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Foreword

In 2015, Serge Benhayon commenced a defamation action against me over a blog and tweets I authored that were keenly descriptive of his character and conduct. By then, I’d been investigating him and his Esoteric healing enterprise, Universal Medicine, for three years, blogging my findings and making complaints to disinterested regulators.

Over ten years earlier, in just a handful of encounters, Benhayon showed me what he was. It wasn’t until 2012, however, that I learned he’d amassed substantial wealth and a fervid international following, and that he, his supporters, and his vulturous business, posed a far greater threat to the community than I could have foreseen. Universal Medicine had evaded scrutiny for twelve years. Its victims were too frightened to speak out or make complaints. Cancer patients, sexual abuse survivors, and children, were among Unimed's prey. As someone with dirt on Benhayon, it was not a situation that I could walk away from. 

This is the story of the 2018 trial of Benhayon versus Rockett in the Supreme Court of New South Wales, the fight to have my defence heard, and the circumstances that flagged Serge Benhayon as the universal predator.

Dialogue exchanges from the trial of Benhayon versus Rockett, while reproduced as faithfully to the court transcripts as possible, have been edited for brevity. Where transcripts were not available, I’ve recounted as accurately as I could from notes and memory. Transcripts of recorded materials have been similarly edited.

Some names have been changed to protect privacy or for legal reasons. Those are indicated with an asterisk*. 

Esther Rockett, 2024




In memory of Laurie, Maurie, Madeline, and Mary.





Part I

Forums


i Squall

My new umbrella had a snakeskin print; a choice Serge would have disapproved of. The self-anointed emissary from the sixth dimension, the luminous embodiment of transcendental purity rails against our animal tendencies. But a snake’s belly cannot get closer to the earth, and I liked to remind him that we all have a touch of reptile in us; we’re all slithering through the dirt. Provoke any of us enough and we’ll bite.   


It was a short walk from chambers to the Law Courts Building at Queens Square. On the fifth of October 2018, the twenty-second day of the defamation trial of Serge Isaac Benhayon versus Esther Mary Rockett at the Supreme Court of New South Wales, the stirring sky was mottled grey. All the evidence had been heard, counsel had closed their arguments, and Her Honour was to commence her summing up. 


A sprinkle of rain and a fitful breeze greeted us at the corner of Martin Place. Mr Tom Molomby SC had manila folders and notebooks tucked under one arm, and carried a sleek dark umbrella with an oak handle and tip. Junior counsel, Ms Louise Goodchild, strode two steps ahead, the luxurious pleats of her black robe swaying, the curled tails of her wig bouncing, and even Tom, a good head taller, had to liven his step to match her pace. She had her smartphone, her pencil case, and her favourite parasol with the musical motif; merry bars of black crotchets and quavers dancing across white sateen.  


Louise and I raised our umbrellas as cold raindrops spattered our faces near Queens Square, where a press photographer trained his lens on us from the courthouse steps. The traffic broke, we started across the street, and the breeze quickened as it often did near the entry. A wind that might rate as slightly spirited in any other part of Sydney could build there into a howling southerly that would swirl from Hyde Park through the sandstone plaza, recoil at the steeple of St James Church, and swoop down Phillip Street, knotting and whirling into a mini tornado. 


Suddenly, a fierce blast had me using both hands to push my umbrella into its face as it whipped Louise’s wildly about before ripping whole bars of crotchets from its frame. I was thumbing for my collapse clip when my canopy flung upward and yanked backward, turning my snakeskin inside out. Yet Tom’s umbrella was still folded, and he advanced across wind, squinting into the squall. Skipping in his wake, I thrust mine against the gale to turn it back on itself. ‘I think it’s bloody broken,’ I muttered, clumsily pulling it down. Moments later, the photographer snapped me with damp hair flying skyward; Medusa in the CBD. 


Molomby forded Phillip Street like a battleship, judicious nose in line with his umbrella tip, compass needle steady —chest out, robes flapping, horsehair wig bristled, but undisturbed. His voice trailed back as if from faraway… ‘Don’t give up,’ he said.


ii Extraordinary ordinary

What you need to believe in is what you can see… If you see me as your friend, I’ll be your friend. As you see me as your father, I’ll be your father… If you see me as your saviour, I’ll be your saviour. If you see me as your God, I’ll be your God.

