. But I remember this
one. Sometimes, the family can turn the graveside ceremony into a
cauldron of human emotion. That did not happen on this inclement
day. The mourners seemed numb. They stared at me in disbelief as if
to ask, “Who are you, and what are we all doing here?” I saw emp-
tiness in the sockets of their eyes. They were a people beyond sorrow.
I shudder to recall it even this many years later.

I preached a sermon on that occasion entitled “When Religion Be-
comes Sin.” I spoke about the justice of God. I believe we need to do
everything in our power to struggle for justice in this life, but I told
the mourners that we are not always successful, that justice does not
always arrive in this life. Oftentimes, God rewards his children in the
world to come. I do believe in eternal life. I told the mourners that,
too.

I'have had plenty of opportunities to reflect back on that time, and
I feel I have learned a few things.

I have learned that true prophetic religion must always create a
space for critical analysis and reflection prior to the enactment of social
justice. The failure to do so will always result in the exchange of one
oppressive pharaoh for another.

I have learned that the potential for evil is latent in the best of us.
There’s so much bad in the best of us, and so much good in the worst
of us. And that defines the human predicament. When we think that
we have flowered into a culture where there is a garden of Eden, we
find out that Eden is not a perfect environment. Because there’s a
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serpent there. Germany, the home of great culture and music and lit-
erature and philosophy and education, produced a Hitler. We may
think that we have taken an upward step, but I view it more like
Sisyphus trying to get the stone up the mountain, and he stumbles,
and he and the rock fall again to the bottom of the slope. I have
learned that the struggle to become human will always remain a per-
petual struggle, and we have to always pray, “Lead us not into temp-
tation, but deliver us from evil.”

I have learned that the growing anti-intellectualism of the African
American church is inexcusable. Black people who desire that their
medical professionals have knowledge of the latest technological ad-
vancements in the field of medicine, and who desire that their finan-
cial planners have impeccable educational credentials, should always
look into the training and background of the man or woman in the
pulpit. But they don’t, so that anti-intellectualism is still there. It is
still there. If we would visit an African American ministerial associ-
ation, you would discover that 80 percent of the men call themselves
“Doctor.” But the inconsistency is that they are anti-intellectual. But
yet you've insulted them if you don’t call them “Doctor.”

On the other side of the coin, the fellows in the church with no
training are suspicious of those of us who paid our dues, who made
the sacrifices. Our church has been stigmatized as the bourgeois
church. “Allen Temple is bourgeoisie,” they say, “you don’t want to
go there.” They say, “Pastor Smith pastors out of a book,” and they
don’t mean the Bible. They’re talking about my library.

I have associates who are college and seminary graduates. They
write. But they have no pulpit. But a fellow with a little money can
go right down to a storefront in East Oakland and rent it, call himself
“Doctor,” get him some drums, some tambourines, some musicians,
and he’s in business. He'll take advantage of the people who are look-
ing for the wrong thing in a preacher. They want a preacher that will
make them feel good. Not to think. That troubles me. That troubles
me. That troubles me. I feel it as sharply now as I felt it 32 years ago.

There is, of course, another trend that arises from this anti-
intellectualism, and that is the trend toward prosperity Christianity,
the packages that merely market religion to strive for the unholy dol-
lar rather than deal with any ethical concern whatsoever.

I am deeply concerned about younger pastors and seminarians
who are impressed with the mega-church movement, which says that
if a church is very large, it is good, and so all of the ministers’ efforts
go into building a big church. I am concerned about some of the
younger pastors and seminarians who are not only sexist and homo-
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phobic and materialistic, but who instead of preaching the gospel of
prophetic Christianity, preach a prosperity gospel from Sunday to
Sunday. Unless they change, they leave the door wide open for an-
other Jim Jones to appear with false messianic hopes.

Unfortunately, the seminaries are contributing to the problem
rather than solving it. In my opinion, the staff of a seminary has a
responsibility to make sure it trains preachers who could lead a child
in today’s world. But there’s a gap between the town and the gown.
And many of the fellows who do the teaching don’t want to have
anything to do with the preaching, and by that I mean the parish
church. They look down on the parish church, they make fun of the
parish church, they make fun of parish preachers. They even have the
audacity to say to seminary students who are not so bright, “You
would make a good pastor.”

So the anti-intellectualism comes from both directions. And the
result is that many of our churches still do not have a theology. They
cling only to a shallow moralism. They have shut the door that hinges
between reason and faith.

We have lost many of those whom W. E. B. Du Bois called “the
talented tenth.” The educated lost now wander down the corridors of
sophistication and materialism and narcissism, or they embrace the
hip-hop rap gangsta mentality that preaches a different gospel. They
no longer accept the invitation to pick up the cross of Jesus, because
they don’t hear it, because no one in the churches—and definitely no
one outside the church—wants to talk about the sweat and blood and
sacrifice and loss we must endure before we reach the reward. We just
want the reward.

GRIEF AND RESPONSIBILITY

But what’s more important than what we’ve learned is what
we have not learned. I wrote before of the conversation that we in the
black clergy have not had. We are afraid of acknowledging our re-
sponsibility, yes, but we are also afraid of expressing our grief. And
so we have bottled it up inside. It’s ironic that we are so encouraging,
so insistent, that the families in our congregations do their grief work
after a loss, and yet here we are, a quarter-century later, trained in
counseling and experienced with death, and we have not yet learned
how to do our own grief work over the deaths in Jonestown. Even
now. Because if we had, we would have some paradigms to make
sure that it would not happen again. You hear the Jews saying in
response to the Holocaust, “Never again!” But because we have not
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done our grief work, because we have not looked at the Jim Jones
phenomenon critically, and because we have not examined our own
implication in the whole process, we have not come forth with a syn-
thesis to determine what preventive steps we need to take to ensure
that this never happens again. And we thereby leave the door open
for it to happen again, and again, and again, and again.

So this would be my challenge to the new generation of black
ministers coming onto the scene in the Bay Area. The older genera-
tion—my generation—has demonstrated that we are incapable of
processing, much less understanding, Jim Jones. It's my challenge to
the ones who follow to pick up the pieces that we didn't.

The new generation does not have to shoulder our burdens of
responsibility for the success of Jim Jones, for the emigration of the
members of Peoples Temple to Guyana, for the deaths in Jonestown.
The new generation does not have to explain or justify or defend or
weep or examine their own failings on these issues. They do not have
to linger behind the wall of silence.

This, then, is my call to action. This is my pained plea to the new
generation of African American men and women. We need to go deep
within ourselves to bring forth evidence of the intellectual respect-
ability of the whole religious experience. Within the context of that
dimension, we need to question what it was within the Black Church
that Jim Jones addressed and that we didn’t.

And when we come to terms with that, when we reach an under-
standing, when we can name the poison that drew our people away
as surely and insidiously as the poison in Jonestown that took so many
of our brothers and sisters, we will finally confront the power that Jim
Jones had, and we will know how to defeat it.

And we will have broken the silence.

Amen.
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America Was Not Hard to Find

MUHAMMED ISATAH KENYATTA

In these, our troubling times, I find no clearer signal of God’s
call to repentance than the phenomenon called Jonestown. Whether
American Christians comprehended Jonestown may well determine
their answer to an important question: Did those nine hundred shed
the fertile blood of martyrs, or did they do nothing more than add
another pointless footnote to the annals of bizarre decadence which
chronicle these last days of the American empire?

As Christians, our only authenticity is in living and telling the
greatest Good News. We should therefore know better than any others
that transcendent significance is not simply in events. It is also in the
stories that illuminate the meaning of events. So whether Jonestown
is merely superfluous evidence of the banality of evil or becomes a
precious lesson which renews our faith depends largely upon our ar-
ticulate understanding of these nine hundred lives and deaths. But
beyond that, our understanding of Jonestown hangs on the cross of
our understanding of ourselves and on our call to continual witness
in America.

First, we need to look squarely at the bare facts, unadorned by the
meanings ascribed to them in pop journalism.

Peoples Temple embraced two congregations affiliated with the
Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) communion or “denomination.”
These two, one in California and one in Guyana, are reported to have
been among the five largest congregations of the Disciples. Pastor

This article first appeared in The Other Side 93 (June 1979), and is reprinted
by permission. The ellipses which appear are in the original.



America Was Not Hard to Find | 159

James Jones, by all indications, was a minister in good standing within
his denomination. The Disciples have long been recognized as a bona
fide ecclesiastical body, according to secular law and to the maxims of
various local, national, and international Protestant ecumenical group-
ings.

Peoples Temple was no more or less legitimately Christian than
many other local churches, be they Episcopalian or Southern Baptist
or United Methodist or Lutheran or African Methodist Episcopal or
what-have-you. Disclaimers after the fact that Peoples Temple was a
renegade cult are both self-serving sophistry and conspicuously hyp-
ocritical exercises in self-denial when propounded by less-than-
Christian American Christians.

