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Shamans, Visions and Ghosts: 
Exploring Spiritual and Religious Experiences.

A critical assessment of the selected case study within the academic framework that reflects debates in the field of the study of religious and spiritual experiences.


                                  Spiritual Experience: Reaching ‘’The Next Level’’. 

Introduction:

Religious and spiritual experiences are often of a deeply personal nature. What many of us may attempt to rationalise as ordinary, for the subject of the experience the matter is extraordinary and indeed, far more profound. This category of experiences is broad and colourful, with examples ranging from everyday prayer to visions or simply, significant encounters with the otherwise unexplainable. We may think of a religious experience as a beneficial event, inherently positive, uplifting and leading to an increase of goodness (Rankin, 2005). However, there is also no shortage of examples in which these extraordinary experiences have inspired actions that cause harm. It is no secret that certain infamous individuals throughout history have wielded religion and spirituality as a weapon, manipulating others for personal gain and exploiting the faith they inspire. It is almost easy to view these scenarios in objective terms: right and wrong, good versus evil, con artists in the pursuit of wealth or power. However, the subject may become more complex when the individuals in question truly believe the rhetoric they share with others, influenced by what they believe to be spiritual or religious experiences. 

The dedicated followers of the American religious movement known as ‘Heaven’s Gate’ met untimely deaths when the group engaged in a mass suicide in 1997 (Zeller, 2014). They were led to their final actions by Marshall Applewhite, the man described by some as their cult leader. Academics have long discussed the complicated beliefs of Applewhite and how he so thoroughly convinced others to believe, but why did Applewhite himself hold these beliefs? Was Applewhite inspired by religious or spiritual experience? 

Heaven’s Gate: 

Described by some as a new-age religion, and by others as a cult, the Heaven’s Gate movement was established in 1974, by leaders Marshall Applewhite and Bonnie Nettles (Chryssides, 1999). Many of the group’s teachings centred around extra-terrestrials, and UFO’s: particularly crafts of another world, designed to be travelling workshops where select believers lived in peaceful service to a higher being (Applewhite, 1997). 


The pseudo-scientific field of UFOlogy was gaining traction, as the year 1969 had seen ‘’the first landing on the moon, described by some as an ‘evolutionary leap’, and films like E.T  and Close Encounters of the Third Kind  were immensely popular…’’ (Chryssides, 1999, p67). Heaven’s Gate’s ideology combined UFOlogy with biblical teachings (Chryssides, 1997, p33) and gained a number of devout followers. 

The group’s leaders Applewhite and Nettles held many complex beliefs regarding faith, religious figures such as Jesus, and the afterlife. For Applewhite and Nettles, (both who had Christian backgrounds), the afterlife, or ‘’what biblical literature referred to as the kingdom of heaven’’ (Applewhite, 1997) was a higher plain of existence situated in another dimension, which they called ‘’the next level’’. It was the next evolutionary step for selected beings on Earth. Applewhite taught his followers that this other dimension could only be reached by abandoning the ‘’earthly vehicle’’ (or body) that you inhabit in this world (Applewhite, 1997), 
a teaching that would eventually lead to the groups infamous mass suicide in March 1997. 

Whilst the media and many others have referred to the group as a cult, (or, post-mortem, a ‘’suicide cult’’), some prominent academics in the field and those who have researched the group extensively, assert that the followers of Applewhite and Nettles were not necessarily subject to brainwashing tactics in the way that ‘’cult members’’ often are. Instead, it has been argued that the appeal and subsequent power of Applewhite and Nettles came from the concrete foundation for belief that the two provided followers. Heaven’s Gate acted as a ‘’true religion with a coherent system of beliefs that explained the order of the universe, gave meaning to human existence, and offered a plan for salvation’’ (Balch in Zeller, 2014). This school of thought is perhaps supported by the fact that all evidence suggests that the members of the group committed suicide willingly and without coercion or force, each leaving behind a personal video as a final message to loved ones, assuring their eagerness to leave Earth behind and ascend to the next level of existence. This is in sharp contrast to cases in which group members have been subjected to scare tactics to elicit their suicides, as was the case with what is known as the Jonestown Massacre (Jonestown Audiotape Primary Project, 2012). Other ominous examples include instances where followers have been instructed on how to most effectively end their lives in the face of ‘’deprogramming’’ attempts (such as members of the Unification Church group), this action serving to prevent followers from ever questioning their groups’ beliefs (Chryssides, 1997). 