Jim Jones1

The sergebenhayon.com website was packed with glowing testimonials authored by nearly fifty of Benhayon’s devoted ‘students’. Its tabbed pages were arranged by theme: Serge Benhayon the author, Serge Benhayon the philosopher, Serge Benhayon the practitioner, the teacher, the family man, the friend. Some acolytes were so effusive in their admiration of the man and his multimillion-dollar enterprise, Universal Medicine, and so incensed by his treatment by the media, that they’d contributed two testimonials. Beneath each article was an invitation to leave a reply, followed by hundreds of unanimous responses; admirers often leaving numerous comments.  

Beautifully said Michelle. And it’s an absolute yes from me as to the amazingness of Serge Benhayon and Universal Medicine. So in the face of the lies that are being told about them let’s not hold back how we feel as everyone else in the world deserves to hear the truth and to have the choice to experience the healing that is possible…


Each carried its author’s full name and a beaming photo avatar, and each was immaculately spelled. 

I agree Ingrid, well said, everyone deserves to hear the truth and to experience deep healing. I too, as have many many others, have had huge transformation in my health and life from the inspiration, deep love and truth lived and presented by Serge Benhayon.


That a businessman based in suburban Goonellabah, on the outskirts of Lismore, New South Wales, could inspire a whole website with so many positive raves is remarkable, but between 2012 and 2018, the Universal Medicine corporation and its associated spiritual community launched over fifty websites lauding its proprietor. Ten were blog sites, each featuring hundreds of devotional articles and tens of thousands of assenting comments from the ‘student body’. The sites had titles like The Truth About Serge Benhayon, Words on Serge Benhayon, and Medicine and Serge Benhayon, and with so much repetition, students had to strain to find new superlatives. 

I feel so blessed to know Serge. As mentioned before he really is an extraordinary ordinary man.


Not a word of criticism was found on those thousands of webpages. Serge Benhayon was flawless. 


 

The plaintiff’s evidence in chief, where he entered the witness box and was questioned by his own lawyer, was his chance to portray himself as the innocent victim of defamation, and to persuade the court that his reputation and feelings had been so grievously harmed by my publications that I should pay him hundreds of thousands of dollars in damages. Benhayon claimed sixty-two defamatory imputations were conveyed by a blog article I’d authored and a series of tweets, and his lawyer, Kieran Smark SC, read out some excerpts, beginning with the opening paragraph of my blog post, ‘Universal Medicine’s sexual abuse apologism hits a crescendo’. 

Complementary health conglomerate and religion, Universal Medicine, has launched what could be its greatest fiasco with an hysteria ridden public promotion of the molestation they call ‘healing’. UM’s Esoteric hysterics mob, led by propaganda drill sergeant, Alison Greig, label our concerns about the organisation’s predatory behaviours and our questions about the welfare of the most vulnerable members as ‘sexualizing’ and ‘dangerous to children’. The UM *Facts* battalion then justifies inappropriate touching with anatomical confusion, New Age quackery and testimonials from Serge Benhayon’s young female houseguests… It’s a perfect demonstration of the mix of dishonesty, delusion, stupidity, abuse apologism, bullying and exploitation that screams ‘cult’. 


Smark, well-known in the defamation circuit, was a slightly built chap around fifty with a slack face that was too doleful for someone so well paid. ‘It can fairly be said that presently Ms Rockett is not a fan of Mr Benhayon,’ the barrister observed. 


Before the judge, Serge looked more like an accountant than a cult leader. In grey tweed trousers, a blue business shirt and a navy sweater, he was short in stature and slim, and his wiry, grey-flecked hair was combed neatly. His posture, however, was the only straight thing about him. He recounted how he’d migrated from Uruguay in 1970, at age six, his family settling in Maroubra, a beachside suburb of Sydney. He’d been devoutly religious from an early age, he said, and if his statements were true, his religious upbringing was as eclectic as his latter-day New Age bent. Circumcised by a Jewish Mohel, he was baptised Catholic, worshipped at the Church of England, became a student of Messianic Judaism in his late teens, and learned about the Koran from  his father. ‘I’ve never not believed in God,’ he said. 