Furthermore, Christians ought to be very wary of attempts to min-
imize the significance of Jonestown. Some do this by scapegoating
James Jones as a mind-manipulating, charismatic leader. (I'm using
the term charismatic in the sociological sense.)

American Protestant Christianity, especially as expressed by the
poor and marginalized classes, is notoriously inclined toward the el-
evation of charismatic personalities. But we cannot, with integrity, nail
James Jones to the cross of the cult of personality. For if we do, we
must also raise the hammer to such cherished figures as Billy Graham
and Martin Luther King Jr. (not to mention such lesser lights as Chuck
Colson, James Cone, William Sloane Coffin, or our favorite local
preacher).

What we do know is that Jones and Peoples Temple undertook a
ministry largely focused on the poor, on oppressed minorities, and on
others alienated from mainstream U.S.A. We know that ministry flour-
ished (if the numbers of adherents and the dollar value of contribu-
tions are indices of successful ministry). And numbers and money are
appropriate measures of evangelical success and commitment, if we
are to believe the wide range of effective media campaigns with which
we are regularly bombarded. (I think of the efforts of such diverse
ministries as those of Robert Schuller, Tom Skinner Associates, the
Christian Broadcasting Network, the Presbyterian Major Mission
Fund, and many others.)

Of course, numbers and money are not the only signs of effective
ministry. All of the aforementioned (and the vast majority of Chris-
tians) also affirm our responsibility to heed the charge of our risen
Lord, who said, “Feed my sheep.” Contemporary missions, from the
Voice of Calvary in Mississippi to the World Council of Churches’
Program to Combat Racism, recommend themselves to us. And they
recommend themselves to us as creative models of sheep-feeding in
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the context of current social realities. So, too, do efforts like Bread for
the World or the American Friends Service Committee or the Ameri-
can Committee on Africa, all of which owe their inception to impulses
of Christian service.

Additionally, there are more traditional approaches to Christian
service. I think of Catholic Charities, Oral Roberts University, church-
affiliated schools and hospitals, settlement houses of varying denom-
inational genesis, and the plethora of hunger programs. Whether in-
novative or traditional, ameliorative or reformist, these approaches
share a common understanding. They all affirm that our faith lives in
our works for and among those in need.

On this score, none can deny that Peoples Temple compiled a com-
mendable record of socially good works and progressive social ad-
vocacy. If the needy themselves are in any way appropriate judges,
then Peoples Temple stood in quite favorable judgment.

Further, we know that Peoples Temple became, in part, a pilgrim
church. Following a tradition at least as time-hallowed as the colonial
settlements symbolized by Plymouth Rock, a large contingent of Peo-
ples Temple uprooted itself from its native land. It set out to a frontier
place in the hopes of better perfecting the practice of its faith. Just as
the pilgrims of U.S. folklore migrated to the New World, so these
Peoples Temple settlers migrated toward the attraction of virgin ter-
ritory and away from perceived persecution.

To the credit of Peoples Temple, its leaders did not do as the Eu-
ropean colonists did in their New World; that is, unlike the European
Christians who brought genocide and race slavery, Peoples Temple
secured permission from legitimate authority before colonizing Guy-
ana’s jungle. And once there it manifested a multiracial familyhood
in sharp variance to the racist society from which Peoples Temple had
fled.

It may be helpful to note something about the settlement policy of
the Guyanese government. I was privileged to hear this policy delin-
eated by Prime Minister Forbes Burnham when he met with a group
of U.S. blacks in Guyana in 1970.

Guyana is a multiracial nation. It includes descendants of African
slaves, descendants of indentured servants from the Indian subconti-
nent of Asia, descendants of European colonizers, remnants of various
native American populations, and assorted other descendants from
various subject peoples of the old British empire.

Slavery and imperialist domination has strongly characterized
Guyana’s history. So has conflict between subject peoples—notably
African Guyanese and Hindu Guyanese. In 1970, when Guyana de-
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clared itself a “cooperative republic,” it set for itself twin goals. One
was ending foreign economic domination. And the other was ending
internal ethnic conflict.

The Burnham government has been influenced largely by the
Christianized cultural inclinations of the politically dominant African
population. It has also sought an alternative path to socialism, diver-
gent from the doctrinaire Marxism espoused by Guyana’s major op-
position party.

In this political and cultural context, and confronted with the de-
mographic reality of huge expanses of underpopulated jungle areas,
the Burnham government evolved a policy of welcoming settlers.
These settlers would contract to undertake development of wilderness
areas on a cooperative economic basis. (This policy blends character-
istics of homesteading with cooperative economic schemes such as
those used by John Perkins in rural Mississippi today.)

Thus, there is nothing surprising or sinister about the terms under
which Guyana welcomed Peoples Temple. Peoples Temple had all the
right things going for it. It had an anti-capitalist bias, commitment to
cooperative ownership, multiracial composition, and a profession of
Christian communalism reminiscent of the early church described in
Acts.

Moreover, the Peoples Temple settlement was approximately 70
percent black. That very significant fact surely could not have been
lost to Guyanese observers, keenly aware of the vicious racism which
still oppresses U.S. blacks.

Had the Peoples Temple story continued along these visible lines,
it would have stood as a challenge to the majority of North American
Christians. It would have called us to take seriously the holistic mes-
sage of our faith.

Think about it:

A band of Christian pilgrims and social visionaries leaves the ghet-
tos and spiritual catacombs of a decadent empire. A called-out people
is reborn in a contemporary Antioch of Christian communalism. The
third world, in a telling irony, offers a refuge to the oppressed and
marginalized of this Yankee Babylon.

Wow, one can easily imagine Jonestown being “discovered” by its
counterpart communities in the U.S. I can see it being celebrated by
publications like The Other Side, the Episcopal Witness, and Sojourners.

But the story did not unfold so felicitously. Rather the story spilled,
like the shocking red blood of Jesus, across the headlines of the chron-
icles of our era—the Los Angeles Times, the Washington Post, Newsweek,
and the National Enquirer. The grisly mix of mass murder and suicide
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left over nine hundred dead. Count them—one by scarlet one—chil-
dren, women, men, infants, elders, perhaps rich and surely, surely
poor. Wretched dead, stinking rotten sacks of flesh that had been the
abodes of living souls . . .

In one day, in the twinkling of an eye, they died and died. Out-
stripping the body count of that day’s casualties in the Namibian and
Zimbabwean liberation wars. A number equaling one out of every
thousand residents of Cleveland, Ohio. More than ten times the num-
ber of Black Panthers murdered in the FBI's conspiratorial war on
black militance. Nearly half the population of Plains, Georgia. Forty
times the victims of Lt. Calley at My Lai. Sixty-odd tons of human
meat fetid in the tropical sun. ..

How can we begin to really comprehend the carnage? Before so
monstrous a testimony to human sinfulness, dare we begin to shed
even a single tear for fear we could never stop crying? Can we test
the limits of our sanity by trying to take it all in?

But dare we tempt the living of our spirit by not trying? Can we
risk not remembering forever that these nine hundred were flesh of
our flesh and blood of our blood?

And what, oh Lord, is the meaning of this sacrifice?

To hear the answers and to understand why Jonestown calls us to
repentance and to renewal, I believe we must recall the message that
was the immediate trigger of the event. We must, for a moment, arrest
our despair and soberly complete our chronicle.

Newspaper evidence indicates that one trigger of the Jonestown
dying was a message the leaders gave the settlers. The message was
that if the settlement closed down, all the people would have to return
to the United States. Distraught over this possibility, one settler sent
Jones a note, imploring him to save them “from having to go back to
fascist Babylon.”

What triggered this carnage? Not just the Ryan murder. Not just
the threat of a deeper probe or individual indictments. Not even a
sudden recognition that the cultic, charismatic James Jones was, de-
spite all of his visibly good works, a man overcome by a demonic
psychosis. No, not just these. For under all of these lingered a haunt-
ing fear. And according to several newspaper investigators, it was the
haunting fear of the masses. It was the fear—whether true or false,
chance or calculation—that if the settlement closed, they would have
to go back home.

Home. To the United States. To us!

Here is the question that we, the body of Christ in the United
States, must wrestle with. It is not simply a question of cults or de-
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monicized charisma or ecclesiastical authority or political conspiracy
or financial skullduggery. It is not a racist fantasy of civilization suc-
cumbing to Conradian forces of jungle darkness. Above all, Jonestown
is not a question of the validity of Christian communalism and radi-
cally holistic witness against the structures of injustice. And we must
not let it be so construed.

Rather, the question of Jonestown is that of return to America. To
understand Jonestown, we must see our country, our church, our-
selves as the nine hundred saw us.

One of the Fathers Berrigan once wrote a poem, the title and re-
frain of which was “America is hard to find.” I do not think America
was hard to find for the nine hundred. They had found it and found
it hopelessly hard.

The blacks in Jonestown had found America in Oakland and Har-
lem. They, and thousands of other blacks who, but for God’s grace,
might have been among them, found America blazing from the muz-
zles of police guns. They had found it as naked as the racism beneath
the fig leaf of Proposition 13. They saw America sitting at breakfast
in the White House with Richard Nixon and Billy Graham.

