The SINFUL MESSIAH

Marc Breault was an
earnest religion
student in California
when he was
introduced to a
bizarre Texas cult

By MARK ENGLAND
and DARLENE McCORMICK
. 1893 Waco Tribune-Herald

Marc Breault found what he
once thought was salvatien in &
grocery store off the campus of
Loma Linda Univerzity in
Southern California.

Breault was stockpiling gro-
ceried for his first week of grad-
uate school in Janwary 1986, His
Dallas Cowboys' T-shirl caught
the attention of an intense, (rail-
looking man named Perry
Jones,

Jones asked if Breaull was
from Texas,

Mo, he was just a fan, Breault
told Jomes., He had grown up in
Hawaii, but he had followed the
Cowbovs ever since a Hoger
Staubach-led Super Bowl win
av¥er the Miami Dolphins in
1072

Jones struck wp a conversa-
tion. He told Breault that he was
a journalist for a religious publi-
cation in Waco, Texas.

Actually, Jones sold perfome
for a living. He was a lomg-timse
member of the Branch Davi-
dians, & spinoffl of the Saventh-
day Adventists with deep roots
in the Waco area. Jones had
written for Davidian publica-
tions, but he was no journalist.
He was a believer — a believer
in Vernon Howell, his son-in-law
and the Branch Davidians® ac-
knowledged prophet and leader

Recruiting followers

Jones was in California to re-
cruit followers for Howell.

Loma Linda was fertile
ground sincee the university iz
run by the Seventh-day Advent-
izts, a denomination whose
members believe prophecy will
flourish in the earth's last davs
Their willingness fo hear out
would-be prophets would pro-
vide & bountiful harvest of fol-
lowers for Howell.

Lriring thal first conversation
with Breault, Jones talked
about trying to introduce Ad-
ventist doctrine o TV evange-

- lisiz Jerry Falwell and Jimmy
Swapgart.

That interested Breault, who

al age 12 was seeking a mas-

ter's degree in religion. He
wanted to be a pastor. Breault
had been raised a Catholic but
became & Seventh-day Adveni-
ist at age 15 after attending a
church-sponsored camp for the
blind, although he had some vi-
shon in his left eye,

Breault gave Jones his tele-
phone mumber.

Hearing him out

Jones kept in contact. He soon
told Breauli that be believed his
son-in-law, Howell, was in-
spired. Breauvlt, primed by his
religious upbringing, agreed to
hear him out, They met in Loma
Linda's graduate student
lounge.

Howell's literal interpreta-
tion of the Bible which en-
Lailed such beliefs ag taking the
phrase “‘bride of Christ™ to
mean a&n actual woman — in-
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Visiting Judge Herman Fiits ordered the Waco-based Branch Davidians to remove a caskel
from the rotunda of the McLennan County Courthouse during the 1988 shootout trial.

trigued Breault, 5o did Howell's
proclamation that he had the
seventh Angel's message, the
last message W be delivered to
the church. The message,
Breault later learned, was that
Howell claimed to be Cyrus, a
latter-dav king whe would lead
God's people until the Second
Comming of Christ.

Genial, the lanky Breault en-
joved the company of the
Branch Davidians, Also, it was a
chance for Breault to play kev-
boards in Howell's rock “n roll
baund.

Breault met with the Branch
Davidians regularly and later
that year attended thelr Pass
over services in Palestine,
Texas,

He gol a crash course in the
cult's unorthodox teachings.

Howell told the gathering that
God had commanded him to
have sex with a 14-year-old girl
i the cult, according te Breault
and other former cull members.

The girl was hardly a vamp.
Former cult member Liza Gent
sakd the girl was not physically
developed. Her grandmother
described the tecn-ager as a
“simple” person wha speaks “in
a frail, little-gitl voice.™

Howell said he approached

the girl and told her of God's
command, Breault said. They
were to unite and have a child
called Shoshonna, whoe would
marry Cyrus, Howells son by
Rache]l Howell, his legal wile,

The two offspring would rulc
in GI”:HT:‘E |-!|||E|j|:'|||'.

At first, Howell thought God
was lesting him, Breault said,
by telling him to “give seed” to
the girl.