The members of Heaven’s Gate were not held against their wills, nor were they seemingly afraid of their leaders of whom they were loyal to and visibly fond of. They simply believed the 
teachings of Applewhite and Nettles and yearned for their promised ascension and subsequent salvation. It is debateable whether or not any of the movements members ever personally had spiritual experiences that would encourage their final actions, instead being led by Applewhite whose word they trusted. But which of Applewhite’s spiritual or religious experiences, if any, would lead him to believe that this was the correct path to heaven? 





The Spiritual Experiences of Marshall Applewhite: 

Marshall Applewhite had a religious upbringing, as the son of a Presbyterian Minister (Davis, 2000) who raised him with traditional Christian values. Throughout his life, Applewhite would struggle with his sexuality and identity, losing a position as a music teacher due to relations with a male student (Balch & Taylor, 2002). For Applewhite, dealings with his sexuality may have been difficult due to his religious background, and later in life he would teach members of Heaven’s Gate that sex and even marriage are unnecessary things that only serve to tie us, as humans, to Earth and prevent our ascension to the next evolutionary level (Applewhite, 1997). 

There is no doubt that Applewhite’s meeting of nurse, Bonnie Nettles in 1972 would be instrumental in the development of Applewhite’s own philosophies and the subsequent founding of Heaven’s Gate.  Early into their relationship, the two developed a strong platonic bond and reportedly believed they had met previously in another dimension (Chryssides, 1997). They believed that their purpose on Earth was to find others who essentially belonged to this other dimension, as they did, and to teach them their beliefs in order to lead them to their equivalent of heaven. It is asserted that the two drew clear parallels between themselves and two prophets from the biblical Book of Revelations, sent to Earth to spread the word of God, sometimes calling themselves ‘’The Two’’, or ‘’The UFO Two’’ (Zeller, 2014).

Before meeting Nettles, Applewhite had been struggling with his mental health after the death of his father, undergoing great emotional turmoil (Balch & Taylor, 2002). In fact, shortly before meeting, both individuals ‘’experienced serious upheavals in their personal lives and came to attribute this to their bodies being taken over by ‘next level minds’’ (Chryssides, 1999, p68). For Applewhite, this period was a deeply spiritual time: a time when his true consciousness (his ‘next level’ consciousness) came to be inserted or ‘’incarnated’’ into his Earthly body. Applewhite’s old identity would end and his new identity as a religious prophet would begin. Applewhite and Nettles adopted the names ‘Do’ and ‘Ti’ respectively from this point onwards.

Whilst some religious movement or cult leaders believe they have been chosen by a higher power due to hearing voices or receiving divine visions, for Applewhite, the mere meeting of Nettles convinced him that he, an otherworldly being, was awakening in a human vessel or ‘vehicle’ (Applewhite, 1997). Applewhite would teach his followers that he, ‘’Do’’ as they knew him, was not born Marshall Applewhite from the womb, but a being with a higher purpose that came to Earth when he found his counterpart and personal ‘’shepherd’’, Nettles (Applewhite, 1997). 

Applewhite’s spirituality was clearly anchored to Nettles as an individual. Not only was meeting Nettles the spiritual catalyst that led Applewhite to forming a new religion, but her death in 1985 would only serve to cement Applewhite’s views on the afterlife and beyond. As mentioned, for many, spiritual experiences involve hearing the voices of God(s) or angels: messengers that the individual believe are bestowing them with divine purposes. 



For Applewhite, the deceased Nettles would become his divine messenger, his direct link to ‘’the next level’’, where he believed she now resided once again. He claimed to still be in communication with Nettles, that he would often ask her questions and he would hear her answers (Applewhite, 1997) though he would be relatively vague in his public messages regarding what conversations transpired. Applewhite told his followers that Nettles had departed Earth before him due to having had more knowledge and experience than him and began referring to her often as ‘’The Father’’, maintaining that she had always occupied a role as his shepherd, and that she had held a higher spiritual role. He explained to his followers that she was to him, what he would be to them: a leading link to heaven (Applewhite, 1997). At this point, the members of Heaven’s Gate were utterly convinced that Applewhite alone was their salvation, that he would be their only hope of ascending before Earth’s coming end. 