They watched America loading the moving vans when thousands
of white Christian families fled Cleveland, Ohio, to avoid school de-
segregation or returned to re-gentrify Georgetown in Washington,
D.C. They felt America’s hand thrusting the flagpole like a red-white-
and-blue bayonet as a “southie” attacked a black bystander at a Boston
anti-busing rally. They heard America when the mayor of this coun-
try’s fourth largest city bellowed the call to “Vote white!” They heard
America even more clearly when half of Philadelphia’s white voters
rallied to that call.

They, and others locked in the inner-city underclass, found Amer-
ica daily. They found it riding like a white ape on the backs of black
and Hispanic teenage dope fiends in Newark and the South Bronx,
where heroin is more plentiful than jobs. Daily, they felt the warmth
of America in fire-trap tenements going up in smoke and roasting
their babies like made-in-U.S.A. marshmallows.

White and black, the adolescents and young adults found America
packaged in green plastic bags bearing brothers home from Vietnam.
They heard America when born-again Jimmy Carter sanctified and
idolatrized Nelson Rockefeller and muttered not a mumbling word
for the 43 guards and inmates butchered by Rockefeller’s bullets at
Attica.

Those idealistic Christian visionaries, bold in the flawed hope of
Jonestown but ignored on the back pews of our own worship places,
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found America turning the key that slammed the lock that sealed the
cage where Ben Chavis is jailed in Wilmington, North Carolina. They
caught America looking over the gun-sight at the balcony of a Mem-
phis hotel on April the fourth, the year of our Lord 1968.

The elderly at Jonestown and down the street from our own homes
in Ourtown, US.A., found America, too. They found America in
lonely convalescent homes and other age-ghettos where America casts
them away like yesterday’s fashions. Some of them heard America in
the clanking of their spoons inside the dog-food tin-cans that hold the
best meals their pensions could buy. They saw America in our eyes
averted from their sagging flesh and knobby-jointed unsightliness.

The women, too, found America as she jiggled in a braless-look
bra and looked like she was wearing nothing at all under her oh-so-
tight clothes. And indeed she wore nothing at all between the pages
of Hustler magazine because, even if Larry Flynt is reborn and half-
dead, business must go on.

And the women heard America explain that business is teeny-
bopper prostitutes on Times Square street corners dreaming of pro-
motions into massage parlors where Mr. America damn sure expects
more than a rubdown for his 20 dollars. And they heard America
teaching our daughters that love is sex is women for sale in their
places on America’s bargain basement shelves like Farrah Fawcett
posters all in row.

And we who are of the same body and blood of Jesus Christ, who
was crucified anew nine hundred times on one afternoon in the jungle,
must confess that we, too, have found America. And we are it. We
are its sustainers and sufferers, its victims and executioners.

We must repent of what America has become. And we must repent
that our church has become so indistinguishable from America. When
the message reached Jonestown, that it was time to return, the nine
hundred could not find us. They could not find us waiting here, in
America but not of America. We must repent of having become so
much like America that the nine hundred could not see us standing
here with arms outstretched, saying, “Welcome home.”

We must take upon ourselves the responsibility of America. We
must and we can, by God’s grace, be transformed and transforming
even in this desolate land.

We must and we can give meaning to the sacrifice of Jonestown.
From the flawed vision of Peoples Temple, we must and can resurrect
that which is good and authentic in the Way of Jesus.

We must. We must because that is our peculiar, historic calling as
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God’s church in this land of no-return. We must because we owe it to
the nine hundred and ourselves.

And we can. We can because that is the universal, eternal promise
of God’s Son who is resurrected and returned to us for this and all
times, from Golgotha to Guyana to tomorrow.

Shalom.
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The Church in Peoples Temple

MARY R. SAWYER

In the mid-1970s, some one thousand members of the move-
ment known as Peoples Temple relocated from California to the South
American country of Guyana to build a settlement that they intended
would exemplify the principles of communalism and racial harmony:.
Within days and even hours of receiving word of the tragic ending of
this settlement, most of America had become persuaded that those
who perished there were either politically or psychologically de-
mented or both. Consequently, their dignity as human beings was
utterly denied.

At the time, in our shock and in the face of public reactions, those
of us living in northern California who had worked with the people
of Peoples Temple in various capacities and who had developed a
positive regard for their social and political activities could do little
else but offer feeble defenses of the members: “But they were individ-
uals just like you and me.” For the most part, our voices were silenced.
While some have integrated this experience into their life journeys,
many still are reluctant to speak of the personal ties they had to the
group and its members, in large part because of the sense of shame
generated by the demonizing and caricaturing of the movement and
its leader, Jim Jones, by those who did not know the people personally.

The dehumanizing of the victims of Jonestown by the journalistic
community was tantamount to the withholding of permission to
grieve. And America’s religious community—that vast potential res-
ervoir of pastoral care—was unable to facilitate a proper grieving,
either on the part of the families immediately affected or on the part
of the nation, because they, too, did not know the people, and what
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we do not know in a personal way, we cannot mourn. Indeed, because
of not knowing the people, the church and its national congregation
could not begin to fathom how very much there was to mourn.

Martin Amos was a beautiful, precocious, biracial 10-year-old who
loved books and plants. Annie Moore was the artistic daughter of a
United Methodist minister who, together with his wife, had routinely
included all three of their children in peace and civil rights demon-
strations; Annie followed her older sister Carolyn Layton into the
movement. Richard Tropp was a Jew who had been in the South dur-
ing the Civil Rights movement. Fred Lewis was never a member, but
27 of his relatives, including his wife and children, died in Guyana.
Marcie Jones had the most gentle spirit of any woman I have ever
met. She was the abused spouse of Jim; she was dearly loved by the
Peoples Temple family.

People joined the Temple for one of two reasons: in order to give
help, or in order to receive it. Caring individuals were drawn to the
movement’s emphatic commitment to racial equality and economic
sufficiency. They were deeply impressed that the Temple helped drug
addicts recover, found new vocations for prostitutes, served food to
the hungry, provided shelter for the homeless and homes for senior
citizens. The people who joined had grand ideals and big hearts. Or
they had trouble. They were the drug addicts or the prostitutes or the
hungry or the financially insecure.

In practical terms, Peoples Temple was a movement that offered
sanctuary from racial discrimination, opportunity for education and
employment, and the promise of lifelong economic security. In spiri-
tual terms, it offered the experience of community and the occasion
to be a part of something larger than oneself. It did what religion does:
it met people’s needs. It provided meaning and purpose. It addressed
ultimate concerns.

Throughout its entire history, Peoples Temple was commonly un-
derstood to be a Christian organization. Certainly in San Francisco, it
was regarded as a church. When its Christian credentials were brought
into question, however, the problem arose as to how to categorize the
movement.

A voice I hear with clarity across the chasm of time is that of
Mervyn Dymally, who from 1974 to 1978 served as lieutenant gover-
nor of the State of California. A native Trinidadian and naturalized
citizen, Lieutenant Governor (later Congressman) Dymally brought to
his public service a keen sensitivity to the social inequities of race and
class. Throughout his tenure as a state senator in the 1960s and early
1970s, he was a leading author of progressive civil rights and social
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services legislation. As such, he earned from the Peoples Temple
movement the same enthusiastic endorsement and support that was
enjoyed by other justice-minded public officials in California.

Thus it was that Dymally exclaimed to me, following one of his
visits to Peoples Temple, “This is what church ought to be about: com-
munity and a concern for social justice. Peoples Temple,” he ex-
claimed, “is a real church.”

I'met him in 1975 while I was conducting research on the emerging
problem of harassment of black elected officials, a pattern that was
becoming all too evident a decade after the passage of the 1965 Voting
Rights Act. Dymally referred me to Peoples Temple as a group that
would likely help support my research. They did, immediately grasp-
ing my thesis that our country was threatening to repeat that historic
event known as post-Reconstruction when blacks, having been mo-
mentarily enfranchised, were once again excluded from the demo-
cratic process.

Late in 1977, I joined the lieutenant governor’s staff as his speech-
writer and liaison with social change movements, which at the time
ranged from the United Farm Workers movement to the Native Amer-
ican Walk for Peace to Peoples Temple. When rumors and allegations
about the practices of Jim Jones and the Temple surfaced in the com-
munications medjia, staff members of Peoples Temple asked our advice
on how to respond. We replied, “If you have nothing to hide, the best
policy is an open door.” In the meantime, Dymally charged me with
finding out “whether this group was in fact a real church.”

My personal observations inclined me to answer, “No.” While vis-
iting the Temple one Sunday morning, I was invited to speak extem-
poraneously to the congregation—an experience I commonly had
when visiting black churches. Immediately upon concluding my re-
marks I was publicly chastised by the Temple’s attorney, Charles
Garry, for invoking the word “God.” “We don’t use that word here,”
he declared. “Well,” Marcie Jones hastened to amend, “we use a lot
of different words to refer to what some call ‘God.” ” Her reassurance
was short-lived. The service concluded with the congregation of hun-
dreds of people joining the service leaders in a raised fist salute and
a shout of “long live socialism.”

