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Equal rights for children under the law 

Marilyn and Suzanne Shepard 
by Wes Paz of the St. Louis Post-Dispatch 

Tough choice saved daughter 

This spring a St. Louis mother has pub
licly discussed her decision to get medical care 
for her daughter despite warnings from fellow 
members of the Christian Science church. 
Suzanne Shepard was motivated to contact the 
press about her experience by the recent death 
of local Christian Science child Aaron Witte · 
due to untreated diabetes. 

In 1987, her only daughter Marilyn, then a 
first-grader; came down with what at first 
seemed to be a stomach ache. Suzanne was a 
fourth-generation Christian Scientist. She and 
her husband Joe had graduated from Principia 
College for Christian Scientists. 

continued on page 3 

Another Christian Science child 
dies of diabetes; prosecutor 
declines to file charges 

On December 29, 1992, Aaron Witte died 
in St. Charles, Missouri, of diabetic ketoacidosis 
a day before his thirteenth birthday. Aaron was 
a student at Principia Middle School for 
Christian Scientists. 
\, The insulin that would have almost 
certainly saved Aaron's life was only a phone 
call away, but his parents, Mike and Linda 
Witte, were Christian Scientists. They withheld 
medical care and instead retained local 

,J Christian Science practitioner Helen Wulf to 
give him spiritual "treatments." 

Wulf was in the Witte home for several 
hours on December 28. The Christian Science 
church advises its practitioners to visit children 
who may be serious~y ill. 
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Aaron was not conscious. The Wittes 
dripped water from a straw into his mouth 
throughout the day. 

Aaron died at 6:30 a.m., December 29th. 
His parents waited another three hours to call a 
funeral home. 

Full investigation discouraged 

Police detective Mike Harvey came out and 
interviewed the Wittes. Richard Nordahl, 
Christian Science lobbying and public relations 
manager for Missouri, also spoke with Harvey. 

On December 31st, the medical examiner, 
Dr. Mary Case, learned from test results that 
Aaron had died of diabetes. 

The state did not interview the Wittes after 
the cause of death was learned. Harvey wanted 
to do another interview, but St. Charles County 
Prosecutor Timothy Braun discouraged it. 

Death ruled a homicide 

On March 10, Dr. Case publicly ruled the 
death a homicide. "With treatment, ketoacido
sis is 99 percent curable," Case said. "Whatever 
your religious beliefs, when you have an uncon
scious child in your home, you must do the 
rational thing, and that is to get medical help." 

Not until after the press reported the .homi
cide ruling did Braun meet with Harvey to 
decide what to do. On March 12, Braun an
nounced that he would not file charges. 

Braun said he had run into a "collision 
between the duty of the law to protect children 
and the right we have in our country to protect 
religious beliefs." 

Repeal effort pledged 

Braun cited Missouri's religious exemption 
to child abuse and neglect in the civil code as 
the reason he could not file charges. "Unfortu
nately, no matter how senseless and avoidable 
the death of Aaron Witte was, our law in 
Missouri, as presently written, protects parents 
in this situation," Braun said. 

Braun said that "religion cannot and should 
not excuse the failure of a parent to provide 
life-saving assistance to a suffering and helpless 
child. Therefore, although I cannot bring 

. charges in this case, I will work diligently with 

Dr. Case and others to have the religious 
practice exemption to the Missouri child abuse 
law either repealed or amended." 

Were parents' actions unreasonable? 
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Braun also said, however, that, despite the 
exemption, he. would have prosecuted the case 
if the boy's illness had lasted longer. He said 
Aaron had been playing football with friends on 
Saturday, became ill with flu-like symptoms on 
Sunday, became bedridden on Monday, and 
died Tuesday morning. 

According to Dr. Case, however, Aaron had 
been feeling ill for several days before his 
death. 

Braun said the Wittes said that they 
thought Aaron was in a deep sleep and may 
have been unaware that he was in a coma. 

Several medical doctors, however, have told 
CHILD that the symptoms of juvenile diabetes 
are obvious td reasonable parents in plenty of 
time to get medical help. The disease begins 
with extreme thirst, increased urination, loss of 
appetite, lethargy, nausea and vomiting. It pro
gresses to hyperventilation, abdominal tender
ness, confusion, coma, and, if untreated, death. 

Braun told the press he might prosecute a 
future death of a Christian Science child. "In 
future situations in which the parents ignore a 
prolonged life-threatening injury or disease, the · 
parents will not be entitled to rely on the 
religious exception to the Missouri child abuse · 
laws. Parents should be aware that if they fail 
to get life-saving aid for an injured or diseased 
child in a situation in which their religious 
belief is unreasonable, they will be prosecuted 
by the state of Missouri." 

Endangerment continues 
-

Christian Science practitioners are· man-
datory reporters of suspected child abuse and 
neglect by Missouri law, but their duties are 
obfuscated by the religious exemption to child 
abuse and neglect. Braun decided not to 
charge Wulf with failure to report the boy's 
condition to Child Protection Services. 

Furthermore, the Wittes have a surviving 
child, Cassie. The religious exemption laws 
have reportedly discouraged Child Protection 



Services from investigating whether she needs 
medical attention. 

Nordahl complained that "every time" a 
Christian Science child dies of an illness, "the 
public speculates that the death could have 
been avoided by medical care." Applauding 
Braun's decision, he said, "Christian Scientists 
should have the right to rely on spiritual means 
alone based on the wonderful track record of 
healing for many, many years." 

Aaron Witte is the fifth Christian Science 
child whose death has come to CHILD's atten
tion since Christian Science parents Ginger and 
David Twitchell went on trial in Boston for 
withholding medical care when their two-year
old son Robyn had a bowel obstruction. None 
of the five deaths has been prosecuted. 

