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David Koresh’s “New Light Experience”: How His Dream to Build an Inner Circle Destroyed His Entire Following 

On April 19, 1993, 74 people lost their lives as a raging fire overtook their home.  Their home was called Mount Carmel and all of the people who died were members of the “Branch Davidians,” a name used by media and outside members to describe those who were faithful followers of David Koresh, a man who believed himself to be the “anointed of God” (Thibodeau 191, 59).  The fire was the end of a long struggle with federal authorities who desperately wanted Koresh to surrender himself and the followers they believed were being held against their will.  However, the surrender never happened because Koresh and his followers strongly believed they had done nothing wrong; they were simply following the word of God.  Although Koresh may have felt he was correct in his teachings, by following what he believed God was telling him to do, Koresh was actually setting himself and his followers up for their tragic end.  In this paper, I will argue that Koresh’s “New Light Experience”, a vision he believed came from God dealing with the sexual practices of his followers, ultimately led to the end of the Branch Davidians in Waco, Texas.   By examining the reactions of Koresh’s followers and federal officials to his new vision, it is easy to see that the actions Koresh had planned to please God actually spiraled into an out of control chain of events that led to the destruction of the group as a whole.  


So what exactly is this “New Light Experience” that led to the group’s demise?  It was a vision Koresh had from God that “mandated celibacy for everyone except David” (Thibodeau 53).   Both single and married men alike had to give up their sexual desires and practices in order to focus themselves on God and on the tasks at hand.  Koresh said “sex was a distraction…an untamed power seducing the spirit away from its focus” (Thibodeau 54).   However Koresh himself was allowed to have sex with any of the women in the community, married or single.  He believed that by impregnating the women with whom he had sex with he was building an “inner circle of children who would rule the coming kingdom (Thibodeau 54).  Therefore, whenever anyone joined the group, they had to agree to give up all sexual activities, unless they were one of the women who would be chosen by Koresh.


This practice, though it deviated from traditional American sexual norms, could have been overlooked by those outside of the Mount Carmel community due to its isolation.  However, the one factor about Koresh’s sexual practices that could not be ignored was the fact that Koresh was known to take girls as young as 12 to be his “wives” (once a woman had sex with Koresh she technically became his wife (Thibodeau 84, 109)).  One example of Koresh’s young wives is Michele Jones, the younger sister of Koresh’s legal wife Rachel, who became Koresh’s lover after he had a vision telling him to take Michele as his wife when she was 11 years old (Thibodeau 109).   Some parents and people within the community were sympathetic to Koresh’s visions and actions and felt that “David had to do what he was told” (Thibodeau 109).  However, everyone was not so understanding about Koresh’s need to procreate to further the kingdom.


Marc Breault had been a faithful follower of Koresh since 1986 and was his “most loyal and articulate ally” (Thibodeau 55).  However, when Koresh first explained his “New Light Experience” within his community, Breault was newly married to his wife Elizabeth and did not want to give up his sexual relationship with her or allow her to have both a sexual relationship and a child with Koresh.  He fled Mount Carmel in 1989, and became one of Koresh’s most “bitter and vindictive” enemies (Thibodeau 55).  In fact, Breault originally instigated the charges that were filed against Koresh that led to the tragic siege of Mount Carmel.  Breault first brought charges to federal authorities in Waco that Koresh was involved in child abuse with the children living at the Mount Carmel compound.  He also encouraged former Branch Dividians such as Poina Vaega to openly expose Koresh as a “raving child molester and abuser” (Thibodeau 151).  Vaega claimed, “that her sister, Doreen Saipaia, had been sexually and physically abused” during her time at Mount Carmel (Thibodeau 151). As one of the only people to intimately know Koresh outside of Mount Carmel, Breault was called in before the siege in February to be the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, and Firearms’ (ATF) “expert on Mount Carmel” (Thibodeau 191).   He willingly gave up information on the firearms that were possessed at Mount Carmel, as well as Koresh’s intents and actions should the ATF use violence on him.  Breault told authorities that Koresh “might kill agents who tried to serve him with a warrant; or if [they] were forewarned, [they’d] hide all [their] guns” (Thibodeau 150).  Once a friend, now an enemy, Breault was determined to end Koresh’s leadership in any possible way.