It has taken lo these many years to begin to formulate a “Yes”
response to Lieutenant Governor Dymally’s question. “Yes, but...”
Yes, but not as he meant it.
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A MULTILAYERED MOVEMENT

Peoples Temple began as an independent Christian congre-
gation and ended as a congregation in good standing with the Dis-
ciples of Christ (Christian) Church.! In the aftermath of Jonestown,
some ceased regarding Peoples Temple as a religious movement at all.
Others were quick to label the movement a cult, with attendant alle-
gations of brainwashing. In subsequent years, some sociologists were
more inclined to characterize it as a sect; a few argued that it had
evolved from a sectarian movement to a cult, while others opted for
the lexicon of New Religious Movement. John R. Hall characterized
the organization variously as an “unconventional church” and as a
“public relations fagade” to promote socialism.?

Mary Maaga suggests that the appropriateness of different cate-
gories depends on which segments of the movement’s membership
one is considering: the white and black working-class families who
were its original members when the movement began in Indiana in
the 1950s; the young, white, college-educated Californians who found
novelty and meaning in the movement in the 1960s; or the urban
African American youth and elderly who were drawn to Peoples Tem-
ple in the 1970s.> Her analysis points to the complexity of the move-
ment, which of itself may account for the struggles of social scientists
to classify it. It also points to the reality that typologies of sects and
cults often obscure more than they clarify. Not the least of what is
obscured are the stories and experiences of the participants them-
selves.

Most accounts of Peoples Temple acknowledge that at least 80 per-
cent of the movement’s members during the years it was based in San
Francisco were African American; more recently, Rebecca Moore has
suggested the number was closer to 90 percent. Reports of member-
ship have ranged from 2,000 to 8,000 to as many as 20,000. Actual
membership figures are elusive, since the Temple itself counted as
members those people who came to visit without their going through
a formal process of “joining.”* Two to three thousand is perhaps a
reasonable estimate of individuals who regularly attended services or
participated in outreach activities.

More precise data is available for members who lived in Jones-
town. Moore has identified more than 1,000 Peoples Temple members
who were living in Guyana in November 1978—giving names to 900
of the 918 who perished and 122 who survived.’ More than two-thirds
of Jonestown residents were African American, she reports. Black fe-
males outnumbered black males by almost two to one. Twenty percent
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of the members were over 60 years of age—with three-fourths of these
being black women. Over a third of the population—36 percent—were
infants, children, and teenagers.®

African Americans who were drawn to Peoples Temple repre-
sented a cross-section of the black community, from low-income to
professionals. The religious backgrounds and affiliations of adult Af-
rican Americans who regarded themselves as members of Peoples
Temple—either in San Francisco or in Guyana—are not precisely
known. But it is known that many of them—whole families as well
as individuals—came to the Temple from black churches. In fact, while
still in San Francisco, some continued to attend their traditional church
while also attending services at Peoples Temple, a practice not uncom-
mon in black churches. Archie Smith Jr. writes of one such instance:

One black pastor reported that a beloved member of long-
standing and deep involvement in her own church was a Jonestown
victim. In a conversation with her pastor, she reported that she was
attracted to Peoples Temple because “they did things together, ate
and took trips together.” They were able to provide a family-like
atmosphere, a sense of belonging on a daily basis in ways that she
could not find in her own church. For her, the church still functioned
as the central community institution which strengthened her partic-
ipation in a larger social and political process. It was not that her
home church failed her, but that she found in the Peoples Temple
more opportunities for involvement.

This particular woman never gave up membership in her home
church, even though she claimed membership in the Peoples Temple.
She was not alone in her desire to see the church more involved in
issues of social protest and reform. Participation in her home church
may well have been a motivating factor for involvement in the more
socially active orientation of the Peoples Temple.”

Even those who were not previously affiliated with another church
in any formal way had quite likely been influenced to some degree
by the ethos of African American Christianity. (Many, if not most,
African Americans who joined the Nation of Islam or the Black Pan-
ther Party, for example, had been brought up in black churches.) Just
as Peoples Temple presented itself as a church, so most of its recruits
perceived Peoples Temple that way. Maaga points out that in all its
developmental stages, the Temple “behaved like a traditional main-
stream religious organization in its recruitment strategies.”

Individuals would be attracted to the Pentecostal-style healing
services, or interracial congregation and social activism, or social
services and supportive community. Individuals would then invite
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family members and close friends to participate in this wonderful
church they had found. Even the most negative accounts of Peoples
Temple generally start with an account of the excitement at having
discovered such a lively, committed and caring congregation.®

But what became of these religious orientations once these indi-
viduals were fully engaged in Peoples Temple? What happened when
the realities of internal conflict and abusive control became apparent?
What was the response when Jones rejected Christianity and dispar-
aged those who upheld it?

As Anthony Pinn points out in the first chapter of this book, the
religious experience of African Americans is not limited to Christi-
anity. While some 80 percent of all African Americans are estimated
to have a church affiliation,’ a large number are Muslim, a few are
Jewish, some practice Buddhism, a significant number are practicing
quasi-African religions, and an unknown number identify as human-
ists. It is entirely reasonable to suppose that the religious orientations
of those involved in Peoples Temple—both prior to joining and while
they were members—were not restricted to a Christian worldview.
They may well have adapted or developed new religious understand-
ings. But if the religious experiences of members in this movement
were not limited to Christianity, neither were Christian formulations
necessarily precluded.

That a critical mass of African Americans might have preserved a
black spiritual cosmos in the midst of white-orchestrated chaos and
deception seems plausible enough in light of the fact that black reli-
gion was formulated and sustained precisely in the midst of the white-
orchestrated chaos and deception of slavery and Jim Crow segrega-
tion. And a people astute enough to know that Paul’s admonition for
slaves to obey their masters did not exhaust the parameters of the
gospel, surely also were able—if they so chose—to assign Christian
meaning to their participation in this movement, even if Jim Jones’
dismissal of Christian scriptures rendered his organization not-church.

One is compelled to consider at least the possibility that nestled
within the church facade of the larger movement was a real church,
that is, a body of believers who, in their values and activities and
goals—and in their private, internal reflections—understood them-
selves to be keeping the faith of the African American Christian tra-
dition. Definitive, empirical documentation of this notion would
require an analysis of the members’ own testimony—testimony that,
for obvious reasons, is now largely unobtainable. But anecdotal data
and conceptual inferences give a degree of credence to this scenario.

While consideration of the religious understandings of African
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American members, Christian and otherwise, does not provide a com-
plete account of the Peoples Temple movement, surely no account can
be definitive absent such consideration.

AFRICAN AMERICAN CHRISTIANITY

African American Christianity developed as a confluence of
three religious systems—the traditional cosmologies that Africans
brought with them from their homelands in Africa, their meaning sys-
tems as they were modified during two hundred years of enslave-
ment, and the Christianity they encountered in the evangelical revivals
and mission activity of Euro-American Protestants. Peter ]. Paris is
among the scholars of black religion who argue that the cosmology
developed by African Americans preserved key elements of an Afri-
can worldview—namely, the emphases on spirituality, family or kin-
ship, and community. “Centuries of slavery, racial segregation, and
disenfranchisement,” Paris writes, “greatly enabled African Ameri-
cans in retaining the most prominent elements of an African world-
view that constituted their only reliable frame of meaning. Hence, all
encounters with the world of their Western captors were interpreted
through that frame of reference.”?

As they encountered Christianity in the “New World,” African
Americans rejected the distorted uses to which whites put the faith in
justifying racism and slavery. But many embraced the religion itself,
finding its central tenets—the kinship of all people, just relationships,
and community—to be consonant with their existing worldview. In
these and other respects, Christianity spoke to their own experiences
of oppression. Accordingly, they embraced both the promise of free-
dom in the life to come and the prophetic tradition of Christianity as
it related to social justice and the imperative of freedom in this world.

No biblical text was more significant for African slaves than the
story of Exodus. While white Christians understood themselves to be
a “chosen people” who had been led to the “Promised Land” of Amer-
ica to fulfill a divine mission, African Americans interpreted the story
as it corresponded to their own life circumstances. America, for them,
was a land of bondage, and they were the enslaved people to whom
God had promised freedom. Given a worldview that made no dis-
tinction between the sacred and the secular, enslaved Africans readily
perceived the active pursuit of freedom to be a central requirement of
Christianity. Accordingly, these values were incorporated into their
cosmology. “Freedom” was understood as a communal matter, not just
an individual concern. As C. Eric Lincoln puts it,
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In Africa the destiny of the individual was linked to that of the
tribe or the community in an intensely interconnected security sys-
tem. In America, black people have seldom been perceived or treated
as individuals; they have usually been dealt with as “representatives”
of their “race,” an external projection. Hence, the communal sense of
freedom has an internal African rootage curiously reinforced by hos-
tile social convention imposed from outside on all African Americans
as a caste. In song, word, and deed, freedom has always been the
superlative value of the black sacred cosmos.!!

