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UFO RELIGIOUS MOVEMENTS
Robert S. Ellwood

Few new religious movements of the post—
World War II era are more fascinating, or
cast a more interesting light on American
society, than those associated with UFOs
(unidentified flying objects, also called fly-
ing saucers). Some observers, to be sure,
stoutly rejected the notion that these ob-
jects were of religious significance, and held
only to scientific investigation of the phe-
nomenon. But, valid as that perspective
may be, the religious interpretation of UFOs
has tended to overwhelm the scientific in
the minds of both aficionados and the gen-
eral public, and is our present concern. The
alleged visitors from outer space quickly
took on the role of spaceborne saviors—or
else became stock demonic figures. Even
when not explicitly intended, the UFO ex-
perience easily slipped into the folkloric or
mythological characteristics usually asso-
ciated with supernatural entities. In this
respect UFOism acquired attributes of a re-
ligion in formation—although it may be
added that the formation process never re-
ally “jelled” into any substantial liturgical
or institutional shape.

The modern UFO movement com-
menced June 24, 1947, when Kenneth
Amold, a civilian pilot from Boise, Idaho,
flying over the Cascades in western Wash-
ington in search of a lost Marine C-46
transport, reported seeing nine shiny ob-
jects in a chain-like formation speeding by
at some 1600 miles per hour. “They flew,”
Arnold said, “like a saucer would if you
skipped it across the water.” Seizing on the
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term “flying saucer,” the news media
picked up the story, and it was published
worldwide. Here began the modern myth
of flying saucers and UFQOs. Although schol-
arly commentators compared the appari-
tion to the “foo fighters” of World War IJ,
the mysterious airship widely reported in
the America of 1896, and to even earlier
accounts of puzzling aerial phenomena
from medieval, classical, and Vedic sources,
Arnold’s account launched a thousand new
sightings.

They poured in from around the world,
and quickly acquired elaborations. View-
ers saw both saucers and cigar-shaped
“mother ships”; UFOs caused cars to stall
if one swooped too close; in January 1948
an Air Force pilot, Thomas Mantell, died
in a plane crash as he was pursuing a
UFO over Louisville; in 1952 a fleet of UFOs
launched a celebrated radar-traced “inva-
sion” of Washington, D.C. Debunkers, of
course, countered the enthusiasm with pro-
saic explanations, and by the early 1950s
UFOs were widely portrayed, at least in the
newsmagazines and by editorial cartoon-
ists, with a light touch. But serious believ-
ers also tracked the occult aircraft; they
saw the enigmatic objects as precursors to
what could be the greatest event in
human history: contact with an extrater-
restrial race. Furthermore, there were
prophets—or, in the preferred term,
“contactees”—among them who claimed
that epochal contact had already been
made, and by them.
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For the contactees and their believers,
UFOs clearly possessed a revelatory signifi-
cance that can only be termed religious.
As we have noted, while UFOs have been
the focus of scientific and quasi-scientific
investigation, they have also, for some,
found a religious role well summed up in
Carl Jung’s phrase, “technological angels.”?
One may observe a similar schism between
“scientific” and “religious” responses to
identical phenomena in nineteenth-century
Spiritualism. For a religious interpretation
of clairvoyance and mediumship one
looked to the Spiritualist church and its
parallels; for a scientific inspection of the
same phenomena, to parapsychology or
psychical research. This is one clue that,
as we shall argue, nineteenth-century Spiri-
tualism and twentieth-century UFOism be-
long in the same category.

According to Jung, the UFO visitants
have, in a “space age” nurtured on sci-
ence fiction, played the part once taken by
descending gods, angels, saintly appari-
tions, and heavenly saviors. Mysteriously
appearing out of the heavens, they have
contacted favored earthlings to deliver mes-
sages of warning, hope, or forthcoming
apocalypse, and to impart philosophical
wisdom. The demonic role is also there,
for not all UFO beings are benign. There
are accounts of the sinister “Men in Black”
who allegedly harass observers of UFOs,
and harrowing tales of interstellar abduc-
tions and assaults climaxing in bizarre
medical procedures or even cosmic rape.