He added that his first nine years were deeply joyful and insightful, and that it was ‘a very beautiful experience to be in one’s body.’ But his bliss was disrupted by the schoolyard attacks that plague migrant children. ‘At the age of nine I made a decision to depart from that state of being…The pressures were basically to survive bullying, to survive being called a “wog”.’ Born with the name Sergio, perhaps the taunts led him to change it to Serge, and he said the hardships pushed him to excel at sport, which led to his career coaching tennis. 


About fifty observers filled the court’s public gallery, the majority stalwart UM students, rugged up in heavy coats and scarves despite the mild September weather. Seated behind his legal team, his wife and adult children wore woollen mittens. Smark needed testimony about hurt to his client’s feelings, and asked of his first exposure to my crescendo post: ‘How did you feel when you read it?’ 


Moist eyed Benhayon replied through trembling lips. ‘The raping of my integrity, the raping of my… the attempt to demolish my reputation and the intrusion into my marital status…’ 


The barrister interrupted. ‘But I’m asking how you felt about it. How did you feel about it?’


‘Well, you feel raped.’


iii Intent

‘Then you say this at line six,’ said Smark. ‘“My claim that Benhayon is a sexual predator is not false”?’


It was early in my cross-examination, and Smark was quoting the crescendo blog. ‘You were saying Mr Benhayon was a sexual predator, weren’t you?’


‘Yes.’


‘You’ve said, “I’ve seen him in action”?’


‘Yes.’


‘You were referring to your experience with him in his consultation room, weren’t you?’


‘Yes, and at the workshop I went to as well.’


Benhayon skimped on a lot, but not on his leading barrister. Tom said it more than once during our preparations: ‘Kieran is one of the smartest lawyers I know.’ In the three years since Serge had filed his claim, Smark represented international cricketer Chris Gayle, and actor Geoffrey Rush, in successful defamation claims against Australian news outlets over ‘Me Too’ allegations. 


Yet, despite the calibre of Benhayon’s legal arsenal, and much of the public gallery praying to the Ascended Masters that I would slip up, the witness box was an unexpectedly serene place. The stops and starts, the paper shuffling, the legal arguments and procedural pauses make for a stilted process. Our preparations had been so hectic, it was a dramatic drop in pace. 


Benhayon’s Senior Counsel was too obviously tethered to terra firma to be a cult devotee. ‘At line sixteen on page four, you say, “Even if that were true, how does it make it okay for Serge to touch people’s private parts”?’ Balding under his coarse wig, Smark was not flamboyant, and his weary expression suggested he’d heard every possible iteration of every possible argument. If he had a blind side, it was well hidden. ‘Then at page six you style him as an “unqualified ex-bankrupt self-styled messiah pressing at erogenous zones for extended periods”?’


‘Yes.’


If he’d ever had cheek muscles, they’d atrophied from lack of use. We never saw his teeth, he didn’t jeer or scoff or raise his voice. Eyes steady and alert, his delivery was even, and he never looked or sounded pleased with himself, or anyone else. ‘Then at page nine, at lines twenty to twenty-one, you refer to “treatment room perverts,” do you see that?’


‘Yes.’


‘And you were clearly, in the context, referring to Mr Benhayon, weren’t you?’


‘And others.’


‘You were calling Mr Benhayon and others, if you will, a “treatment room pervert”?


‘Yes.’


‘A “sleazebag guru”?’


‘Yes.’


Smark’s agile arguments during pre-trial hearings told me that he would not be a predictable foe. I could only hope that telling the truth would be enough to defend my publications. Sometimes his questions seemed clumsy, but I suspected it was a strategy. ‘Now, do you really say that you didn’t intend, when you wrote this blog, having written all of it, including the matters I took you to specifically, you really didn’t intend to convey to ordinary readers who read the whole thing that Mr Benhayon had intentionally indecently touched you during a consultation in his treatment room?’


I took a breath. ‘Could you ask that again?’


‘Sure. Do you really say that you did not intend to communicate the meaning, the message, the allegation that Mr Benhayon had intentionally indecently touched you, his client, during a consultation in his treatment room?’