This “black sacred cosmos,” with its emphasis on community, jus-
tice, and freedom, has found expression in forms ranging from the
United Negro Improvement Association to the Nation of Islam to the
Southern Christian Leadership Conference. In less dramatic form, it is
evident in the roles that black churches and their leaders have played
since they first came into being. In the antebellum period, it was work-
ing for the abolition of slavery; following emancipation and through-
out one hundred years of segregation, it was building schools, starting
businesses, and serving as political liaisons with the white power
structure; in the mid-1900s it was dismantling the very system of seg-
regation and supporting black political development; since the 1980s,
it has been fostering community outreach, building housing com-
plexes and credit unions and providing health care and Afrocentric
educational programs.

Not that all black churches and ministers have participated in all
these activities. Black churches reflect a continuum of positions, from
conservative and otherworldly to radically liberationist. This diversity
was represented in the San Francisco Bay Area in the years that Peo-
ples Temple was growing so rapidly. Many of its recruits came from
churches that were spiritually oriented but lacked social outreach or
political programs. The complaint that these black churches were not
meeting the community’s needs is not without merit. The larger re-
ality, however, is that these churches did not create the needs. Rather,
the alienation that brought people to the Temple was a function of the
racism and economic exploitation of the larger society. Churches that
were deemed sufficient before the Civil Rights and black conscious-
ness movements—that had come into being in a different time and
different circumstances—afterwards were not.

In important respects, Peoples Temple was more consonant with
the newly generated expectations and aspirations of the day. At least
some of the members joined not so much out of a sense of despair as
out of a sense of hope and possibility. They were attracted to what,
in its external features at least, was both a caring family and a Civil
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Rights movement in miniature. In quest of genuine, inclusive com-
munity, they joined a movement that posed a challenge to the features
of the larger society that were so destructive of community.

THE TEMPLE’S SELF-PRESENTATION: BLACK AND CHURCH

The socio-religious history of African Americans provides a
partial, but not total, answer to the question of why African Ameri-
cans were drawn to this movement—that is, to this particular move-
ment that was led by a white man. Key characteristics of Peoples Tem-
ple, and especially of Jim Jones, make their actions more explicable.

First, Jones was profoundly influenced in his youth and young
adult years by the reality of racial discrimination in the state of In-
diana where he grew up; he was influenced, too, by the anti-
Communist hysteria of the 1950s. Putting these together, he became a
passionate, persuasive, and ultimately obsessive proponent of racial
integration and economic equity. Identifying the church structure as
the most viable vehicle for advancing these values—much as was oc-
curring in the Civil Rights movement of the South—he preached a
“gospel” that emphasized the communal model of the early church,
the democratic value of equality of all people, the Christian imperative
of “doing unto the least of these,” and the Marxist tenet of “from each
according to (their) ability, to each according to (their) need.” That he
failed utterly to achieve these ideals was all too evident in the fact
that the inner circle of the Temple’s leadership was predominantly
white—but also predominantly consisting of socialistically inclined in-
dividuals who, if not religious, were committed to a communal life-
style.

So invested in the principle of racial equality was he that Jones
personally took on the ontological identity of blackness. Here are
Jones” own words, spoken during a Peoples Temple service in 1973:

I know that I'm black, and I've got a little bit of this and I've got
a little bit of that, I got a little Indian, I got a little Jewish, and I've
a little Scotch, and I've got some Welsh, but I recognize that I couldn’t
begin to identify what I am.

So black is a consciousness. Black is a disposition. To act against
evil. To do good. So I'm not going to label people and typecast. One
of the blonde-headed women here was the first one to join me against
the racist mob. She got out there and fought with her bare hands.
She proved she was black.?
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Ultimately, Jones even began to claim to have African ancestry. He
spoke the inclusive language of “we blacks” and after moving to Guy-
ana sometimes spoke of their intended utopian settlement as “Black
Town.”?* In an intentional inversion of color symbolism, he referred
to their suicide rehearsals as “White Nights.” While in Redwood
Valley, both black and white members who adopted the popular dress
and hairstyles of the black consciousness movement were affirmed.
Jim Jones appropriated the theological vocabulary, the autocratic lead-
ership style, and the messianic themes of many black ministers. The
services conducted at Peoples Temple had the ambience of black wor-
ship services, with strong emphasis on gospel music, testimonies, and
healing.'

But their idealism notwithstanding, those who held the power also
engaged in masterful deception as a means of furthering their cause.
For Jones, the ends justified the means. He and his closest aides suc-
ceeded to a large extent in deceiving not only many of the members
but most of the public at large.

Survivors recall that while still in Redwood Valley, the member-
ship became divided into two primary groups: a smaller and predom-
inantly, though not exclusively, white group which was committed to
social justice but that was essentially secular in orientation, and a
larger and predominantly, though not exclusively, black group that
was religiously oriented. And Jim Jones gave to each according to their
need. To the secular group he spoke the language of Marxist ideology
and declared that religion was indeed “the opiate of the masses.” To
the religious group he spoke the gospel language of community,
neighborliness, inclusivity, and justice, invoking the names of God and
Jesus and eventually claiming that he, himself, was Christ returned.'®

The economic and political objectives and the religious rhetoric
came together in Jones’ program of “apostolic socialism,”*¢ a central
component of which involved drawing black religious members—*“the
least” in the eyes of larger society and so the most exploited—away
from an escapist, otherworldly version of Christianity to a set of social
principles that mandated activism in order to create more just condi-
tions in this world. Always the political program was given religious
status and was framed by claims of special powers of perception and
healing on Jones’ part.

To this day, both survivors and non-members who on one occasion
or another had the experience of being in his presence attest that Jones
was indeed possessed of extraordinary charisma. More than human
charm, he had unusual, if not supernatural, spiritual power. Some
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among these survivors speak of his powers for good that over time
were transformed into powers for evil.'”” Some witnesses continue to
believe that healings he performed in the earlier years of the move-
ment were authentic, although no one questions that in the later years
the healings were fake.

As the character of Jones” power changed and as his behavior be-
came increasingly suspect, whatever tolerance for critique he had once
displayed disappeared altogether. The discipline administered to
those who were perceived to be obstructing pursuit of Jones” social
principles was severe both psychologically and physically. An elabo-
rate system of spying and reporting on one another was instituted;
false rumors were started, causing friend to turn upon friend, all in
the interest of maintaining control. Eventually, Jones declared the Bible
itself to be a worthless document and dashed it to the ground in the
presence of the members. But he continued to use the language of
messianism to characterize himself, and he even continued to allow
elderly members, especially, to talk among themselves about their tra-
ditional religious convictions—so long as they continued to be the
committed workers for which he prized them.' So long as they gave
according to their ability.

In the very last years of the movement, insofar as Jones himself
was concerned, the speaking of conventional Christianity occurred
only during the Temple’s public worship services when “outsiders”
might be present, some of whom he presumed would be Christians.
Whatever the ulterior motive, Christian language was spoken and was
heard by religious members in attendance at the public services. Even
when scriptural language was forbidden in private Temple meetings,
those terms that were so much a part of the liberative black religious
tradition and had been so prevalent in the years of the Civil Rights
movement—words of freedom, equality, integration, and community—
continued to be primary.

Christianity was spoken of when Jones and his followers ex-
changed visits with black churches. Indeed, Christian language was
used by Jones and the Peoples Temple staff whenever they interacted
with prominent personalities in the black community, the ecumenical
religious community, and government entities. Even at the very end,
the letterhead of the movement’s stationery read, “Peoples Temple of
the Disciples of Christ, Jim Jones, Pastor,” along with the text of Mat-
thew 25:35-40: “For I was an hungered and ye gave me meat; I was
thirsty and ye gave me drink; I was a stranger and ye took me in;
naked, and ye clothed me. ... Inasmuch as ye have done it unto one
of the least of these. ... Ye have done it unto me.”
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KEEPING THE FAITH

In the confusion that Jones intentionally generated, some who
were not intimately acquainted with the scriptures apparently came
to be persuaded of his claims. Some who did not accept him as the
Second Coming did come to see him as a prophet, after the manner
of biblical prophets, who was promising them lifelong economic se-
curity and deliverance from a racist, hateful, capitalistic society. Others
among them retained a capacity for questioning what was presented
to them.