Tough choice continued from page 1 

Suzanne was also a church-accredited 
practitioner or healer. The practitioners are 
represented by the church as competent to heal 
all diseases by spiritual means. 

The Shepards retained a Christian Science 
practitioner in Detroit to pray for Marilyn's 
healing. The practitioner was also accredited 
by the church as a teacher of its spiritual 
healing. But Marilyn's pain got steadily worse. 

Rush to emergency room 

On the third day, Marilyn lapsed into a 
coma. "She was a yellowish-green color, and I 
couldn't wake her up," recalls Shepard. "I had 
been sitting by her bed for three days and seen 
her suffering so terribly. Suddenly I asked 
myself: Did I want to be a good Christian 
Scientist and not have a daughter, or be a bad 
Christian Scientist, and have a daughter?" 

Shepard chose her daughter. 
She rushed Marilyn to St. Louis Children's 

Hospital where she was told that Marilyn's ap
pendix had ruptured and peritonitis had set in. 

Death better than medical care 

"I called the practitioner from the hospital 
to ask him to pray, and he told me to take 
Marilyn home because it was better that she 
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die," Shepard recalls. "He said that if she lived, 
her next healing would be more difficult 
because she would not be able to understand 
Christian Science." 

Shepard hung up on him. But she found 
prayer elsewhere-from a hospital nurse, who 
stood praying over Marilyn's sickbed for half an 
hour-and from the family of another child in 
the same room. 

"At that point I saw for the first time in my 
life that you can integrate prayer and medi
cine," Shepard said. 

Healing makes parents question 

Marilyn remained unconscious for another 
three days in the hospital. Sepsis was drained 
from her abdomen with a tube for several days. 
But she had a complete recovery. 

As modem medicine saved Marilyn's life, 
her parents' faith in Christian Science began to 
die. Suzanne has gone through years of inten
sive psychotherapy, which she calls "deprogram
ming." She resigned her accreditation as a 
church practitioner after thirteen years of being 
on call to heal everything from disease to 
problems with marriage or employment. 

She says no patients died, but, in retrospect, 
she isn't sure she healed anyone either. "Most 
illnesses eventually go away by themselves," she 
said. "That's why Christian Science works fine 
for people who are basically healthy." 

Church policy violated 

When patients were children, she found it 
impossible to advise parents to rely totally on 
prayer. 

"I had a case where the mother called me 
and said her child had a sore throat and wasn't 
getting better," she said. "I went over, and this 
child had a hole in his throat. He was suffering 
terribly. I told them I'd only take the case if 
they went in and got medical treatment." 

They did. 
Shepard's directions violate church policy. 

The church has repeatedly stated that one can
not have both Christian Science and medicine 
simultaneously. It has ordered practitioners to 
refuse to give prayer-treatments to anyone who 
voluntarily accepts medical care. (See letter 



New life built after family tragedies 

Looking back over her life, Suzanne wishes 
her mother, stepmother, and mother-in-law had 
broken with Christian Science and gotten medi
cal help. Her mother died of cervical cancer at 
age 49, leaving six children motherless. Her 
stepmother died eight years later of an untreat
ed melanoma that ate through her chest. 

Her mother-in-law died in Peacehaven, a 
Christian Science nursing home. Every few 
hours she choked and turned color. Suzanne 
would help her sit up and clap her on the back. 
But then the staff said that Christian Science 
did not allow material means, even touching the 
patients, and that Suzanne could not come into 
the room anymore. A few hours later the nur
sing home called and told her that her mother
in-law had died in a final choking spell. 

Just as painful for Suzanne are memories 
of the isolation that Christian Science theology 
imposed on her relatives. They "died without a 
compassionate circle of family, friends, and 
healthcare professionals," Suzanne recalls. "The 
family denied that the problems existed. 
Friends were critical and stayed away in case 
they would believe that the diseases were 'real.' 
Healthcare professionals had to be avoided as 
the 'enemy' who would make a 'reality' out of 
the disease and thus make the problem 'real."' 

Suffering of survivors overlooked 

Suzanne herself has a weak right side as a 
result of not receiving medical treatment for a 
neck bone she. broke as a teenager in a gymnas
tics class. The accident paralyzed her for weeks 
and sharply limited use of her arms for months. 

"My concern is not just for the children who 
die but for those you never find out about," she 
said. "I have seen terrible suffering of chil
dren-dehydration, broken limbs, crossed eyes, 
spinal problems-conditions which, left untreat
ed, cause children to suffer for a lifetime." 

Now 43, Shepard is completing a doctorate 
in socialwork at Washington University. She 
has a private practice in clinical social work. 
She is also organizing a support group for ex
Christian Scientists and those who want to use 
medical care along with studying Christian 
Science. 
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Members insist prayer and medicine clash 

Christian Scientists complained about the 
press coverage of Shepard. "By devoting front
page space to a mother who has tried to 
combine Christian Science treatment with 
medical practice," a church member wrote, "you 
create the impression that her theory is valid, 
and that she has achieved an accommodation 
between the two healing methods. Primary · 
research into the writings of the discoverer of 
Christian Science, Mary Baker Eddy, would 
reveal to you that this theory is not valid. 
Christian Science and medical treatment 
proceed from diametrically different premises 
about the nature of man-one that he is 
spiritual and the other that he is material." 

Another wrote that "many people are being 
made ill from too many chemicals" and that 
"people should welcome a system" which heals 
without them. "We Christian Scientists," she 
continued, "save the government and insurance 
companies a lot of money by staying out of 
hospitals and avoiding prescriptions. 

"We are not abandoning or abusing our 
children. We are loving them. Isn't it some 
form of abuse to be constantly sticking a child 
with needles or hooking them up to wires or 
tubes-and then still losing them? A bit of 
intelligent reasoning is needed here as to what 
child abuse really is." 