‘I did not intend it.’


iv Translators

My colleague described Serge as a healer. That was the first red flag: strike one. I cringed, but my study-buddy, who lived in the Byron Bay region, insisted that Serge’s methods were ‘interesting’ and worth experiencing. We’d always been interested in exploring diverse healing approaches in case they might help our patients or improve our understanding of the therapeutic process. 


At my first meeting with Serge in his waiting room, he smiled broadly and extended his hand but stepped so close to me that I reflexively stepped back. He continued to chat cheerily as if nothing had happened. That was strike two. I’d practised acupuncture for ten years by then, and been a patient for longer, seeking alternative medicine when doctors were not able to help my chronically ratty digestive and immune systems. I knew a lot about personal boundaries and I knew what kind of reptiles were out there. 


Aside from the space-invasion, Benhayon looked harmless. It was 2004, he was forty, still coaching tennis occasionally, and lively; his olive complexion relatively dewy, his green eyes bright. Media photos eight years later showed him haggard and emaciated, with pale, thin lips and yellow teeth, vampirish rings around his cloudy eyes. More recently, Universal Medicine’s photographers light him so that his complexion looks fairer, and he’s not been seen in short sleeves for over a decade. Whether at UM’s Vietnam retreats or in steamy Northern New South Wales summers, he’s in his uniform of dark suit trousers and an untucked business shirt, buttoned at the cuffs. 


In 2004, Serge operated from rooms beneath his white and mission brown brick veneer home on Pineapple Road, Goonellabah, where his front yard was adorned with a white concrete birdbath. A weather-beaten statue of Roman wench waded in its slimy shallows, surrounded by an imprisoning moat of glinting white pebbles. Strike three. A Benhayon acolyte bought the renovated house for about a million dollars ten years later and that birdbath, or a replica, is still there.   


I was holidaying near Byron Bay, two hours’ drive from my Brisbane home. Run down and grumpy, I told Serge that I’d just graduated my Arts degree, which I’d worked on while building my practice, and it was my first holiday in years. In 2000, I’d returned to Australia from four years post graduate training in clinics in Japan, where I’d worked for a shifty expat practitioner for a year before upgrading to the clinic of his reputable senior teacher, a renowned author of textbooks on Traditional Chinese Medicine. Over several years, I translated a couple of his books, top sellers in the field in Japan, but despite their prospects for publication in English, the cantankerous Sensei was fickle and uncooperative, the work thankless and unpaid, and with the expat white-anting me behind my back, I quit.  


I laughed along when Serge responded with a tale about my past-life as a samurai warrior sent into exile by feudal overlords. Generating reincarnation clichés remains one of his sidelines. Smark asked if Benhayon had talked about kidney energy and energy flows, but if he had, I hadn’t taken notice. There are major distinctions between the sophisticated metaphors of the Chinese Medical classics and New Age fantasies about magical ‘energy’. My interest wasn’t piqued by what Serge said, but what he did; his hands-on practice. 


I lay on his treatment table and he placed his hands on my back and shoulders and told me to empty my mind. Keen to discover what my friend found so fascinating, I made an effort to do so. As minutes passed, my breathing deepened, and unusual sensations arose throughout my body. I wasn’t concerned at first. Subtle sensations commonly arise during acupuncture, but these soon escalated into strong involuntary movements, unlike anything I’d experienced. I didn’t fight them, which I blame on reading a little too much Carl Jung, and concentrated on keeping my mind empty. Jung had explored his own psyche via extended bouts of lucid dreaming where he resolved not to resist whatever emerged from his unconscious. It was a risky experiment, and he descended into psychosis at times, but I saw no harm in complying with Benhayon’s instructions for those short sessions. 


He kept his hands in place, and as I worked to suppress my thoughts, the bodily tingles intensified into twitches. As minutes passed, they graduated into tremors, and soon those were so pronounced that I was shaking all over and writhing on the couch, heaving gulps of air, legs jolting. If Benhayon said anything while I was in that state, I don’t remember, and I lost sense of time, but he must have had his eye on the clock, because he eventually talked me through slowing my breathing until the reactions ceased. 