Furthermore, Nettles’ death had prompted Applewhite to evolve and alter parts of his ideology and teachings, as prior to her passing, the two had taught Heaven’s Gate members that upon departing Earth, their bodies would be physically taken into a UFO or spacecraft and transported beyond Earth. However, Nettles body had visibly remained on Earth, forcing Applewhite to begin teaching that ascension to ‘’the next level’’ is in fact spiritual rather than physical (Balch & Taylor, 2002). 


Spiritual Signals and the ‘’End’’:

As established, the meeting of Nettles had signified the beginning of Applewhite’s higher purpose. Her death in the 1980’s, and subsequent experiences in which he communicated with her from beyond would solidify his sense of duty to lead their followers to ‘’the next level’’ with her. Finally, in the 1990’s, Applewhite would interpret signals that for him, spiritually signified the coming of the end, prompting him to complete his religious and spiritual duty by leaving Earth with Heaven’s Gate indefinitely. 

It states clearly on the Heaven’s Gate website that ‘in the early 1990's, [they] began to get clear signals that "classroom time" per se was nearly over’’ (Jwnody, 1996), evidence that planning for the groups mass suicide may have begun some years prior to its unfolding. There is no information on the websites as  to what these early ‘’signals’’ were specifically, however the website’s page goes on to state that overwhelmingly negative and ‘’hostile’’ responses to the groups public activity in this time period, acted as a signal that it was time to ‘’prepare to return ‘’home’’ (Jwnody, 1996). As put by this page’s author, a student of Applewhite’s teachings: ‘’The weeds have taken over the garden and truly disturbed its usefulness beyond repair - it is time for the civilization to be recycled - spaded under’’ (Jwnody, 1996). Applewhite had been teaching his followers for some years that human life on Earth would inevitably end one day in their lifetimes and that transcending to the next level was the only definite means of spiritual and psychic survival. 




One final spiritual signal would come to tell Applewhite that it was time for he and his followers to leave Earth and their human lives behind: the imminent coming of the Hale-Bopp comet, in 1997. Throughout recorded history ‘’celestial phenomena such as comets, meteor showers, the Northern Lights, and even eclipses’’ (Schwarz, 1997) have provoked emotional responses from humans, ranging from awe to hysteria. It is by no means uncommon for comets in particular to be interpreted as powerfully negative omens, signifiers of imminent disaster and even the apocalypse. It was anticipated and feared by the American Government and relevant authorities that the Hale-Bopp Comet of 1997 would prompt certain groups or individuals to commit suicide in the belief that it was a portent of ‘’the end’’, a portent of coming doom (Chryssides, 1997). Of course, this fear was realised when the Heaven’s Gate group became the subjects of mass suicide in March 1997. 

For Applewhite, the coming comet was indeed the signal he required to be sure it was time for he and his followers to depart from Earth, abandoning their physical bodies. However, the comet did not just act as a signal to Applewhite that life on the planet would soon be ending. Applewhite believed that the comet was being closely trailed by his deceased partner and shepherd Bonnie Nettles (Chryssides, 1997) who was in a UFO, ready to collect the Heaven’s Gate group and take them to ‘the next level’, as a form of salvation. 


Conclusion:

The issue of what defines an experience as spiritual remains nuanced and complex, perhaps only ever simplified by the recipients own act of labelling the experience as such. However, it could very much be argued that Marshal Applewhite did indeed have spiritual experiences. Experiences that could be categorised as such due to their otherworldliness, their connection to Applewhite’s religious ideology, their significant lasting impact, and the influence they had on his actions. Without the experiences discussed, Applewhite may have led an average life, one without belief and fascination with the beyond. The significance of his deep connection to Bonie Nettles cannot be understated, and it is impossible to know just how many of his actions later in life were influenced or even determined by conversations he believed he was having with Nettles after her death. However, hearing voices believed to be from a ‘’beyond’’, or another dimension could certainly be categorised as a deeply spiritual experience, particularly in the context of Applewhite who believed Nettles to be a messenger or shepherd to follow to ‘’the next level’’. 

Spiritual and religious experiences happen all around the world, every day, leaving a lasting impression on practitioners, believers and sceptics alike. The influence of these experiences is widely varied: they can be comforting, traumatic and anything in between, inspiring some to higher purposes for ‘’better’’ or for ‘’worse’’. 
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