Taken in part from the St. Louis Post
Dispatch, 14, 21, and 27 March 1993. 

Long history of apathy 
in St. Louis area 

The St. Louis area has a long histqry of 
looking the other way when Christian Science 
children are injured. The. city has an above
average population of Christian Science 
children because of the Principia schools. 
Located in the upscale suburb of Town and 
Country, the schools have a K through 12 
program and also nursery school. With the 
closing of Daycroft in Greenwich, Connecticut, 
Principia now has the only high school for 
Christian Scientists in the United States. It is 



-
affiliated with Principia College fifty miles away 
in Elsah, Illinois-the only college for Christian 
Scientists in the world. Enrollment at Principia 
has dropped substantially through the years. 

Christian Scientists are a prominent, 
respected group in St. Louis. The Crosby 
Kemper family are prominent philanthropists 
both in St. Louis and Kansas City. Devout 
Christian Scientist William Webster was a 
federal judge in St. Louis before serving as 
head of the FBI and CIA. 

Deaths not investigated 

St. Louis officials and even the media have 
been indolent about deaths and injuries among 
Christian Science children. An extreme exam
ple is the death certificate for Christine van 
Lutsenberg Maas signed by medical examiner 
Dr. George Gantner. She died at home with 
no medical attention at age 12. The death cer
tificate shows that she was dead on arrival at 
the county hospital the morning of March 20, 
1972, and that her body was cremated the very 
same day. No autopsy was done. On March 
26, Gantner signed the death certificate stating 
that she died of "unknown natural causes" and 
that the duration of her illness was unknown. 

On April 1, 1984, Jennifer Stitt died of 
septicemia at age 17. Her "treatment" consisted 
of "readings" from the Bible and Christian 
Science literature. Dr. Gantner noted that the 
lack of medical workup was "regrettable," but 
did not refer the case to law enforcement. 

Early in 1985 prominent St. Louis pedia
trician Dr. Armand Brodeur arranged a KMOX 
radio program on religious beliefs against 
medical care. Brodeur canceled the program 
because the Christian Science church refused to 
face CHILD president Rita Swan. 

Epidemics among unvaccinated students · 

A measles epidemic was going on among 
Principia students at the time. In fact, three 
Principia students died of complications from 
measles contracted during the epidemic. Two 
were college students and legal adults. The 
third was 16-year-old Jennifer Evans who 
attended the Principia schools in St. Louis, but 
lived on the Principia College campus in 

Illinois. Her death was not referred to law 
enforcement for investigation. The county 
coroner had been outraged about another 
preventable death of a child on the campus a 
few years earlier, but was told by Child 
Protection Service that nothing could be done, 
so he did not refer Evans' death to law 
enforcement. 
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In 1989 the Principia schools in St. Louis 
County had 80 cases of measles among the 600 
students. There were 183 cases of measles 
among the 274,000 children in St. Louis County 
that year. The attack rate of measles was 350 
times higher among the Principia students than 
among the 103 cases of children at other 
schools. 

Nevertheless, St. Louis public health 
officials who spoke to CHILD members about 
the epidemic bent over backwards to express 
respect for the "right" of Christian Scientists to 
withhold immunizations from their children. 

Influence of politics 

In 1990, two Principia students died without 
medical attention: Jon Murray, age 5, who died 
of appendicitis at age 5, and John Burgett, age 
13, who died of Burkitt's lymphoma. These 
cases were reported in the CHILD newsletter 
1991 #1 and #3. 

St. Louis County prosecutor George West
phal reportedly asked the police not to investi
gate one of the deaths until after the election. 

Late in 1992, 12-yea,r-old Principia student 
Aaron Witte died of untreated diabetes. 
Medical examiner Dr. Mary Case ruled the 
death a homicide. 

No deaths of children involving religiously
based medical neglect have been prosecuted in 
Missouri to our knowledge. Aaron Witte's 
death is believed to be the first one in Missouri 
to be ruled a homicide. 

Death rates much higher 

The current enrollment at the Principia 
schools from kindergarten through grade twelve 
is 577. Five Principia children that CHILD 
knows of have died of illnesses in nine years. 

We also know of two Principia children 
who would have died, one with diabetes and 
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one with a ruptured appendix, if their parents 
had not broken with Christian Science and 
raced to a hospital. (See "Tough chojce," p. 1) 

Death rates among children at the Principia 
schools are much higher than among children 
whose parents have normal attitudes toward 
medical care, especially if children of affluent 
parents are being compared. 

Missouri offers both 
exemptions and penalties for 
religion 

Missouri legislators have provided many 
exemptions for members of churches who lobby 
them and also an enhanced penalty for religions 
they do not like. 

Missouri has a religious exemption from 
child support. The law requires parents to 
provide "food, clothing, lodging, and medical or 
surgical attention," but adds: "It shall not 
constitute a failure to provide medical and 
surgical attention, if non-medical remedial 
treatment recognized and permitted under the 
laws of this state is provided." RS Mo. 568.040 

Missouri's child endangerment statute has a 
more ambiguous provision that "nothing in this 
section shall be construed to mean the welfare 
of a child is endangered for the sole reason that 
he is being provided nonmedical remedial 
treatment recognized and permitted under the 
laws of this state." RS Mo·. 568.050(2) 

The statute also provides that "endangering 
the welfare of a child in the second degree is a 
class A misdemeanor unless the offense is 
committed as part of a ritual or ceremony, in 
which case the crime is a class D felony." 

The statutory definition of "ritual or cere
mony" is "an act or series of acts performed by 
two or more persons as part of an established 
or prescribed pattern of activity." 