I did feel lighter afterward; but that’s to be expected from a large intake of oxygen — probably more exercise than I’d done in a while. The second session, a week later, was the same; casual chat, laying on of hands, and a physical catharsis, followed by Benhayon riffing about chakras and past lives. I hadn’t entirely deactivated my critical faculties, though, and his decor earned him another strike. A painting of a female nude hung on the waiting room’s purple walls, the creation of one of his assistants, Désirée Delaloye, rendered in lurid acrylic swirls of crimson, violet, orange and gold, and a male voice bellowed a New Age melody from the sound system, a wordless ‘ahh ah ahhh ah ahh ah a ahhhhhh...’ to a dirge-like synthesiser track. Women breezed in and out, and a meek young receptionist appeared from a cupboard or somewhere to take payment — Benhayon still gets other people to handle the lucre, lest it sully his pristine hands. 


As I left one of my first sessions, Serge exercised one of his truly supernatural skills. He was chatting chirpily when I noticed indigo covered books on a shelf; Ponder on This by Alice A. Bailey. I don’t recall why I asked about them, but he said, ‘I keep a few copies here. Some people find it interesting. I don’t push anyone to buy it…’ 


As much as I love a crack at Serge’s tightfistedness, I could give him a good run in the thrift race. I never buy a book without inspecting the contents, yet I bought the Bailey book when I’d always thought Theosophy was nonsense. From weird to worse, I asked if the CDs on the shelf, Silk in the Clouds2, was the music that was playing. The cover art was similar hued to Désirée’s tacky painting, and Benhayon said the performer was a local friend of his, Chris James. Next thing, I bought the CD too, which I’ve never played.  


After a cleansing swim in the surf at Broken Head, I sat on the sand to read a few short chapters of Ponder on This. Organised by themes: ‘The New Group of World Servers’, ‘Triangles of Light’, ‘The New World Religion’, ‘The Reappearance of the Christ’, ‘The Master Djwal Khul’, and the like, the book reacquainted me with Helena Blavatsky’s Ascended Masters of The Hierarchy, light-filled beings ‘who have triumphed over matter’ and reside in Shamballa, an ‘etheric plane’ located somewhere above the Gobi Desert. Bailey postulated that Ascended Master Maitreya, a mystic caricature lifted from Mahayana Buddhism, was the same character as the Christian Christ and lined up for a second coming, and Blavatsky and Bailey asserted that all their ‘Ageless Wisdom’ writings, a hodge-podge of mistranslated Eastern spirituality and self-serving bourgeois projections, were dictated to them by an imaginary ‘Tibetan’ hermit, Djwal Khul. Schisms formed in the Theosophical movement as rivals claimed they were also channelling the invisible sage. 


What a waste of twenty-five bucks. Serge didn’t know that I’d majored in studies in religion, focusing on Eastern traditions, New Religious Movements, and cults. I didn’t choose the field because I was shopping for a faith — growing up Catholic cured me of religion by my teens — I’d always been interested in the ways people find meaning, as well as the influences of belief on behaviour. 


That was not the only oddness as I left Goonellabah’s Shamballa, either. Benhayon mentioned that he too was a translator, and said, with a smile, ‘I’m translating the Yoga Sutras.’ 


‘Oh,’ I said, surprised, ‘you speak Sanskrit?’  


Benhayon’s eyeballs pinned and his smirk dropped. I waited, and he gave an ambiguous, coughed out laugh. ‘Ugh-herghh.’


You wouldn’t know Sanskrit if it bit you on the arse, I thought, and left. 


Still, I went back.


v The Patanjali channel

After the first session, Benhayon phoned to invite me to a yoga ‘study group’. I’d always warned patients about health practitioners who contact them out of hours or ply them with stuff they haven’t asked for. I told him I wasn’t interested, but he persisted, telling me it was just a few friends getting together to translate Patanjali’s sutra. Again, I went against my better judgement, and before sunset the following evening, found myself driving an unsealed road overlooking Byron Bay, where breaks in the roadside brush revealed a sheer unguarded drop from a precipice.  