I also put religious UFOism alongside
Spiritualism on the grounds that it is essen-
tially a new popular religion of the same
type. Both presuppose an order of spiritu-
ally significant beings between the human
and ultimate reality, with which one can
have conversational and disciplic relation-
ships. Whether spirits or space brothers, in-
teraction with them opens up a sense of
expanded consciousness and cosmic won-
der, quite apart from whatever words are
actually communicated. In both there are
physical phenomena or “traces” which serve
to support belief, but which for real believ-
ers are like “signs” in a religious sense, pro-
moting salvific faith, as well as producing
anomalies to be investigated scientifically.

For both Spiritualism and UFQism, hu-
man commerce with the Others begins with
the experience of elect individuals. In both,
this privileged exchange soon enough be-
comes the focus of informal “circles” or
even minor institutions, in which messages
from the invisible friends are transmitted
mediumistically, in trance or through au-
tomatic writing. But at the same time, in
both, these groups tend to be loose and
ephemeral. For interest to be sustained,
they need powerful periodic injections of
fresh visions or novel messages.

UFOism may have other affinities as
well. We must also note links with “Teach-
ing Spiritualism” and Theosophy, discussed
elsewhere in this book. Gordon Melton has
devised the useful term “Teaching Spiritu-
alism” to refer to mediumship or, in the
more recent term, to “channeling,” which
does not so much emphasize passing on
communications from departed relatives
and the like as transmitting instruction
from highly advanced spiritual teachers.3
Some of the wise among the extraterrestri-
als clearly fall into the “Teaching” role,
and their wisdom tends toward Theosophi-
cal concepts like karma, reincarnation, and
spiritual evolution, though sometimes with
more of an apocalyptic edge than their
older fellow-initiates would have thought
fitting. Yet parallels to the universe of Theo-
sophical masters obtain in the concept of
an adept who is not simply a god existing
by aseity from all eternity, but who has
attained high cosmic rank by dint of ef-
fort, initiation, and acquired wisdom.

Some commentators have also perceived
a remarkable similarity between UFOs and
their occupants, and the traditional fairy-
folk amply affirmed by generation after
generation of European peasants. Jacques
Vallee, in Passage to Magonia,* pointed to
striking convergences between the two
otherworldly “little men” beliefs: the round
saucer traces on the ground like fairy rings,
the elven or goblinesque appearance of
the alien intruders, the abductions during
which ordinary time dissolved as it did for
those countrymen of yore taken into a fairy
mound, the new/old whispers of “change-
ling” children and queer half-human
pregnancies.
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More recently Thomas Bullard, in an
article widely considered among the very
best treatments of UFOs as a cultural phe-
nomenon, has argued that the social role
of UFO belief strongly suggests folkloric par-
allels, while UFO abduction reports “give
rise to an emotional response and coher-
ency of narratives that suggest in stron-
gest terms the impact of an experience”;
whether that “experience is subjective or
objective” is beyond the power of the folk-
lorist to prove.’

The first and most famous of the
contactees was George Adamski (1891-
"1965). A “metaphysical” teacher in the
1930s and by the late 1940s employed by
a hamburger stand on the road to the fa-
mous Mt. Palomar observatory in south-
ern California, Adamski claimed to have
seen squadrons of UFOs after the Arnold
sighting. Then, in late 1952, he met a UFO
occupant from Venus, Orthon, on the
Mojave Desert. This was reported in a
popular book, Flying Saucers Have Landed
(1953), coauthored by the British occult
writer Desmond Leslie. In it, and in subse-
quent books and lectures, Adamski por-
trayed the extraterrestrials as very much
like humans though more beautiful and
of a greatly advanced civilization. In a New
Zealand lecture, the contactee spoke loft-
ily of Venusian culture and religion (a “sci-
ence of life” without temples), and their
desire to communicate with us, at least
“through our minds.” “But they say
earthmen are so preoccupied with our own
thoughts we are unable to receive impres-
sions when they do send them.” On Ve-
nus, however, religion is conveyed in
educational institutions rather than
churches, has to do with the power of mind
over the body and relationships with the
cosmos, and is put into daily rather than
weekly practice.®