Thus, the same offense to a child is either a 
class A misdemeanor or a class D felony 
depending on whether it is done by two or 
more persons in an established pattern. 
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Court orders limited 

Missouri's civil code has two religious 
exemptions from a parent's duty to provide 
medical care for a sick child. One states that a 
child deprived of medical care because of '.'the 
legitimate practice" of his parents' "religious 
belief' shall not "for that reason alone" be 
considered "abused or neglected." It goes on to 
allow a court to order medical care for the 
child. RS Mo. 210.115(3) 

However, another law appears to prohibit 
courts from ordering medical care for a child 
whose parents insist on spiritual methods 
instead. The child neglect statute says that 
"reliance by a parent, guardi_an or custodian 
upon remedial treatment other than medical or 
surgical treatment for a child shall not be 
construed as neglect when the treatment is 
recognized or permitted under the laws of this 
state." RS Mo. 211.031 This statute goes on to 
assert that "nothing contained herein authorizes 
any form of compulsory medical, surgical, or 
psychiatric treatment of a child whose parents 
or guardian in good faith are providing other 
remedial treatment recognized or permitted 
under the laws of this state." RS Mo. 211.181. 

Protective services limited 

In a booklet of legal guidance for members, 
the Christian Science church says, "In Missouri, 
state _ laws do recognize Christian Science 
treatment. Therefore, providing Christian 
Science treatment for a child may not be 
considered as neglect." (Legal Rights and 
Obligations of Christian Scientists in Missouri, 
1984 edition, p. 16) Although state law 
designates Christian Science practitioners as 
mandatory reporters of child abuse and neglect, 
the church's explanation of the statutes tells 
them not to report cases of sick children 
deprived of medical care. 

Child Protection Services has expressed its 
frustration with the religious exemptions. 
James Woodsmall, a spokesman for the 
Missouri Division of Family Services, told the 
St. Louis Post-Dispatch, "If we get a call on the 
hot line about medical neglect and go out and 
investigate and the parents cite their religious 
beliefs, there's nothing we as an agency can do, 



except maybe tell the prosecutor." (14 March 
1993, p. 7A) 

Prosecutions restricted 

On the positive side, Missouri does have a 
good manslaughter statute without a religious 
exemption. A person commits involuntary 
manslaughter if he "causes the death of another 
person" either by recklessness or criminal 
negligence. The latter is defined as failing "to 
be aware of a substantial and unjustifiable risk 
that circumstances exist or a result will follow, 
and such failure constitutes a gross deviation 
from the standard of care which a reasonable 
person would exercise in the situation." RS 
Mo. 565.024 and 562.016(5) 

The manslaughter statute, holding parents 
to an objective, reasonable person standard, 
might make it possible to prosecute parents 
who withhold lifesaving medical care from chil
dren on religious grounds. However, St. Char
les County Prosecutor Tim Braun pointed out 
that Missouri law also has a defense for "belief 
in the legality of conduct." Defendants are 
allowed to cite a statute as the basis for their 
belief. Once they inject the defense at trial, the 
state has the virtually impossible burden of 
proving that they did not believe it. (Missouri 
Approved Jury Instructions Criminal 2nd edi
tion #308.16) Christian Science parents would 
surely use the many religious exemptions in 
other chapters of the code as an injected 
defense in any Missouri prosecution. 

Immunization record very poor 

Missouri's immunization law is unusually 
weak. It says that immunizations are not 
required "if one parent or guardian objects in 
writing to his school administrator against the 
immunization of the child." RS Mo. 167.181 
According to the Children's Defense Fund, only 
43% of two-year-olds are appropriately 
immunized in Missouri, one of the poorest 
records of any state. 

Another poor feature is that Missouri law 
equates Christian Science practitioners and 
medical doctors in procedures for handling 
deaths. RS Mo. 58.720 states that the medical 
examiner must be notified when a person is 
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unattended by a licensed physician, chiro
practor, or accredited Christian Science 
practitioner for 36 hours before his death. 
There are, however, other statutes that require 
deaths of children unattended by a physician to 
be autopsied. 

Invitation to child abuse 

Missouri also has exemptions from licensing 
or inspection of childcare facilities run by "any 
well-known religious order." After Texas 
required licensing of homes for troubled youth 
run by evangelist Lester Roloff, Roloff s 
successors moved the homes to Missouri. 

Soon Kansas City police were seeing a 
stream of teen runaways telling of daily whip
pings, strip searches, long lockups in windowless 
cells, and medical neglect at the homes. After 
The Kansas City Times exposed these reports of 
abuse, the homes were moved out of the state. 

The U.S. Department of Health and 
Human Services has ruled Missouri out of 
compliance with federal standards because RS 
Mo. 210.166 allows state intervention only when 
an illness or injury is life-threatening. The 
Department has also complained that one of 
Missouri's religious exemptions is ambiguous. 

In our view, Missouri's exemptions have far 
more serious problems than the federal 
government has acknowledged. 

One source for this article was The Ktinsas 
City Times, 18 July 1987. 

Faith-healing parents indicted 
for death of diabetic son 

On January 5, parents who withheld 
medical care from their diabetic son were . 
charged with involuntary manslaughter in 
Fayetteville, North Carolina. 

Timothy Thompson, age 15, died of 
untreated diabetes on November 27, 1992. His 
parents, Tim and Karen Thompson, belong to 
the Full Gospel Deliverance Church whose 
members have said they reject medical help and 
rely on the teachings of their pastor, the Rev. 



Olive Patty. 
Timothy was 5 feet tall and weighed 69 

pounds at his death. A pathologist who 
examined the body said Timothy bad "almost 
wasted away." 

Inconsistent testimony 

The sheriffs office said they believe the 
boy bad been dead six to eight hours when they 
examined the body at 11 p.m., November 27th. 
Mr. Thompson told authorities his son was in 
bed sleeping at his home that evening. 