‘My Rachel, my Cyrus’

Horrified, Howell reported
erving out, “My Rachel, my
Cyrus.”

But when he heard God re-
peat his command, Howell said
he obeved, according lo Breaull
and other former cull members

It wazn't the first time Howell
claimed God had given him a

WOTmAn.
Jean Berlin Chilson said How-

ell told her late husbamnd, L.
Hartley Berlin, in about 15840
that God had given their danghe
ter, Sandy, to him. Berlin was
pastor of the Tyler Seventh-tay
Adventist Chureh.

“He felt that God wanted him
to marry ber,"” Chilson said.

The Berlins barred Howell
from seeing their daughter.

But Chilson, who has since re- JPloase see RECRUIT, Page 8A

married and no longer lives in
Tyler, said Howell was always
supremely confident while at
the Tyler church that he knew
God's will,

“He would act like he know
every sentence of the Bible”
she said, ©, ., to wphold anything
he wanted.”

If the revelation about “giv-
ing seed” wasn't enough {0 send

a newcomer packing, Howell,
then 26, conlirmed that two
viears earlier he had a sexual re-
lationship with the cult's then-
prophetess, Lois Hoden, Breault
said. She was 67
Roden was at Palestine try-
ing to mend a split with Howell
Howell reported that God had
commanded him to fulfill Tsaiak
£:3 with Roden, said Breault amd
ather former cult members.
And I went unio the proph-
etess; and she conceived, and
bare @ 501, Then said the
Lord to me, Call his name
Maher-shalal-hash-taz,
Foden had indeed become
pregnant, Howell told the gath-
ering. But Howell claimed that
God caused Roden to misearry
their supposed baby as punizh-
ment for giving tithe money to
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Davidians drawn to
Howell's persona
[l From Page 1A

her adult children, Breault said.

While Roeden also thought she
had been pregnanit, she blamed
the miscarriage on Howell's re-
fusal to share power with her,
Breault said.

It iz a story Howell denies,

“Bhe was T0 vears old, God
bless her soul, but she was ugly,”
b gaid, *She was in cornpetition
with Meduza, But you know old
women are beautiful in & differ-
ent way, you know what T mean
... It's impossible. T never
touched her.”

But 5 former cult member,
who fears Howell and asked not
to be identified, said Howell's al-
liance with Roden gave him
standing in the Branch Da-
vidians,

“He knew the only way he
could present his message was
through Lois Roden,” the former
member said. “Buot I also think he
waniled (o unite with her. He
greatly admired her when he first
came.”

Breault said he found the
claims by Roden and Howell
about the purported baby hard to
helieve.

A matter of ‘guts’

But Howell's “guls” in standing
before hiz followers and admit-
ting sexual relationships with a
L4-vear-old girl and a 67-vear-old
woman persuaded Breault of his
sincerity.

“To have the guts to blatantly
gay something that people might
see a9 weird, knowing how people
would react, be had to have some
sort of convietion, I thought,”
Breault said. “The way I was
Inoking at it then was that your
TV evangelists pretend to be av-
erage, normal people. They keep
the bad things in the closet. When
they come out, they fall. But this
guy was saying it straight ont.”

Breault eventually joined the
Branch Davidians in Palestine,
the small town in East Texas
where Howell took his followers
after his split with Lodz Roden,

Roden died later in 1986, In a
will later invalidated, she left
Mount Carmeel, the Branch Davi-
dians’ longtime home 10 miles
east of Waco, near the Elk com-
munity, to her son, George. Bul
ghe left him little else.

Almost all the Branch Davi-
dian=s lived with Howell,

George Roden wag dumbfound-
ed, To him, Howell was just a
hippie.

Throwback to "'60s

Howell did seem a throwback
o the 60z, with his flowing brown
hair that curved gracefully to be-

low the shoulders, wire-rim

glazses, beatiflic smile and easy,

talk of peace and love. Younger
Branch Davidians gravitated fo
Howell's persona amnd his passion
for rock music. His almost celes-
tial knowledge of the Bible mysti-
fled the older cult members.