Breault’s hatred toward the Branch Davidians was caused by  the “New Light Experience” Koresh felt he was so strongly called to do.  Had Koresh never had made it a rule that all men must give up sexual activities as well as allow their wives to engage in sexual intercourse with him in order to procreate the “House of David,” Breault never would have left the community or turned against his teacher and friend (Thibodeau 109).  He did, however, and was a key factor in understanding life at Mount Carmel and planning the best plan of action to cause its downfall.  Therefore, Koresh’s ruling of the community’s sexual practices gave him an enemy whose number one desire was to end his reign as “the Lamb” of God at Mount Carmel in Waco (Thibodeau 53).  


Another way in which Koresh’s revelation of sexual practices within the Mount Carmel community led his downfall and destruction was the fact that in the state of Texas, he was committing statutory rape by having sex with such young girls.  In Texas, “ girls may marry at fourteen with parental permission, but they cannot legally consent to have sex outside marriage, with or without parental permission” (Thibodeau 114).  Since Koresh’s lovers were seen as his wives only inside the Mount Carmel compound, he was committing statutory rape.  The charges against Koresh do not end there, though;  if an underage girl becomes pregnant and has a child, the charge against the male who impregnated her is sexual assault (Thibodeau 114).  These charges gave federal officials in Waco and in Washington D.C. more of a reason to end Koresh’s leadership in Mount Carmel.  In fact, after Attorney General Janet Reno gave the order to use CS gas in the siege against Mount Carmel on April 19, she said she was “told- and believed- that David…was still having sex with young girls” (Thibodeau 255).  

Koresh’s sexual practices with such young girls gave federal officials, and ordinary citizens, reason to doubt his leadership and his goals for the community.  It is hard for one to believe that someone who is having sex with girls as young as twelve does not wish to cause anyone harm and desires for a peaceful end to all of the violence.  Even follower David Thibodeau admitted that he did not fully comprehend Koresh’s relationship with the young girls, writing that:

I must confess that David’s relationships with young girls bothered me a lot, for several reasons.  First, I had a hard time believing that a girl of twelve or thirteen could really know what she was doing in agreeing to have sex with a man twice her age, especially in a closed community where sleeping with the leader was considered a supreme honor.  Surely it must have been a scary and painful experience, and the social pressure must have been horribly confusing. (Thibodeau 113)

If Thibodeau, a follower, admitted he had a hard time understand Koresh’s purposes behind having sex with such young girls then surely those outside the Mount Carmel compound had an even more difficult time comprehending it as well.  The sexual activities performed by Koresh inside Mount Carmel left doubt in everyone’s minds; doubts about Koresh as a leader and about the well being of those who so willingly followed him.  This doubt inevitably led to the siege on February 28, which was followed by the massive fire on April 19.  


But what about the charges of possession of illegal firearms?  And the fact that Koresh and his followers fought back during the siege made on February 28, 1993?  Both of these facts are true.  Koresh and his followers did possess firearms, and they did use them to fight back against ATF officials during the siege on their compound.  However, the endangerment to and the threat of sexual assault on young girls outweigh an illegal possession of firearms.  Also, the members of the Mount Carmel compound say they only fired after members of ATF fired them upon; in their eyes they were only trying to protect themselves.  Then why didn’t the ATF use the charges of statutory rape in getting permission for their siege instead of firearm possession if it is more serious of an offense?  The answer is simple.  Proving statutory rape is much more difficult than proving illegal possession of a firearm.  If they possess the weapon, then they are guilty.  However, in order to prove statutory rape one must go through a long and difficult question and answer process with many individuals in order to prove their guilt.  

Although I feel it is clear that Koresh’s “New Light Vision” aided in the destruction of the Mount Carmel compound and the “Branch Davidians”, it would be unwise to say it was the only factor leading up to the demise. However, while each individual factor worked together in order to alert and move authorities to action, the concern began with Koresh’s call to sexual purity for his followers and the limitless sexual experiences he kept for himself.  His vision turned a friend and Mount Carmel’s “number-two man” against him, a man that eventually worked with authorities to end his reign over the followers at Mount Carmel (Thibodeau 121).  It also prompted authorities to use extreme measures against him and his followers because of the ways they believed the children were being treated, which ultimately ended the lives of 74 “Branch Davidians”. Sadly, a group that simply wanted people to understand what they were all about perished because no one could see their hearts or their desires past the sexual practices of their leader.   The downfall of Koresh and his followers was ultimately due to the implementation of the “New Light Experience”,  a vision that gave Koresh power, but eventually took away his control.      