But a youth who attends the church told 
them he saw Timothy at a prayer service in 
church that evening. "He was just laying in the 
man's hands," said the youth, who did not want 
to be named. "He didn't move. They put ice 
on his head." 

Unsupervised home schooling and isolation 

The Thompsons were expecting their 
eleventh child at the time. All of the children 
have been born at home. None of the Thomp
son children went to school. They were taught 
at home by Mrs. Thompson, who did not gradu
ate from high school, but later earned a general 
equivalency diploma, or GED. 

Ron Helder, head of the state Division of 
Non-public Education, said his office visited the 
Thompson home in 1987-88, the year the 
parents started home schooling. The office has 
not visited since because there are 4,000 home
schooled students in North Carolina and only 
four workers to supervise them. 

State law requires parents to give home
school students nationally standardized tests 
each year and report results to the Division. 
But there is no requirement that students make 
a certain score to continue home-schooling. 

The state has taken temporary custody of 
the Thompson children and placed them with 
relatives. 

Neighborhood children were not allowed to 
play with the Thompson youngsters, and the 
parents socialized only with other members of 
the Full Gospel church, said Carole Taylor, 
who lives behind the Thompsons. 

She bas complained to the health 
department about the garbage and clutter 
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around the Thompson home. But she also said 
the Thompsons "seemed to be really good 
parents. I never heard them screaming at those 
kids. They played with them outside." 

Religious views on medical care 

Full Gospel member Sherry Norton said 
the church does not prohibit medical help. "If a 
person gets sick and they think they need more 
help than they're getting, then they go to the 
doctor. We've never stopped anyone from 
going to the doctor. It depends on the person 
and their faith." 

Norton said Timothy's death did not shake 
her belief in God and the power of faith 
healing. "For me myself, it makes me more 
determined to praise Him and do what's right 
so something like that doesn't happen to me," 
she said. 

Mr. Thompson later denied press reports 
that church members reject medical attention. 
He said he and his wife thought Timothy just 
had the flu. 

Several of the Thompsons' relatives 
expressed anger about their affiliation with Full 
Gospel Church and Timothy's death. "This cult 
burns me up," said one. 

Margaret Russ, Assistant Cumberland 
County District Attorney, is prosecuting the 
Thompsons. 

Taken from The Fayetteville Observer-Times, 
1-3, and 22 December 1992 and 6 January 1993. 

17 children die in fire 
at Branch Davidian compound 

Seventeen children were among the dead 
when Ranch Apocalypse near Waco, Texas, 
went up in flames April 19th. 

Ranch Apocalypse was the home of the 
Branch Davidians led by self-proclaimed 
Messiah David Koresh. Concerned about its 
arsenal of automatic weapons and grenades, the 
federal government had raided it February 28. 
The shootout left four federal agents dead and 
sixteen wounded. Thereafter, the FBI unsuc-



cessfully tried both negotiations and harassment 
to get Koresh to surrender. On April 19th, the 
FBI injected tear gas into the compound, but 
the Davidians set fire to it. Only a handful of 

· them left the compound as it burned. 

Began as pacifists in 1929 

The Branch Davidians began in 1929 when 
a Seventh Day Adventist named Victor Houteff 
formed a splinter group by that name and led 
them to Waco, Texas. 

Ironically, one of Houteff s complaints was 
that the Adventists were not pacifist enough 
because they allowed members to serve the 
military in non-combat roles. 

At his death in 1955, his wife took over and 
predicted that Christ would return on April 22, 
1959. Membership swelled, but the group split 
apart in 1959 when her prophecy failed to come 
true. 

Gun battle decided leadership 

The Branch Davidians were re-formed in 
1984. David Koresh and George Roden fought 
for leadership of the group. They agreed to 
exhume a member's body and let whoever 
could raise the body from the dead be the 
leader. Neither succeeded; Koresh and his 
followers settled the dispute by a gun battle 
with Roden. 

Koresh took the Davidians to Australia, 
California, and Waco. 

Prompted by the Australian government, 
U. S: immigration officials investigated Koresh's 
group three years ago in La Verne, California. 
They learned that as many as 25 women were 
sleeping in two and three-tiered bunks at 
Koresh's home there. Many were foreign 
nationals, including a 14-year-old Australian 
girl. 

La Verne police investigated allegations that 
Koresh was sexually molesting a 12-year-old 
and other minors. 

The investigations ended abruptly when 
Koresh moved the group to Waco. 

Koresh abused as child 

Koresh's evolution has strands common to 
those of other charismatic leaders. As a child, 
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he was physically abused and rejected by 
several father figures. First named Vernon 
Howell, he was born to a 14-year-old unmarried 
school dropout. His father disappeared; the 
stepfather he later acquired beat him frequent
ly. His mother sent him to live with her 
mother. 

His grandmother acknowledges that her 
husband was never affectionate with Vernon. 
He was a hard-drinking, "macho ... country
type Texan," who also beat Vernon, she 
recalled. 

At age 5, Vernon returned to live with his 
mother and her second husband. Koresh told 
the media that this man also beat him, though 
the stepfather denies it. 

When Vernon was 14, he was sent back to 
live with his grandparents. But a year later the 
grandfather insisted that he return to his 
mother's home. 

A few years later he searched for and found 
his biological father. Their meeting was warm 
and emotional. But Vernon had more rejec
tions as the father of his pregnant girlfriend 
refused to allow their marriage. 

Fixation on Armageddon 

Vernon then threw his energies into a local 
Seventh-Day Adventist Church. Members 
lavished praise on the attractive young guitar 
player who was so serious about faith. 