For the Branch Davidians, liv-
ing in Palestine in plywood boxes
with their prophel was beifer
than living at Mount Carme] with
(George.

But, then, that was the story of
Roden's life.

“Poor George™” is how Barbara
Slawson, who had been a devoles
of Lois Roden, refers to him.

Crude and confused

Roden was the son of Ben and
Lois Roden, both former leaders
of the Branch Davidians, a sect
that spun off in the 19308 from
the Seventh-day Adventisis.
George always assumed he wonld
carry on his family’s tradition of
leadership. A large man with a
barrel chest, thick black hair and
a menacing presence, Roden had
a big problem when it came 1o as-
piring to leadership, though.

Almost no one in the Branch
Davidians would accept him az a
prophet.

In eontrast to Howell, a2 pro-
fe=zed ninth-grade dropout with a
preternatural knowledge of the
Bible and a folksy manner, Roden
came across as crude, clumsy
and confused,

Ag Slawson put it, "His heart
was in the right place, but .. ."”

Roden had run for president in
1976 — with Perry Jones, How-
&]1's future [ather-in-law, serving
as campaign treasurer — on a
platform promising to grant 2
percent loans to build homes for
aging parents and fight inflation
by cutting wages and prices by 40

But he couldn't get inside the
Democratic Conventlon, much
less on any ballots.

Raoden and Howell lived uneasi-
Iy at Mount Carmel in the early

Seven Seals key to Vernon Howell’s power

Cult leader says he will
unleash events that will
bring the end of time

By MARK ENGLAMD
and DARLEMNE McCORMICK
<. 1983 Waco Tribune-Herakd

Vernon Howell's dominion over the
Branch Davidians can be traced o two
words: 2even Seals.

The Seven Seals are found in Kevelas
tion, the last book of the Bible. They her-
ald the catastrophic events that mankind
will go through in its last days, many
Christianz heljeve,

“The Seven Seals are the acid-test for
whe knows God and who doesn't,” Howell
sald,

Hiz follawers believe Howell will
“open" the Seven Seals, loosing the end
lime, bul former followers like Marc
Breaolt =ay that Howell merely uses his
knowledge of the Bible to gain power
over cult members.

A look into the future

The Seven Seals are written in apoca-
Iyptic language. It wasn't until the 18005
that Christians began interpreting the
Sewven Seals and Revelation as a lorehad-
ing look into our future, =aid Professor
Bob Patterson, a professor of religion at
Baylor Unlversity.

“The traditional wndersianding was
that it was 8 message from the author of

Revelation as to what the charch could
expect in terms of the Homan Empire,”
he zald. “Az the seals open, the Roman
Empire is the loser., The church is the
winner. It was intended o reassure the
chireh,

In the 1800z, a teaching called di
sationalism started in Scotland, Patter-
son said. It taught that the seven
churches reflected in Revelation actual-
Iy referred to seven church ages, with the
last chureh reflecting the present situa-
tion, It wasg the apostate church, Things
would get bad and Christ would have to
return,

According io the Branch Davidians,
he's back.

His name is Vernon Howell.

Leading followers to heaven

Howell promises (o lead his followers
through the Seven Seals and into Heaven
He claims to be the Lamb of God, who,
according to Hevelation, will spark the
events — such as pestilence and a war
agalnzt Israel — that will pull down the
curtain on mankind.

Breault said Howell teaches that the
Seven Seals lay out his powers,

The Seals supposedly grant Howell the
right to have numerous wives, Breault
gnd other former cult members =said.
They said Howell holds that God's plan is
to destroy the world and populate it with
hiz children,

Eventually, Howell and hiz followers

will be martyred, according to Howell's
reading of the Seven Beals, Breaolt said,
but they will retarn and slaughter the
Babvlonians, or unbelievers.

Howell's interpretation is at odds with
Lhe Saventh-day Adventist church, to
which he belonged a2 a young rman in
Tyler.

Old-line Protestant views

Cyril Miller, president of the South-
western Union Conference of Seventh-
day Adventists, said the church believes
Jesus Christ has already opened six of the
Seven Seals

“We have fellowed the old-line Protes-
tant wiews" Miller zaid. “We believe
Christ 13 the one who opened the seals. He
did it in heaven, after the Ascension, The
Seven Seals reveal the foture of his
chureh ™

There are seven periods of time, Miller
gaid.