Hyacinth Thrash, who slept in her cabin while the Jonestown com-
munity was dying around her, reports in her memoirs, “Already in
San Francisco Jim started talking about being God, saying he was the
Father and God. Well, I knew he wasn’t God, 'cause God is a spirit,
but you couldn’t tell him that. You could say that only to a few.” She
goes on to chide those who she felt too completely accepted Jones’
“theology,” but she also writes, “In San Francisco ... he had me sell
our big family Bible. Said it cost too much to ship to Guyana. The old
people, some of them, kept their Bibles but didn’t take them [out in
public] once they got to Jonestown, for fear Jim’d take them away.”*

When asked if she had any recollections of the elderly members
retaining their Christian convictions, Deborah Touchette, a survivor
who was at the Temple headquarters in Guyana’s capital of George-
town, replied that she had not been sufficiently close to them to make
that discernment. Then, in an afterthought, she reflected out loud that
her grandmother-in-law, who also survived Jonestown, had often re-
marked that “through it all, I held on to Jesus.”?

The Reverend John Moore, a white United Methodist minister, and
his wife, Barbara, who lost two daughters and a grandson in Jones-
town, had several times visited Peoples Temple in San Francisco and
stayed for a week at the settlement in Guyana. Both of them remember
elderly members saying, “Thank you, Jesus.” It is their sense that these
members never abandoned their traditional religious understandings.
Rev. Moore recalls a production of A Raisin in the Sun he attended at
Peoples Temple in which the line “In this house there is God!” was
changed to “In this house there is no God!” He remarks, “I suspect
that many of the older members were saying silently, ‘In my life there
is God!” "2

After joining the movement in 1972, Rev. Moore’s daughter, Annie,
wrote to her family, “[t]here is the largest group of people I have ever
seen who are concerned about the world and are fighting for truth
and justice for the world. And all the people have come from such
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different backgrounds, every color, every age, every income group. . . .
So anyway it’s the only place I have seen real true Christianity being
practiced.”?

Jim Randolph, a surviving member of the Temple’s leadership
Planning Commission, recalls that Jones often expressed frustration
that the people he was seeking to free from the “opiate of religion”
too often stayed too religious and too tied to old forms of religion.

Dr. Margaret Singer, a psychologist who, following the tragedy,
interviewed more than 200 San Francisco members of Peoples Temple
who had not gone to Jonestown, acknowledges that she did not in-
quire about their religious or spiritual worldview. Nevertheless, she
does recall the older people she interviewed—who angrily described
Jones as a “false prophet”—indicating that they still had faith in God
and that they prayed to God.*

A survivor wrote to the Moore family that Jim Jones “made Jesus
Christ real for us. Before that, everything I read and tried to grasp
was just a myth. But only then did I understand the followers of Jesus.
When I became angry with Jim and decided to leave the Temple, I
would immediately have a vision of Christ on the cross and everyone
deserting him, so I would trudge on.”?

It seems noteworthy that following the dissolution of Peoples Tem-
ple in California, a number of survivors once again became members
of conventional Protestant churches.

What the religious journey of all the black Christians who joined
Peoples Temple was will never be known for certain; if their voices
were not silenced in Jonestown, most of them, especially those of the
elderly members, have been in the 25 years since. But there is a rem-
nant that still has a voice, and that voice is a witness to an enduring
faith. Some black members kept the faith of orthodoxy—the faith that
Jesus was Lord and Savior, the faith that God had sent a servant to
lead the people out of bondage in biblical times and would do so
again, the faith that all people were the children of God and ought to
be accorded equal privileges and opportunities.

It was the resonance of Jim Jones” words with these core tenets of
the faith that brought many of them to the movement in the first place;
it may in part have been these tenets—these extensions of the historic
African values of community and kinship so deeply embedded in the
souls and the psyche of the people—that kept them there even as the
movement engaged internally in rank exploitation and dehumaniza-
tion of its members.

Every belief, every “knowing,” is susceptible to abject distortion.
While some members retained the capacity for criticism, others did
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not. In Peoples Temple, loyalty to the community was ultimate. In
this, Peoples Temple was no different from many other historical and
contemporary religious and secular movements. What was different
was the cosmological commitment to community that African Amer-
ican members brought in the first place. The vast majority of their
fellow members were, after all, also African American—their “broth-
ers and sisters.” If they felt despised by the outside world as the move-
ment came under attack, it would have been a familiar feeling, having
long been despised by the larger white society.?® Solidarity in the face
of adversity was the mother’s milk of their life experiences.

Writes Hans Mol: “Commitment to the leader was not more im-
portant than commitment to the community. They very much be-
longed together. Instinctively, the members recognized that solidarity
was the key to survival. Nothing less than total commitment would
leave it intact. Individual freedom was a threat.”?” And so entered the
distortion—the loss of balance of individual and community, and the
attendant tolerance for extreme controls.?®

The choice to them was simple: alienation without, solidarity
within. And they were prepared to accept the consequences of their
choice for the “within.” Communal feeling makes up for personal
diffidence. Acceptance by one’s group heals the wounds of personal
disorder and fragmentation. And so the group becomes precious. In
extreme cases members feel that it should be preserved at all costs.
Team spirit consoles. To cry one’s heart out for one’s side cures inner
discord. To go all out for a cause relieves anxiety.

And hadn’t black Christians, of necessity, been doing this for two hun-
dred years?

SOCIAL MINISTRY

The “cause” of Peoples Temple was pursued through far-flung
political activities, all conducted under the rubric of church ministry.
Tanya Hollis provides a thorough account of Temple engagement with
housing and urban development activities in their own neighbor-
hood.” The Temple constituency campaigned for ballot initiatives and
supported the tenants” association when residents of the International
Hotel were threatened with eviction so the building could be demol-
ished. Mervyn Dymally and Harvey Milk, San Francisco mayor
George Moscone and California assemblyman Willie Brown—even
presidential and vice presidential candidates Jimmy Carter and Walter
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Mondale—were among the many politicians who benefited from the
Temple’s highly effective get-out-the-vote drives.®

In addition to mainstream electoral politics, the Temple was a
player in the protest politics of the 1970s. They built coalitions with
the Black Panther Party, supported gay rights, protested the California
Supreme Court decision on affirmative action in the Bakke case, and
joined the movement to abolish apartheid in South Africa.®' They were
connected to a network of well-known social activists, including Den-
nis Banks, one of the leaders of the American Indian Movement; Dick
Gregory; Daniel Ellsberg, of Pentagon Papers fame; and defense at-
torney William Kunstler. Locally, Peoples Temple took over the
NAACEP chapter. Toward the end of their tenure, they became increas-
ingly public about their support of socialist organizations and move-
ments.*? In short, as John R. Hall puts it, “Peoples Temple became a
firm fixture in the pantheon of organizations mobilizing for social
change in the United States.”*

The Temple far outpaced ordinary churches in its charitable giving,
as it regularly mailed checks to worthy causes. But some of the giving
itself had political overtones, its donation to the American Civil Lib-
erties Union being a case in point. The letter that accompanied the
donation, dated 3 May 1973, began as follows: “At the request of its
beloved and principled pastor, James W. Jones, the board of trustees
of our church has voted to send you the enclosed check in the sum
of $1000 in appreciation of the tremendous witness for justice the
ACLU has made over the years.” It goes on to say, “Our church is
committed to the principle that the highest worship of God is service
to our fellow man. The criterion for membership is simply willingness
to work for others, not doctrine; our church, for example, has many
Jewish members.”** Peoples Temple championed First Amendment
rights, including freedom of the press, as they turned out at rallies in
support of newspaper reporters from the Fresno Bee who faced charges
for refusing to disclose their sources.

Yet, as Maaga argues, the “ministry in which Peoples Temple
[leadership] were most skilled was navigating the social welfare sys-
tem in which many of its urban members found themselves entangled.
This was especially appealing,” she notes, “to those elderly members
and single women with children who were dependent upon the gov-
ernment for financial assistance, housing, and health care.”® Peoples
Temple developed a strong relationship with the mental health and
social service network in the area of San Francisco where their head-
quarters were located. “This network and the Peoples Temple,” notes
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Archie Smith Jr., “developed a kind of ideal working relationship that
many activists and socially concerned church people desired and were
drawn to.”*¢ The Temple itself held clinics for testing sickle cell anemia
and hypertension and annually provided free flu shots. The Temple
even took in homeless animals, had them neutered, and then placed
them in homes.*”

Some of those homes no doubt included several residential care
facilities which Peoples Temple owned in the Redwood Valley area.
At one point, according to Hall, they were operating as many as nine
homes for the elderly, six for foster children, and a 40-acre ranch for
mentally retarded persons. In addition, Hall speculates that “other
Temple family-care homes and individual families took in smaller
numbers of clients under less restrictive licensing arrangements and
guardianships.”%®

Peoples Temple began developing a model of communal living for
its members while still in Redwood Valley and then expanded these
arrangements in San Francisco to as many as 70 households. The “life-
care” agreements that many of the elderly members entered into with
Peoples Temple were similar to those of other retirement communities
or nursing homes.®* Their shared living arrangements, at least for
some, may well have been associated with the early socialistic com-
munities of New Testament times.

At any rate, it was their extraordinary demonstration of commit-
ment to social service and social justice, together with their public
presentation as a Christian church, that garnered so much support for
the Temple from progressive elected officials, local church represen-
tatives, and the local black press.