A turning point came with Revelation 
Seminars, a multimedia portrayal of Armaged
don by a travelling evangelist. Video images 
showed earthquakes, pestilences, and religious 
persecutions and related them to current events 
to show that a violent millennium was 
imminent. 

Vernon talked obsessively about the semi
nars. He became convinced that the Adventist 
Church needed a new prophet to open the 
seventh seal described in Revelation and that 
he was the one who would do it. 

Becomes prophet for splinter group 

The local Adventist Church excommuni
cated him. But he found his niche with the 
Branch Davidians, an insular splinter group that 
had always been led by someone they regarded 



as a prophet. 
Vernon renamed himself David Koresh , 

· after two powerful Biblical kings. He desig
nated dozens of women and girls to be his 
wives and concubines. Their offspring were to 
be the new Israelites and royal priests .of the 
coming divine order. 

To his followers, he was the "lamb," the 
new prophet who could open the seventh seal 
at the end of time. Many spoke of his formi
dable knowledge of the Bible as the power of 
his leadership. 

Claimed to be sinning Christ 

A ninth-grade dropout, Koresh thought he 
was Christ. "If the Bible is true, then I'm 
Christ," he told the Waco Tribune Herald. "But 
so what? Look at 2000 years ago. What's so 
great about being Christ? A man nailed to the 
cross. A man of sorrow acquainted with grief. 
You know, being Christ ain't nothing." 

Even stranger was that Koresh thought he 
was Christ in sinful form, who because he 
indulged his sexual appetite could judge man
kind with insights that the first, more virtuous 
Messiah had lacked. Who can know a sinner 
better than "a godly sinner"?, he once asked in 
a sermon. 

Violence in children's environment 

What was life like for children in the 
Branch Davidians? Early in the standoff, 
Koresh released 21 children. Dr. Bruce Perry, 
a Baylor University psychiatrist, interviewed 
them extensively. His findings were a major 
factor in Attorney General Janet Ren<;>'s 
decision to attempt rescue of the children. 

Living conditions were primitive. Koresh 
withheld food as a disciplinary technique. 

Corporal punishment was a spiritual 
imperative. Koresh's lieutenants paddled 
rulebreakers with an oar that had the words IT 
IS WRITTEN inscribed on it. Corporal 
punishment was a way to keep children from 
the clutches of Satan. 

A siege mentality prevailed. The outside 
world was evil. The children were shown war 
movies. They were repeatedly bombarded with 
graphic imagery of the coming fires of 
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Armageddon. The Branch Davidians' military 
arsenal was intrinsic to their religious vision. 
Boys have said they used to watch Koresh fire 
guns and then retrieve the casings to earn 
privileges such as firing BB guns. Furthermore, 
trade in weapons was the biggest moneymaker 
for the commnne. 

Children traumatized by sex 

Sexual rhetoric and practices also trauma
tized the children. Koresh was reportedly 
obsessed with sex. His sermons, given in front 
of young children, frequently dealt with it. On 
the one hand, Koresh flagellated others for 
sexual desire. He condemned masturbation as 
evil. He made a rule that rio Branch Davidian 
man could change a baby girl's diapers. He 
forbade the men to have sex with their wives or 
other women. 

But Koresh himself had sexual relations 
with many women and girls in the group. Many 
girls eagerly sought the honor of being chosen 
by Koresh. Exmember Robyn Bunds said a 
union with Koresh was spiritual. "You're going 
to marry this guy and he's God. Someday he 
will be resurrected as a perfect human being 

· and he's going to father your children," she said. 
"What more can you ask for?" 

Children not fathered by Koresh or adop
ted by him were considered bastards. None of 
the 21 children Koresh released from the 
compound was his biological child. 

State agencies failed to protect children 

In retrospect the performance of agencies 
charged with child protection looks dismal. . 
ExDavidians in Australia had tried to get 
authorities to take action since 1990. They 
swore out pages of allegations detailing child 
abuse, sex crimes, and kidnapping and 'hired a 
private investigator, Geofrey Hossack, to warn 
U. S. officials. Hossack niet with federal, state 
and local authorities in Waco in 1990, but no 
one cared. In 1992 the Australians submitted 
similar statements to a Michigan court in a 
custody battle over Kiri Jewell, then 11. The 
judge was alarmed enough by the allegations 
that he ordered Kiri kept away from Koresh. 
But he did not pass the charges on to Texas 



authorities gecause he believed the Australians 
had already warned them. 

Police in La Verne, California, interviewed 
a 10-year-old girl who said Koresh was prepar
ing her to become "a bride of Christ" and heard 
of his having sex with other girls under 14. 
They said they had enough evidence to arrest 
Koresh for statutory rape, but by then Koresh 
had gone to Texas. They passed their informa
tion to the federal Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco 
and Firearms, but the Bureau had authority 
only over weapons violations. 

CPS found no abuse 

Texas Child Protective Services (CPS) 
investigated Koresh's commune in 1992. Both 
the children and adults denied that child abuse 
was taking place. Physical exams of some 
children showed only small circular bruises on 
the buttocks. No gynecological exams were 
done. CPS says they did not see babies with 
young teenage mothers, which would have 
alerted them that statutory rape was going on. 

By law, neither the primitive sanitary 
conditions nor the massive amount of firearms 
justified CPS intervention. 

CPS officials also stressed that Dr. Perry's 
findings came out during more than a month of 
interviews after the kids had left Koresh's 
control. "How could you possibly expect to 
elicit as much with one or two brief visits?" said 
Stewart Davis of the Texas Department of 
Protection and Regulatory Services. 