Each time in the history of the world
that followed was repressnted by the
opening of a Seal

“The Seventh Seal iz yet to be opened,”
Miller gaid, “That occors at the coming
of Jesus Christ.”

Seventh-day Adventists don't believe
Howell is Chirist.

Miller =aid the church sccasionally
communicatas with certain Branch Da-
vidians, since so many are former Sev-
enth-day Adventists, but he stressed that
the church no longer recognizes them as

mambers.

Howell and Miller once bad a phone
conversation on the Seven Seals, Miller
said. :

“His concept of the book of Revelation
is foreign to the teaching of Seventh-day
Adventists.” Miller said. “They're his
own private views, difficult in some ways
to even follow. He spoke a little about
that. Trying to be polite, I said he seemed
Lo kiow a Lol aboul the Bible, He said he
didn't bave to study. It was az if he
thought he had divine knowledge. T just
let it fall. Persons like him are victims of
thelr own hallucinations, 1 don't know
how elze to describe it.™

‘“You don't know Christ"

Howell, though, scoffs at other views
of Revelation,

“When it comes to facts, there’s not a
scholar or a theclogian that can stand
against what I have,” he said. “If vou
don't know the Seven Seals, you really
don't know Christ, 50 who are you to
promise someone else that they'll be
saved by aceepling your opinion ™

Howell zaid Breault and church lead-
ers don't wani to accept that he can open
the Seven Seals. It wounld mean acknow]-
edging he was Christ, Howell said.

“The Bible zays no one can reveal
these things to vou except Christ him-
sell,” Howell said. “If your Bible's not
irue, why even iry getting a job teaching
the stupid thing?"”

A GUIDE
TO THE NAMES

Vernon Hawell — Cult
leadar. Ha joinad the Branch
Davidians in the early 1980s,
In 1884, cult members ac-
knowledged him & prophet,
Followers bellave he will lead
them through an apocalyptic
fubure to salvation.

Marc Breault — Former
confidant of Howell's. Broke
away In 1988, moving to Aus-
{ralia. He has devotad much
of hiz time since 1o dabunking
Howell's messacge,

Parry Jones — Longtime
Branch Davidian and [ather-
in-law af Howell, He served as
pastor wien Howell married
nis 14-year-old dawghter, Ra-
chiel, in 1884,

Lois Roden — The cult's
prophatass Belare Varnon
Howell, Bath sha and Howsll
acknowladged & sexusl rela-
tionship, despite a 40-yaar
difference in ages, said for-
mer cult mambers. From the
ralationship, Howell gained
standing as a prophet

George Roden — He lost
the power strugale with Ves-
man Howall over leadarship of
tha Branch Dawidians. He had
control of Maonl Carmaal, the
cult’'s home near Waco, until
e ran afoul of the courts by
writifeg lewd laggal briefs,

Gary Coker — 'Waco atior-
ney who in 1983 successfully
defended Howell and seven
folowers accusad of trying to
Kill rival prophet Gesrge
Rodan.

"#0s while Loiz Roden led the
Branch Davidians. When Howell
moved in with Leiz Roden,
though, things turned nasty. Ro-
den acenszed Howall of raping hiz
mother. He threatened Howell, a
threat the younger man bok seri-
ously since Roeden sometimes
carried a semi-automatic Uz
while making his rounds.

Howell left in 1984, The rest of
his followers eventually did like-
wise. They settled in Palestine,
living in 8-fool by 12-fool ply-
wiood boxes,

Roden, though, still yearned to
lead the Branch Davidians. He
devized a plan in 1987 to settle
once and for all who should be the
cult's prophet. Roden dug up the
body of Anna Hughes from the
cemetery at Mount Carmel, stor-
ing the casket inside a shed. Ro-
dien then issued a challenge to
Howell: the man whoe raised
Hughes from the desd would ba
the Branch Davidians' true

prophet.
Photo of body

Howell and his followers asked
the McLennan County Sherili’s
Diepartment to arrest Roden for
corpae ahuse.