Other celebrated UFO contactees of the
fifties offered broadly similar stories, though
claiming visits to different planets. Truman
Bethurum (1898-1969) also encountered by
a flying saucer on the Mojave Desert,
though in this case the vehicle was from
Clarion, a paradisal world with no war,
divorce, or taxes; it was described in Aboard
a Flying Saucer (1954). Orfeo Angelucci

(1912-7?), perhaps the most spiritual of the
early contactees, pictured hauntingly beau-
tiful and mystical outer-space worlds in The
Secret of the Saucers (1955). Daniel Fry (b.
1908), in The White Sands Incident (1954),
reported a ride in a flying saucer from
White Sands, New Mexico, to New York
and back, during which time a spaceman
named A-Lan explained to him that the
visitors were from an ancient earthly civi-
lization that had been destroyed by atomic
warfare, and were now contacting their
former homeland to warn of the grave dan-
ger we were courting with our rediscovery
of nuclear power.

Many observers, in fact, proposed that
the saucerian mythologies of the early
fifties can be understood as antidotes to
the tensions of those immediate postwar
years of cold war, fervent anticommunism,
and the threat of nuclear holocaust, and
yet at the same time reflecting some lin-
gering utopianism from the thirties and
the wartime dreams. However opportunist
most of the professional contactees may
have been, the response they garnered
could well have been linked to the mes-
sage they gave. The world, they suggested,
can be better, we can overcome poverty
and war and understand one another, the
dream can be recovered, and there are
friends here to help us, friends as up to
date as the technological wonders that
have brought us to this pass.

An important gathering place of con-
tactees of this type and their following was
the Giant Rock Spacecraft Convention, held
in the shadow of a huge boulder of that
name on the Mojave Desert annually from
1954 to 1977 under the leadership of
George Van Tassel (1910-1978), entrepre-
neur of a small airport and himself a
contactee from 1952 on. At their height
the conventions drew thousands of people,
believers interspersed with a few curiosity-
seekers, who camped out, listened to one
contactee speak after another, looked for
sightings, and exchanged views and lit-
erature.

The majority of the fifties contactees
were content with structures as vague but
benign as their messages; there was little
more than books, lectures, and very loose
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groups of friends and supporters. A few
tried for more. Daniel Fry created Under-
standing, Inc., an organization that, with
some sixty chapters in its heyday, served
as a platform for many saucer-related
speakers. Gabriel Green (b. 1924), who in
1962 received over 171,000 votes in the
California Democratic primary for U.S.
senator on a radical ban-the-bomb plat-
form, had established the Amalgamated
Flying Saucer Clubs of America in 1957.
This was an informal but active network
during the sixties for the exchange of
contactee news and views. Green claimed
some contacts himself, and claimed to be
a “telepathic channel for the Space Mas-
ters and the Great White Brotherhood—
the Spiritual Hierarchy of Earth.” His
expressions suggest the rapidly emerging
connection of UFOism with mediumistic
Spiritualism and Theosophical language.

That connection was reinforced in sev-
eral other early UFO groups. Early in the
1950s, the Heralds of the New Age, which
originated in New Zealand, sent out litera-
ture of the same type. In the United States
a young woman of psychic ability, Gloria
Lee, established the Cosmon Research
Foundation to aid their efforts, and chan-
neled a guide from Jupiter called J. W. In
1962 Lee died after a prolonged fast while
waiting in a Washington hotel room for
government response to plans for a space-
ship she had allegedly received from J. W.,
but she quickly acquired the status of a
martyr in the religious UFO community,
and messages from Lee herself were then
channeled through the Heralds of the New
Age.

Another early UFO group with its own
martyr was Christ Brotherhood, Inc., es-
tablished in 1956 by Wallace C. Halsey,
who channeled UFO messages in his sleep
of coming world destruction and the gath-
ering of a saved remnant. He disappeared
mysteriously in 1963 on a light plane flight
from Utah to Nevada. Also Theosophical/
apocalyptic was the UFO group now called
the Association of Sananda and Sanat
Kumara. It was the subject of a famous
sociological study, When Prophecy Fails,’
that in turn was probably the inspiration
of a delightful novel by Alison Lurie, Invis-

ible Friends. The sociological report describes
channeled predictions of a global cata-
clysm from which only a few faithful would
be saved by UFOs; when the event failed
to happen, it was said to have been allevi-
ated by the faith of the few but fervent
believers.