The deaths of the 17 children at Ranch 
Apocalypse are simply another reminder of how 
helpless and vulnerable children are. Koresh 
himself called them "hostages." He created a 
vision that met his need for power. He tried to 
negotiate rights to his memoirs during the 
standoff. At times, he seemed reasonable and 
affable. At other times, the "Waco wacko" was 
the butt of comedy on late-night tv shows. But 
in the end his perverted world snuffed out the 
lives of children who had no other choices. 

Taken from Newsweek, 3 and 17 May 1993; 
Time, 3 May 1993; Washington Post Weekly 
Edition, 17-23 May 1993 et al. 

Polio returns to Americas · 
because of religious beliefs 

Polio was almost eradicated from the 
Western hemisphere. No cases of wild 
poliovirus infection had been reported in the 
Americas since August 1991. 
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Unfortunately, the Center for Disease 
Control reports, it has reappeared because of 
religious beliefs against immunization. During 
September 1992 to February 1993 there were 
68 cases of polio among the Old Netherlands 
Reform Church in the Netherlands, a church 
that objects to vaccinations. Because members 
of an affiliated church in Alberta, Canada, had 
direct contact with the congregation in the 
Netherlands, Albertan health officials 
conducted an investigation during January
February 1993 to determine whether this 
poliovirus had been imported. 

The investigation focused on a small rural 
community of Old Netherlands church members 
in southern Alberta. Wild poliovirus type 3 
(PV3) was found in 21 of 45 persons (primarily 
children). The same congregation had the only 
case of polio from the province in 1978 when 
the last polio outbreak in Canada occurred. 

Studies are under way to determine 
whether poliovirus is also circulating among 
unvaccinated communities in British Columbia 
and Ontario. 

No cases of paralytic polio have been 
identified in Canada since 1988. No cases of 
paralytic polio have been reported among the 
Albertans currently carrying the virus, but wild 
poliovirus can circulate in a population group 
for several months before paralytic disease 
occurs. 

Last outbreak also tied to religious objections 

The last outbreak of polio in the United 
States occurred in 1979 when 10 paralytic cases 
were reported from four states (Iowa, Missouri, 
Pennsylvania, and Wisconsin). That outbreak 
also originated in the Netherlands and was then 
carried to Canada and finally the United States. 

All of the paralytic polio cases in 1979 
occurred among the Amish, who often claim a 



religious exemption from immunizations. The 
1979 outbreak of polio in Iowa left one Amish 
child dead and two permanently paralyzed. 

CDC recommendations 

The Center for Disease Control 
recommends the following: 

Special efforts are necessary to increase 
acceptance rates of vaccination and to provide 
poliovirus vaccines to unvaccinated or incom
pletely vaccinated members of religious groups 
who do not generally accept vaccination. Oral 
poliovirus vaccine is recommended for all 
unvaccinated persons residing in these communi
ties, including those aged ~18 years, because of 
its ability to limit community spread if poliovirus 
is introduced. 

Because of the outbreak in the Netherlands 
and detection of PV3 in Alberta, surveillance of 
poliomyelitis in the United States has been 
augmented to include clinical and laboratory 
investigations of any case of acute paralysis or 
aseptic meningitis occurring among members of 
religious groups objecting to vaccination, as well 
as unvaccinated persons in the general popula
tion residing in the vicinity of these religious 
groups. In addition, studies are under way to 
document the presence or absence of wild polio
virus in the United States among communities 
that do not accept vaccination. 

The current infections in Alberta, says the 
CDC, show "the potential for reintroduction of 
poliovirus into areas where poliomyelitis was 
considered eliminated." 

"Persons belonging to religious communi
ties objecting to vaccination are currently at 
greatest risk for paralytic poliomyelitis in the 
United States," the CDC warns. 

The CDC notes that it has had little success 
at persuading such groups to get their children 
vaccinated. "Only global eradication of 
poliomyelitis-a health goal for the year 2000 
adopted by the World Health Assembly in 
1988-will ensure that poliovirus infection will 
not cause paralytic disease in the United States 
or the rest of the world," says the CDC. 

In 1980 the World Health Organization 
announced that smallpox, for centuries a wide
spread killer, had been eradicated throughout 
the entire world because of vaccination. We 
could also eradicate polio, measles, and other 

diseases from the entire world by vaccination. 
Religious exemptions from immunizations 

compromise public health and are an extra 
burden to taxpayers. In CHILD's view, parents 
should be willing to give up a little religious 
freedom for the good of their children and 
society as a whole. 

Taken primarily from Mortality and 
Morbidity Weekly Report 42: 337-9 (1993). 

Reporter's notebook 
by Scott Sokol, MD. 

1. Apparently Christian Science must now 
list among its many failures that of Sports 
Medicine. It seems star gymnast Shannon 
Miller is a Christian Scientist who had elbow 
surgery to allow recovery from a severe athletic 
injury so she could compete at the Olympics. 
The hypocrisy of this is obvious. Christian 
Science children are denied so much as an 
aspirin, yet Ms. Miller had elbow reconstruc
tion. In this case, her parents' prayers were 
answered. 

2. It seems that prosecutors in the St. 
Louis area will go to any lengths to excuse the 
ignorance of Christian Science parents to 
obvious medical emergencies. One prosecutor 
in particular wins the General George Custer 
"What Indians?" award. He explained that the 
reason the parents of a Christian Science child 
in diabetic coma could not be held accountable 
was that the parents thought the child was 
"sleeping" excessively. Once again, the typical 
upscale, middle-class, intelligent Christian 
Science parent becomes brain-impaired at times 
of incipient medical crisis. 

3. I personally want to thank my fellow 
board members for their dedication to our 
cause. You are one special group of indivi
duals. At times, it may feel that our cause is no 
less daunting than that of a group of rebels in 
the mountains of some country living under dic
tatorial rule. If this be the case, the dictators 
had better beware. Some day, we will be 
running the country. 



Thanks, till next time. 