PUBLIC PERCEPTIONS OF PEOPLES TEMPLE AS CHURCH

Within the black community, Peoples Temple enjoyed no more
ardent support than that extended by Carlton Goodlett and Thomas
Fleming, the publisher and editor respectively of The Sun Reporter, the
largest black newspaper in the Bay Area. Except for the years that the
Temple produced its own newspaper (Peoples Forum), The Sun Reporter
was the primary news outlet for Peoples Temple activities. Not only
did the paper run supportive stories, but also it repeatedly printed
laudatory editorials on behalf of the Temple’s good works. Goodlett,
who was also a medical doctor, worked with the Temple’s health clin-
ics and nursing staff and attended to members of Jones” personal fam-
ily. Goodlett counted Jones as a personal friend and Jones in turn
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treated Goodlett as his personal confidant although, in Goodlett’s
words, “[w]hile he sought my advice on many subjects, I was not
unaware that he took my advice very seldom.”*

Some years after Jonestown, Goodlett recalled that “[o]nce when
the Rev. Jones asked my advice I told him I was opposed to his po-
liticizing everything he did, because of the fact that the church was
accused of being more a political institution than a religious one. I
believed that his enemies would destroy him, at least by minimizing
his influence, or that of the church.”# When the Temple did in fact
come under fire, Goodlett issued this public statement of support:

Jim Jones and the Peoples Temple represent [one] of the most
invigorating and challenging religious organizations to appear in
California in recent years. . . . In attempting to use the moral force of
Christianity in dealing with man-made problems that bedevil and
dehumanize the social order, Jones has created a cyclone where for-
merly the political leaders, economic scoundrels, and even impotent
religious leaders have failed the very foundations of their ethics. . . .
Their leadership mantles have been torn asunder, leaving these pom-
pous pseudo-leaders naked and to be viewed as the hypocrites that
they have been for decades.*

Goodlett was not one to mince words, and the power he exercised in
the black community was not something that many cared to challenge.
His support of Jones assuredly had the effect of discouraging others
from speaking their concerns about the Temple leadership. But he was
not alone in playing this role. And no one played the role with malice.

In April of 1976, Michael Prokes, who identified himself as an
“Associate Minister” of the Temple, wrote the San Francisco Council
of Churches requesting that “Peoples Temple Christian Church (of the
Disciples of Christ) be considered for membership.”# The request was
approved, and Temple members became enthusiastic participants in
council activities. In January 1977, the city-wide observance of the
Martin Luther King Jr. holiday, sponsored by the Council of Churches,
was held in the sanctuary of Peoples Temple.

The executive director of the council, and the only African Amer-
ican staff member, was Donneter Lane. Lane was herself dissatisfied
with the operations of black churches in San Francisco, though her
husband, John, was a pastor of a local black church. Donneter Lane’s
spiritual quest had taken her to the Ecumenical Institute in Chicago,
where for two months she had studied faith-based community organ-
izing. To her, Peoples Temple was “the embodiment” of what she had
learned at the Institute.**
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Lane makes the point that in the mid-1970s there were no black
leaders in the San Francisco establishment, save for one county su-
pervisor and the head of the Housing Authority. Black ministers gen-
erally stayed within their own neighborhoods and did not seek to
function as intermediaries with the political system. What the people
needed, she believed, was a leader “who was willing to take risks,
who knew how to negotiate the system, and who could move a social
agenda.” Jim Jones fulfilled those requirements. Lane supported Jones
because “he was already doing what the San Francisco Council of
Churches planned to do.”# In her presence, she recalled, people from
the Temple “always used Christian language—very religious lan-
guage.” It was she who suggested that Jones use the scriptural passage
from the book of Matthew; later she realized the Temple was using it
as a camouflage. She began questioning, she says, “When she heard
Jim was trying to get rid of the Bible.”#

Lane’s support of Jones earned her the ire of a number of black
ministers, including two of the more progressive-minded who were
critical of Jones; they remained angry with her “for years after 1978.”
When the bodies of those who had died in Jonestown were finally
returned to San Francisco, Lane recalls that the black churches dis-
tanced themselves. Out of “anger, resentment at Jim, embarrassment
and guilt,” they remained silent. Regarding the guilt, she adds, “Many
of us had that.” But Lane, on behalf of the Council of Churches, as-
sumed responsibility for making arrangements for the burial of some
400 bodies that were unclaimed by family members. In return, her life
was threatened—and the IRS asked her for a list of “real churches”
in San Francisco.

Peoples Temple was accepted not only in ecumenical circles, but
in interfaith circles. More than a few people in San Francisco were
astounded when Jones succeeded in establishing relations with the
local mosque of the Nation of Islam. The two groups exchanged pul-
pits and, according to the account of Temple member Harriet Tropp,
Jones was responsible for getting the Muslims to “stop their preaching
of hatred and racial exclusivity” and become involved in the political
process. “Members of the Nation of Islam,” she wrote, “are now vot-
ing, participating in the community, instead of seeking separate ter-
ritory. They have dropped their bizarre theological references that en-
gender race hatred.” Muslims, Harriet claimed, “admire no other
leader outside their own ranks as much as this man.”* In fact, Peoples
Temple files contain a letter dated 2 February 1976, which reads: “Dear
Reverend Jones, Our warmest appreciation for the great work you and
your community are doing. May Allah increase His favors on you.”
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It is signed, “W. D. Muhammad, Chief Minister” and is printed on
stationery of the Nation of Islam.* Jones reportedly was responsible
for bringing members of the Nation of Islam to meetings of the
Northern California Ecumenical Council.*

Jones developed relations with the Jewish community as well as
the Muslim. In 1976, Temple staff met with the Jewish Community
Relations Council and corresponded with rabbis and other Jewish or-
ganizations in the Bay Area concerning the rise of Nazi propaganda
in the Bay Area.”

In their initial contacts with Jones, black ministers in San Francisco
embraced him as a gospel-preaching “brother,” disregarding his ge-
netic whiteness in the face of his public ministry to “the least of these.”
They quickly became hostile, however, as members of their churches
left for Peoples Temple. Of the few progressive black ministers in the
Bay Area, some, as noted, were skeptical of Jones, but others were
laudatory of his ministry and the work of the Temple. Cecil Williams,
pastor of Glide Memorial, a social activist United Methodist congre-
gation, frequently joined with Jones in making public statements on
political matters and worked with Peoples Temple in organizing pro-
test rallies. J. Alfred Smith, Sr., senior minister at Allen Temple Baptist
Church and a member of the Alamo Black Clergy—an ecumenical
organization of activist black clergy in the Bay Area—was among
those who saw Jones and his congregation functioning in accord with
the prophetic biblical tradition.®

Untold numbers of individuals perceived Peoples Temple to be
church not only on the basis of its social gospel-type programs, but
on the basis of the spiritual nurture they personally derived from the
Temple’s public services and from their fellowship with Temple mem-
bers. Among the progressive politicians, black and white, who left
mass meetings at the Temple inspired and rejuvenated was San Fran-
cisco gay rights leader and board of supervisors member Harvey Milk,
who, along with Mayor Moscone, would himself fall to an assassin’s
bullet a scant ten days after the Jonestown holocaust. Wrote Milk,
following one such visit: “Rev. Jim, it may take me many a day to
come back down from the high that I reached today. I found some-
thing dear today. I found a sense of being that makes up for all the
hours and energy placed in a fight. I found what you wanted me to
find. I shall be back. For I can never leave.”*

Harvey Milk, J. Alfred Smith, Cecil Williams, Donneter Lane, Carl-
ton Goodlett—these individuals were not alone in lauding the Chris-
tian virtues of Peoples Temple. Great was their disbelief when word
began to spread throughout the city of what had transpired in a land
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far away to people with whom they had felt so close. The national
Black Church leadership was scarcely less shocked.

POST-APOCALYPSE: REACTIONS OF THE BLACK
CHURCH COMMUNITY

The Reverend Muhammed Kenyatta, who was active nation-
ally in black ecumenical organizations that were instrumental in de-
veloping black liberation theology, vociferously protested the negative
characterization of Peoples Temple by the communications media and
by church leaders alike. Rather, he proclaimed, the events in Jones-
town should be understood as an indictment of America and Amer-
ica’s churches for creating and condoning a society in which margin-
alized people found it unbearable to live.** But Kenyatta was the
proverbial voice crying in the wilderness. Mainstream black church
leaders had quite another take on what had transpired.