Other mediumistic UFO groups from this
period include Mark-Age, founded in 1956
by Charles Boyd Gentzel to channel mes-
sages from the spiritual government of the
solar system, and Unarius, established in
1954 by Ernest L. Norman. Uranius has
continued since his death under his widow,
Ruth Norman, who communicates with an
Intergalactic Confederation of advanced
planets.

Probably the best known group is the
Aetherius Society, established in London
by George King, who was told in 1955 by
the Master Aetherius of Venus to become
the “primary terrestrial mental channel”
of the Interplanetary Parliament. The
Aetherius Society has been heavily engaged
in apocalyptic struggles against “black
magicians” seeking to enslave earth. Un-
der direction from above, its devotees chan-
nel spiritual forces from friendly space ships
orbiting our planet toward places of par-
ticular need. These activities are typically
given military-sounding titles: Operation
Bluewater, Operation Karmalight. Like the
others just mentioned, Aetherius is very
Theosophical in its doctrinal background,
and Spiritualistic in its mediumistic modes
of operation.

By the 1970s UFO groups emerged that
fit the common stereotype of ‘a cult. One
of the best examples was HIM (Human
Individual Metamorphosis), which ap-
peared in California in 1975. HIM was led
by a middle-aged man and woman called
Bo and Peep, also known as “The Two,”
who persuaded followers to give up their
possessions and follow them into wilder-
ness camps, where they were to be met by
UFOs and carried physically to “the level
above human.”8

A somewhat different note was pre-
sented by a UFO group in the 1980s and
early 1990s in Ottawa and Russell, Kan-
sas, based on a conservative Christian
rather than Theosophical belief system. The
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tone of the group is suggested by the title
of the newsletter, “The Four: A Christian
Newsletter of the Tribulation.” In essence,

the doctrine is that the UFO beings are_

spiritual guides, including angels and
“Cephas” (St. Peter), who will help human
beings through prophecy and assistance
during the time of the tribulation and the
coming the Antichrist. The movement re-
ceived considerable publicity when one
leader, Dr. Scott Corder, had his medical
license revoked and another, Marcia Brock,
a high school teacher, was dismissed after
disappearing for three weeks. It eventuated
that she, Corder, Donna Butts, the primary
channel of the group, and others had gone
on a mysterious mission to Israel.’

There was a spiritually negative side of
UFOs that also commenced as early as the
1950s. In 1956 the late Gray Barker (1925-
1984), then a young UFO enthusiast in
West Virginia, published his first book, They
Knew Too Much About Flying Saucers, a trail-
blazer in the exploration of demonic coun-
terpoints to saucerian “technological
angels.”’® The book centers on the story of
Albert K. Bender, of Bridgeport, Connecti-
cut, who until 1953 was director of a UFO
club called the International Flying Saucer
Bureau. After allegedly discovering the se-
cret of the saucers, Bender received an un-
pleasant call from three men dressed in
black suits who minced no words. Shortly
after, Bender terminated the bureau and
its publication.

Barker related other appearances of the
Men in Black. This fearsome threesome,
dressed soberly as undertakers and pos-
sessed of an uncanny knowledge of who
had seen what, with their odd clockwork
gait and mechanical-sounding voices, were
now revealed to have phoned or called on
a fair number of UFO percipients. In each
case they made it very clear that life would
not go well for those who knew too much,
or worse said or wrote too much, about
UFO matters above their competence. These
“heavies” of the saucer scene fast became
a part of UFO folklore everywhere.!* Among
Barker’s alleged “silencing” episodes was
one in New Zealand involving John Stuart.
Eventually, however, Barker published for
Stuart the horrendous account of the rape

of a female associate of his by a cosmic
being.!?