I went telling myself that perhaps someone in his group was a genuine scholar with something interesting to say about the challenges of translating, but ‘a few of us getting together’ turned out to be Serge packing a function room beneath the Bay FM radio towers and charging a ten dollar entry fee, which he hadn’t mentioned. On the lawn outside, two women worked at a table stacked with copies of Ponder on This, taking cash flat out as customers grabbed for books that had been in print for over thirty years. Serge hovered, chatting merrily, watching the money change hands.


‘Hi Heather, glad you could make it,’ he said when he saw me.


‘Esther,’ I replied, as his attention flitted to someone else. 


Odd looking white postcards with indigo splotches were also on offer, and I learned that they were ‘healing symbols’. Serge produced them in partnership with Désirée Delaloye, but he claimed credit for the designs — crude, block coloured shapes. One looked like a sort of geometric duck crossed with a cassowary, another a cubist Michelin man, and others like splats found at the bottom of bird cages. Someone said the cards were for clearing bad energy, and they sold for seven dollars fifty each, while some laminated sheets of A4 paper went for eighty dollars apiece. 


I kept tallying the demerits as more punters rolled in, most of whom were older women. Serge appeared with another carton of Bailey books, and the meeting was delayed when his volunteers discovered there weren’t enough seats. While we waited, someone brought a chair outside for a young woman to receive an impromptu healing session. Maura*, a stout matron in her fifties, steadied her stance behind the seated waif, and placed one hand on the younger woman’s forehead and the other on the nape of her neck. Eyes half-closed, Maura began to emit a series of startling belches: not your dainty Perrier burps, but loud, sonorous croaks that seemed to emanate from the bedrock of her base chakra. Elongated, multi-tonal, and arguably more melodic than Chris James’ Silk in the Clouds, I thought it odd that her performance didn’t draw a larger audience. From those gathered, I learned that each belch was a release of noxious energy drawn up through Maura’s powerful hands. The louder the burps, the worse the patient’s energetic state, and Maura would remove one hand occasionally and give it a few shakes, a succinct burp accompanying each flick of the wrist, before embarking on a new round of gaseous volleys, all with the stony countenance of a veteran of many violent seances. It reminded me that Serge had quietly burped during my sessions, unburdening some of my inner evils, I suppose, but I’d just thought he was disagreeing with his lunch. 


 

At least a hundred eager yogis crammed into that meeting room that humid night, wedged flesh to sticky flesh. Beside me was acupuncturist, Neil Ringe, who I’d met when he visited Sensei’s clinic in Japan five years earlier. In his early fifties, he had a busy practice near Mullumbimby, and he told me that he’d been friends with Serge for years. The longtime Zen Buddhist said that the yoga sutras weren’t his thing either.  


The evening’s show was not a translation at all but Serge posing before his audience and pretending to channel. He’d close his eyes, take a dramatic pause, and then burble some fake platitude, making out that it was the ‘true text’ conveyed exclusively to him from the etheric sphere. He had no text with him, couldn’t identify which part of the sutra he was transmitting, and nothing I heard bore any conceptual relationship with the original, yet, no one seemed to care. Benhayon’s first book, two years later, audaciously titled, The Way It Is, claimed that ‘The Tibetan’ Djwal Khul was Patanjali in a former life, and that his Raja Yoga was practised in Atlantis.3


The meeting room had a view across Byron Bay, glowing under a pearlescent full moon, and as the night dragged on, Cape Byron’s lighthouse flashed warnings. Serge spent more time on tangential banter with Chris James and other male accomplices than on the ‘text’, and his barest witticisms drew peals of over-appreciative laughter. It was one of those hot, still, subtropical nights where the humidity and the etheric magnetism of the lunar apogee brings everything that creeps and crawls out of its respective crack and cranny. The place was riddled with cockroaches, scurrying over sandalled toes and ankles, up walls and across the ceiling, yet Serge’s sweating students did not stir or complain. Irritation swelling, I contemplated climbing over twelve clammy devotees for a clear run to the door.


Meandering onto the topic of meditation, Benhayon called on Neil to describe his experience of the optimal state. My counterpart blustered that the peak of his practice was ‘what I can only describe as pure love.’ It was difficult not to scowl. Zen is a predominantly male sect of self-focus that never bothered with the concept of compassion and revels in the violent use of the ‘wake-up stick’. Aloof Neil struck me as an ideal proponent, and I couldn’t fathom why he’d spin a cultural fiction characterising inhuman levels of detachment as ‘love’, or would play straight man to Serge’s farce. 