Very soon after the events of Jonestown became known, the Rev-
erend Joseph Lowery, then the president of the Southern Christian
Leadership Conference (SCLC), initiated a conference call with Con-
gressman Walter Fauntroy, head of the Washington, D.C. office of
SCLC; the Reverend William A. Jones, president of the Progressive
National Baptist Convention; and the Reverend Dr. Kelly Miller Smith,
assistant dean of the Vanderbilt Divinity School and president of the
National Conference of Black Churchmen (NCBC). Out of their con-
versation came a proposal for a national meeting of Black Church
representatives to attempt to “understand and begin to address the
issues raised by the Jonestown tragedy.” They further agreed that Dr.
Smith would go to San Francisco to consult with local black religious
leaders regarding such a meeting, while the Reverend Lowery and
two other individuals would go to Guyana on a fact-finding mission.>

On 27 December 1978, Smith, Lowery, and Jones, along with nine
other ministers, including several from San Francisco, met in New
York City to discuss what they had learned and to develop the agenda
for a Black Church Consultation. Notes from that meeting are reveal-
ing. One of the persons who had gone to Guyana reported that the
Guyanese information minister, Shirley Field-Ridley, had told them
that their visit was the “first expression of concern from the black
community.” The delegation also reported that the surviving young
people in Georgetown told them “they felt accepted into a loving,
caring community.”%

Questions were raised as to how “such a cult could take root and
grow. What is there about San Francisco?” A San Francisco minister
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replied that it wasn’t just San Francisco, but the government as a
whole—that because the members were black, “the government
turned their back.” He then remarked on the fact that “memorial ser-
vices were last week and not one white state official came.” Jim Jones,
however, was the primary target of criticism. Remarked one partici-
pant, “If he’s Hitlerarian let’s say so.” The belief was expressed that
blacks were still drawn to white leaders as the locus of power. At the
same time, white evangelical leaders came under fire for their message
that the church is not to be involved in the world and for the influence
this had had on many black churches. Some asked whether black
churches were doing enough for their constituents; others lamented
the failure of the Black Church to pool its resources to address the
needs of the larger black community. In addition, concern was ex-
pressed that members of the public would equate Peoples Temple with
the Black Church, and that if black churches were seen as cults they
might lose their tax-exempt status.>”

These, then, became the themes of the “Consultation on the Im-
plications of Jonestown for the Black Church and the Nation,” spon-
sored by SCLC and NCBC and held at Third Baptist Church in San
Francisco on the first two days of February 1979. But the entire meet-
ing, which was attended by some 200 individuals, was framed on the
one hand by the assumption that Peoples Temple was a cult and
should be examined in that light®® and on the other by the organizers’
sense of rage that—once again—hundreds of black men, women, and
children had been led to their deaths by the chicanery of a white man.

The stated purpose of the consultation was “to explore the mean-
ing which Peoples Temple, Jim Jones, and the catastrophic deaths of
hundreds of Black people in Guyana may have on the mission, history,
and self-understanding of the Black Church.” The planning committee
indicated it wanted it understood at the outset, however, that “[i]Jn no
way is Peoples Temple being thought of as a ‘Black Church.” ”* As
part of the process of seeking to understand what had transpired and
what the implications might be, several scholars of religion—among
them Dr. C. Eric Lincoln and Dr. Archie Smith Jr.—were invited to
present papers.®®

Lincoln’s published article, which was co-authored with Lawrence
Mamiya, excluded the contention he made at the consultation that,
notwithstanding that the majority of members were black, Jonestown
had nothing to do with black religion. The article also excluded the
parallel he drew between Jonestown and the “plantation of the Old
South,” between Jim Jones and the slave master.®! But in the published
version, he remained emphatic that this movement was of a kind with
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other white cults of the day. So intent was he on characterizing the
movement as a non-black cult that he wrote,

In spite of the doctrine of the separation of church and state and
the differentiation of spheres in modern industrial societies, modern
cults like Jones” have consciously attempted to incorporate politics
into religion. It is this reintegration of previously differentiated
spheres into one total world view that is unique about the present-
day cults, and perhaps their most alarming aspect.®?

This, coming from the scholar of black religion who had written vo-
luminously about the “black sacred cosmos,” a prime characteristic of
which, he asserted, was the pursuit of freedom in this world. He
would never have said of black religion that its historic integration of
the sacred and the secular, of spirituality and politics, was “alarming.”
Like the rest of the country, Lincoln’s attention was fixed on Jim
Jones—though for different reasons than most others: Jones, for him,
was the symbol of white racism. So angry was he at Jones, it seemed,
and at white racism in general, that he failed to recognize it was the
people’s kindred anger at America’s white racism that led them to
Jonestown in the first place.

Archie Smith Jr.,, in contrast, asserted that “Black people’s involve-
ment in the Peoples Temple movement [could] be seen as an attempt
to make Black religion relevant to their social, political and economic
condition. . . . Many thought they had found in the Peoples Temple a
form of church involvement that spoke more directly to the issues of
spiritual uplift, justice, social change and communal empowerment.”®

A professor from San Francisco State University, Raye Richardson,
who had lost a sister in Jonestown, was more direct in her criticism
of the Black Church than was Smith, pointing especially to its failure
to affirm black women. In contrast to her church experience, she said,
her sister felt affirmed in Jonestown and celebrated the movement’s
use of “black symbols to affirm black values,” which most black
churches failed to do.**

Kelly Miller Smith offered this honest assessment of the Black
Church:

Let us confess that in our history there have been peaks and
valleys. Let us confess we have fallen far short of our potential. We
have often been a lone voice crying in the wilderness of abuse and
oppression, but too often even that voice has been weak and frag-
mented. Too many have been the times when our community has
needed a prophetic voice and we have provided but a pathetic echo!
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Like our White counterparts, we, too, have often become so involved
in the oiling of our machinery that we have neglected to fight for
our people. It is far too difficult to get the leaders of Black churches
to recognize a crisis before it becomes full blown. Even then, there
are some who identify with the wrong side of the issue.®®

“Jonestown,” he said, “challenges us to rise up to the fullness of our
g p
potential.”%

“MY LORD, WHAT A MOURNING”

As the decade of the 1970s was coming to a close, Vincent
Harding wrote an essay in which he reflected about the state of the
black religious community generally. In a portion of this reflection,
which he entitled, “My Lord, What a Mourning, Jonestown is Amer-
ica,” he wrote,

The horrible tragedy of Jonestown and the degradation and de-
struction of so many of our people should not allow us to forget the
essential message that still remains: Nothing in the arid materialism
and individualism of the 1970s has eliminated the fundamental hun-
gers in the human spirit for a deep sense of a caring, responsible,
disciplined community and a great human cause to which a person
may give himself or herself at the risk of “life, possessions, security,
and status.” Indeed, perhaps we have learned again that people be-
come truly human only as such hungers are fed.®”

The people of Peoples Temple had a great cause. They knew, for
all their leader’s deceit, that Jim Jones spoke a truth, and that truth
was that America’s “self-evident” principles were not evident in prac-
tice. In despair that it would ever be otherwise, they sought to build
a community in another land, and then, having been led to believe
that their community was threatened by the same forces that violated
the principles they held dear, they chose to die—as a community.

The further tragedy is that today we are no closer than in 1978 to
the reconstitution of a religio-political coalition that might move our
society beyond the structural inequities that concerned the members
of Peoples Temple. On the contrary, regression has been the dominant
modality of the past quarter-century. Today we seem scarcely any
closer to the kind of societal transformation that would obviate the
need for a Peoples Temple. People are still hungering. And they are
still unfed. Those who hunger—those who seek nourishment in the
midst of the arid materialism and militarism of the new century—are
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the descendants of all those who died trying to fill their hunger for a
better world. Now, as then, some are struggling merely to survive.
Now, as then, some are being led into death instead of life. Now, as
then, prophetic voices of integrity are all too few, and all too faint. In
a moment of contemporary despair, some among us might be hard
put to suppress the haunting question of whether the people were
justified in the choice they made.

Contrary to the dehumanizing image of the people that was etched
in the minds of the American citizenry, there was in the Peoples Tem-
ple movement a community of creative, caring individuals—individ-
uals who were passionately committed to a cause that they came to
believe could never be achieved in their homeland. We may surmise
that at least some of those who once saw themselves doing the Lord’s
work understood their last act to be one that would finally bring them
release.

O freedom! O freedom!

O freedom over me!

And before I'd be a slave,

I'll be buried in my grave,

And go home to my Lord and be free.

POSTSCRIPT

Ten days after Jonestown, a friend and longtime social activist,
Mack Warner, accompanied me to the Peoples Temple headquarters
in San Francisco. There we were met by two white staff members who
escorted us through the floodlights and police line that surrounded
the facility. Inside, we sat in what was a cavernous room dominated
by long rows of dining tables where hundreds of people had at one
time taken their daily meals.

It was quiet. It was, it later came to me, uncannily peaceful. As we
prepared to leave, I was approached by a young black girl who
thanked me for coming. I remember wondering why she was thanking
me and whether she fully comprehended what had transpired. I
paused momentarily to greet an elderly black woman who was sitting
quietly in a rocking chair, off by herself. As I turned to go, her barely
audible words followed me: “God bless you,” she said. “God bless
you.”

There is a refrain commonly sung during black worship services:
“Surely the presence of the Lord is in this place.” I never hear this
refrain but what I remember the feeling of being in a holy place.
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