The episodes recounted by Barker and
Stuart were among the first signs of a re-
markable shift of emphasis spiritual
UFOism was to make around the 1970s,
from benign to ominous, culminating in
the late 1980s spate of works on UFO ab-
ductions, “missing time,” strange medical
examinations, and half-human pregnan-
cies. While not explicitly religious in quite
the sense of the fifties-type contactees, these
accounts strongly recall parallel narratives
in folklore, mythology, and the psychol-
ogy of religion.

Perhaps the earliest well-known account
of this type was the alleged abduction of a
twenty-three-year-old Brazilian farmer,
Antonio Villas-Boas, in 1957; he reported
both medical treatment and sexual inter-
course with a beautiful unearthly woman
as a captive aboard a UFO. But the case
which set the trend was certainly that of
Barney and Betty Hill, a New Hampshire
couple, in 1961, recorded in a- bestselling
book by John G. Fuller.” This pair was re-
ported abducted in the middle of the night
while driving through lonely country, and
subjected to a medical examination. Then
their memories were erased, only to be later
recovered through hypnosis.

Further accounts of “missing time”
have been collected by Budd Hopkins and
David Jacobs. These experiences have also
tended to involve distasteful medical pro-
cedures with an emphasis on the repro-
ductive functions and sometimes the
disturbing sight of sickly looking human-
alien children allegedly partly their own.
The reported appearance of the aliens—
slight, hairless, pallid, large-eyed—has
been fairly consistent.

These accounts were in the same world
of experience as those recounted by Whitley
Strieber in his bestselling books Commun-
ion and Transformation, in which the promi-
nent novelist retailed allegedly true stories
of furtive sightings and meetings in his
Catskills vacation home with aliens of simi-
lar description, and subsequent recollec-
tions of “missing time” experiences
involving them from his childhood and
youth.s But, as the quasi-religious titles
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suggest, Strieber believed that the aliens
he encountered were, despite terrifying as-
pects of his experience, ultimately benign.

Hopkins and Jacobs are not so sure
about the extraterrestrials’ intentions; at
best, it seems to them, humans may be no
more than laboratory animals to our un-
invited guests. The same level of anxiety is
surely reflected in a growing interest of the
1980s and 1990s in conspiracy theories in-
volving UFOs, government cover-ups, and
even secret and sinister relationships be-
tween government agencies, aliens, and
abductions.

At the same time, other writers, such as
Michael Grosso and Kenneth Ring, offered
new positive spiritual assessments of UFOs
by comparing them to such widely discussed
phenomena as apparitions of the Virgin
Mary and near-death experiences, all said
to herald important fransformations of con-
sciousness both individual and worldwide.
Ring contends that the UFO abductors may
come not from without but from within,
but are thereby all the more spiritual in
their significance. The presumed aliens come
as mirrors to ourselves in an alienated
world. Their ashen, emaciated visages re-
flect ourselves and our children in the soul-
less, polluted, sterile world we are creating;
their brusque, impersonal reproductive ex-
periments throw back to us our own purely
instrumental treatment of sex, animals, and
other humans; their examinations point to-
ward our own need for self-examination.?

UFOs and UFO religions have also pro-
duced skeptics. While most seem content
to subject it to the light, satirical treatment
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UFO religion refers to any religion in which the existence of extraterrestrial (ET) entities operating unidentified flying objects (UFOs) is an
element of belief. Typically, adherents of such religions believe the ETs to be interested in the welfare of humanity which either already
is, or eventually will become, part of a pre-existing ET civilization. Others may incorporate ETs into a more supernatural worldview in
which the UFO occupants are more akin to angels than physical aliens; this distinction New religious movements such as the Nation of
Islam, Scientology, and Jediism incorporate the UFO narrative into older religious traditions and scriptures. Popular television programs
like Ancient Aliens provide viewers with interpretive strategies that encourage them to view religious visions of the past through the lens
of the modern UFO narrative, turning medieval angels into aliens, for example. A UFO religion is any religion in which the existence of
extraterrestrial (ET) entities operating unidentified flying objects (UFQOs) is an element of belief. Typically, adherents of such religions
believe the ETs to be interested in the welfare of humanity which either already is, or eventually will become, part of a pre-existing ET
civilization. Others may incorporate ETs into a more supernatural worldview in which the UFO occupants are more akin to angels than
physical aliens; this distinction may