Officials demanded proof, such
a3 a photograph of Hughes' body,

Howell and seven men, all
dressed in camouflage fatigoes,
sneaked onto Mount Carmel on
Mov, 3, 1987, supposedly to take
such a photograph. They carried
aasault rifles. When daylight
came, a shootoul ensued. Depu-
ties, netified by neighbors, broke
up the skirmizh.

They filed charges of atlempi-
ed murder against Howell and his
followers.

Although the Branch Davidians
claimed to be carrying weapons
for protection, they put 18 bullet
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The McLennan County Sherlf"s Department arrested Vernon Howell and seven lollowers after a
1587 shootout with George Roden at Mount Carmel. Shown here are (l to r) Stan Silvia, David Jones,
Greg Summers and Jimmy Riddle. Howell said he and his followers fired only in self-defense.

hiles into the small tree Roden

Prosecutors had a fatal flaw in
their case, however,

Their chief witness was Hoden
He came to the courtroom
straight from the county jail,
where he was serving a six-month
sentence for filing legal motions
asking God to inflict ATDS and
herpes on Texas Supreme Court
judges.

The contrast between Hoden
and Howell and his followers was
nol lost on jurors,

Howell’s followers clogged the
third floor of the McLennan
County Courthouse, Most of the
women wore dresses fo their an-
kles and blouses buttoned up to
their necks. They clamored
around their men during breaks
Children clung tightly to their
mothers.

The group’s devotion to Howell
was Lotal.

Visiting Judge Herman Fitts
quickly learned to whom the
Branch Davidians answered.

Before the frial started, Fitts
asked if there were any witnesses
in the courtreom who needed to
be sworn in. No one arose. How-
ell's attorney Gary Coker infer-
vened, He turned to the Branch
Davidians in the gallery, urging
potential witnesses to stand.
Again no one got up.

Howell, smiling slightly, then
stood.

“Tt'z all right,” he said, raising
a4 hand. “You've done nolhing
wrong. Stand.”

The doubd parted and the wit-
nesses stood.

In contrast, deputies led Roden
into the courtroom. He told of try-
ing fto raise Anna Hughes from
the dead and with not & hint of
chagrin admitted ending a pray-
&r, "In the name of George B. Ro-
den, amen_"

Charges dropped

The jury acguitied Howell's
followers. It could not reach a
verdict on Howell. Charges
againat him were later dropped.

Jurors said Roden frightened
them.

Agsistant District Attorney
Denize Wilkerson summed up the
prosecution’s case bluntly, "1
think the trial came down o a
sympathetic cause on one side

and Gearge Roden on the other."

Coker also thought the trial
came down to how jurors viewed
the Branch Davidians and Roden.

"Our witnesses are nice people
with no criminal record who don't
beliewve they're Jesus Christ,” he
said, without a trace of irony.

With George Roden in jail, the
Branch Davidians setiled back
into Mount Carmel. Roden had let
it slide. The tiny houses lining the
dirt road into the properiy had
fallen inte disrepair, Junk cars
abounded like weeds. Much need-
ed to be done.

MNights of Bible study

Branch Davidians gol an early
gtart. At 530 am., the men got
up, exercised, then ran an obsta=-
cle course Howell designed.
While they ate breakfast, the
women exercised and ran.

Days were devoted to shaping
up Mount Carmel.,

Nights were devobed to Bible
study — and to Howell

And the nights were long. How-
ell uwsually slept until about 2 pon.
There was no sef time for the Bi-
ble studies to begin. To Mare
Breault, who had become How-
ell's confidant, it seemed the
studies began when evervone else
was exhausted amd Howell was
ready Lo po.

Bible studies sometimes lasted
more than 15 hours,

“N¥ou don't have time to think,”
said a former cult member, who
fears Howell and asked not to be
named. “He doesn'l give you Llime
to think about what you're doing.
It's just bang, bang, bang, bang,
hang."

2ometimes, Howell would
practice his guitar, at full vol-
urme, until 2 or 3 in the morning,
then call a Bible stody, former
cult member Lisa Gent re-
membered.