Sokol, a regular newsletter columnist, is a 
pediatrician practicing in Floral Park, New 
York, and a member of CHILD's board of 
directors. 

U. S. Advisory Board holds 
hearing; church demands 
rescission of invitation 

by Rita Swan 

The irony could not have been sharper. I 
was the luncheon speaker at the Third Central 
Midwest Conference on Child Abuse in Moline, 
Illinois. Dr. Adrienne (Alex) Haeuser, profes
sor at the University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee 
and friend from early days, was a workshop 
speaker. 

The theme of my talk was how far child 
abuse and domestic violence work had come. I 
reminisced about my experience in 1981 at the 
Fifth National Conference on Child Abuse and 
Neglect in Milwaukee that Alex had chaired. 

Church objects to workshop in 1981 

The Christian Science church raised com
plaints about my workshop both in Washington 
and Milwaukee. Two Christian Science Con
gressmen complained to top officials at the 
U.S. Department of Health and Human Servi
ces (HHS). The church circulated a broadside 
through the conference claiming that I had 
"[managed] to get the United States govern
ment to single out one religion as a 'cult' and a 
danger and [used] taxpayers' money to carry out 
[my] personal campaign." 

"Federal funds are being sought to carry 
out an attack on one religious denomination 
over all others," said the church. 

CHILD has never had government funding. 
The only sense in which we were using public 
money was that the conference was partially 
funded by the federal government. The confe
rence did not pay travel expenses or honoraria. 

In Milwaukee for the conference, Jim 
. Harrell, the director of the National Center on 
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Child Abuse and Neglect, said his phone rang , 
off the hook with messages from HHS about 
the workshop. He had to read a statement to 
the participants before the workshop could go 
forward. The statement said that the workshop 
dealt with "a controversial issue" and did not 
reflect official government policy. 

In the conference proceedings, the Chris
tian Science church called me "an individual 
whose own views of family and religion were 
apparently not representative of the norm even 
at the time she was a [church] member." 

Twelve years later in Moline, I said to the 
audience, "We've come a long way since Alex 
and I had to fight for my right even to speak at 
a conference." 

Church requires board to ban Swan 
presentation 

But on April 2, the day after I got home 
from Moline, I got a call from Marla Brinn of 
the U. S. Advisory Board on Child Abuse and 
Neglect. The board had scheduled a hearing 
on religious exemptions from child health care 
laws and had invited me to present opposition 
to religious exemption laws. The board was 
established by Congress as a body independent 
of the government that makes reports and 
recommendations about child abuse. The 
religious exemption hearing is part of the 
board's work on a report on child fatalities that 
it will present to Congress in 1994. 

Clearly uncomfortable, Marla said that the 
Christian Science church had refused to present 
its position if I spoke, that the board felt they 
had to give the church a forum for its views, 
and that the board had therefore voted to 
rescind its invitation to me. 

Church control of media has been common 

We were astonished that such a thing 
would happen in 1993. 

It has certainly happened often enough with 
the media. Good Morning, America invited me 
to appear in 1988 and then canceled my 
appearance because the Christian Science 
church would not face me. Larry King Live 
invited me three different times in 1990 and 
canceled the programs each time because the 



church would not face me. 
But we didn't expect it to happen with the 

United States Advisory Board on Child Abuse 
and Neglect. 

Religious exemptions have come into 
statutes because too many policy makers were 
willing to give the Christian Science church 
special privileges. Letting the church determine 
who can and cannot be invited to a hearing for 
gathering information requested by Congress is 
hardly a good way to solve this problem. 

We should point out that the board 
subsequently invited Ellen Mugmon of 
Columbia, Maryland, to present opposition to 
religious exemption laws. Sh~ is well qualified 
on this issue, and we will report on the hearing 
in our next issue. 

Swan wins national award 

In January, 1993, Rita Swan, President and 
co-founder of CHILD, received an award from 
The Giraffe Project in Langley, Washington. 

The project began in 1982 and has honored 
more than 700 Americans who have made 
outstanding voluntary contributions to causes in 
the public interest and shown personal courage. 
The nomination form asks for a description of 
the volunteer work, how long the person has 
done it, and what he or she risked to carry out 
this work. 

Swan is the third Iowa recipient of the 
award. The first was the Kent Whalley family 
in Decorah, who founded Seed Savers 
Exchange to preserve old varieties of flowers 
and vegetables. They were threatened by 
commercial seed companies. The second was 
Nancy Ziegenmayer of Grinnell, who has 
publicized her experience of being raped and 
given moral support to other victims. 
· President Ann Medlock says the Giraffe 

Project aims to move people to stick their necks 
out. They want to build "a critical mass of 
courageous, compassionate action." 

The project staff also chose the giraffe as 
their metaphor because, they say, joy is essen
tial for both society and its heroes. "Who 
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(The frame for Swan's award was designed by 
Sioux City framing artist Karen Henry.) 

can look at a giraffe and be somber? Surely 
the Creator has a sense of humor if there are 
giraffes on earth," says Medlock. "I want 
people who stick their necks out to be seen by 
their fellow Earth citizens with that kind of joy 
and delight. We ... also realize that we're 
challenging people to take risks, which can be 
frightening. Catching their attention with an 
image that makes them smile gets us in under 
people's defensive radar, so they can start 
listening to what we're saying." 

She and her staff tell the stories of those 
commended as "giraffes" in their attractive 
publications. Standing Tall, the Project's 
teaching kit, is distributed to schools grades K 
through 12. Junior League and Girls Inc. 
distribute it to after-school 'programs. 

Giraffes on Campus is use{! at several 
colleges to get more students involved in 
community service. 

More information about these programs is 
available from The Giraffe Project, JJox 759, 
Langley WA 98260. 
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