“On the night of Alonement, we
managed to get to bed at 11
porm.,” she gald, “At 1 am., Ver-
nen ran through the camp ringing
the food bell, making an awful
racket. We had to come and eat,
as he himszell had not had food
that night. We then were com-
pelled to study with him until 5
a.m."”

Howell's influence over the
Branch Davidians, as Judge Filia
had seen, was eerie. They were

aweatruck by his seeming mas-
tery of the Bible's mysteries. It
wazn't as if they were all idiots,
Wayne Martin was an attorney,
Don Bunds was a design engineer;
his wife Jeannine, 3 nurse.
Breault would earn a master’s
degree in religion in 1988, All
though, pledged allegiance to a
man far less educated than {them-
selves, who professed to have a
ninth-grade edocation.

There was just somelhing
about Howell.

Karl Hennig, a school teacher
from Vancowver, British Colom-
bia, saw it when he stayed with
the cult for two months in 1987, A
Seventh-day Adventizt, Hennig
found Howell quick-witted and
the holder of ““a truly amazing ac-
cumulation of knowledge,”

In the daily Bible studies, How-
ell spoke rapid-fire, and Hennig
found his message hard to pin
down., Often, Howell asked a bar-
rage of rhetorical questions, leay-
ing his followers baffled as to
how to answer — few daring to
think there might be no answer.

Complete confidence

Howell's voice exuded com-
plete confidence. He had an an-
swer for every question.

If he sometimes seemed bi-
zgarre, well, propheis were sup-
pozed to be that way. Didn't Isa-
iah run around barefoot and
naked for three years? Howell
roamed back and forth across Lhe
chapters of the Bible, arcane Bib-
lical references rolling off his
tongue. Before the listerer could
grasp what had just been said, he
was on to something else. It was
like & roller-coaster ride: Lhrill-
ing, but it was almost impossible
afterward to say what you had
seen or heard.

But Howell's followers gol
hooked on the feeling — that
genze of glimpsing truth, even i it
was awiul and apocalyptic. Some
compared it to a drug.

You felt like you were in the
know, said a former cult mem-
ber. Others, in the world, might
consider you average. Let them.
They were unbelievers, Bui you
keoew zomething they didn't —
something that put you into the
ultimate In Crowd, the ones who
wouldnt be taking a dip in the
Lake of Fire,
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And that was the importance of
the Seven Seals. s

The Seven Seals, found in Rev-
glation and written in apocalyp-
tie language, herald the cata-
girophic events — [amine,
pestilence, a great war against
Israel, the martyrdom awaiting
God's followers — that many
Christians believe will mark
mankind’s doom.

Howell told cult members that
he, as Cyrus, was the Lamb that
Revelation savs will reveal the
Zeven Zeals.

If they followed him, be would
lead them through the coming
tribulations. They would suppos-
edly be martyred, but ascend to
heaven, former cult members
gaid, Then they would return and
slay the unbelievers or the Baby--
lonians, as Howell called them.

Eternity awaited, if you could
just grasp Howell's message.

What struck Hennig most about®
cult members was their numbing
fear of never understanding How-
ell. They couldn’t just turn to the
Bible and read for themselves, As
Howell had shown time after
time in studies, the Bible’s lan-
guage was much too dense for
them to interpret. They were lost
without Howell. He was the ful-
crum of the Branch Davidians’
beliet.

Almost their God

1 don't think anyone ever
knew what his understanding
was, honestly,” Hennig said. “1f
you had given them pencil and
paper, I don't think they could
have written down his message.
They might have a plece here and
l.]'I'B.IZ"l 1]

The Branch Davidians, though,
had become convinced that they
would not get to heaven unless
Howell showed them the way,

They came to belisve Howell
and not the Bible, said Lisa Gent.

He had almost become their
Groad,
Hennig would later write, for a
psvehology paper at the Universi-
ty of British Columbia, “General-
Iy in the quiet evenings, an intro-
spective, self-absorbed malaise
seemed to overshadow the place
a8 Individuals perhaps contem-
plated their grim future, The only
consclation was that the world
would get it even worse. "™