The full moon beamed and the cockroaches scuttled. It occurred to me that Benhayon was trying to start a cult, but so were a lot of oddballs and most don’t succeed. His seemed too obvious a scam. Two tedious hours in, I had a growing urge to shove past the converts, find a copy of the weekend paper, roll it up, and start whacking the cockroaches into oblivion. Perhaps the others held back out of a belief that they were some of their past lives. At that point, a robust specimen interrupted its trek across the ceiling to drop twitching and scratching onto my lap. I flicked it to the floor with an open hand, and it began scuttling afresh. Raising my knee, I stamped my foot down. Under my sole, I felt a satisfying squelch.


vi The reading 

You bastard.  


It was February 2005, my third and final session. I was alone in a treatment room with Serge, and I was annoyed with him and annoyed with myself for being there. Despite his Patanjali pretensions, I remained curious about his ability to put me into a trance and whether his technique was reproducible. I expected the session to proceed as the previous two had, and I’d settled myself on the table when he came straight out and said: ‘Today I think we should do an ovarian reading.’ 


My reaction was instant. Without hesitation, and with firmness, I said ‘no’. I didn’t know what an ovarian reading was, and I didn’t want to know. I told him, ‘I don’t need that.’ 


He hadn’t questioned me previously about my private life or medical history, so I assumed he knew the limits of his competence. But he didn’t accept my rebuff. ‘It’s not invasive,’ he said. 


I repeated irritably. ‘I don’t need it.’  


‘I think it would be good for you,’ he answered in his soft, squeaky voice, adding an unimpeachable little smile.


That’s when I came to doubt my common sense. ‘What is it?’ I asked. 


He explained that I’d remain fully clothed, and he’d lay his hands on my lower abdomen, and ‘feel into’ some information from my ovaries.


‘What kind of information?’


‘Everyone is different, it depends…’


Again I insisted I didn’t want it.


‘I wouldn’t do it if I didn’t think it would be good for you…’


‘Is it a psychic reading?’ I asked.


He gave the same incongruous chuckle as when I caught him out on his Sanskrit proficiency. But instead of taking that as a cue for a spectacular exit, I began to think that I was overreacting, that I was missing something. Surely a pipsqueak like him wouldn’t try something inappropriate on an assertively unimpressed woman. To reassure me, he said that I didn’t have to say anything during the reading. ‘I’ll pass on the information from your ovaries and you can decide whether or not it resonates.’


With some impatience, I gave in. ‘Oh, all right.’


With that he placed his finger tips on my lower abdomen about a centimetre superior to the upper boundary of my pubic area. For some long uneasy moments he was silent, eyes closed, hands in place. Eventually he said, ‘when you were five years old, a man in your life let you down.’


You bastard. 


He continued with more conjectures, pausing between each. ‘When you were seven years old, a man in your life wasn’t who he seemed… When you were eleven years old, a man in your life wasn’t there for you…’ He worked his way up random ages and more suggestions about ‘a man in your life’, reaching the teens, where he alleged, ‘a man in your life tortured you’. 


We women hear a lot of shitty lines. The rogue expat practitioner in Tokyo used that kind of psychic fakery, waiting until his clients were relaxed before saying, with feigned care, ‘who hurt you?’ or ‘a man has caused you pain…’ It ignited a heated confrontation between us over his behaviour with women, which he repaid by bad-mouthing me for years. After I quit his clinic, his male staff confirmed that the married man was a serial tryster with patients and visiting therapists.  


It doesn’t take a psychic to guess that a man in anyone’s life has let them down. Or a woman for that matter. ‘Yeah Serge, my Dad let me down every time we passed the corner shop and he didn’t buy me a Paddle Pop.’ Shonks have used cold reading to extract information from their victims for centuries. Co-operative targets confirm or correct their guesswork, and it’s likely that some of Benhayon’s clients did surrender information about their male-inflicted vulnerabilities; anything from Paddle Pop deprivations to histories of serious abuse — while his mitts were placed over their reproductive regions. 


He said I didn’t have to comment, so I lay still as a plank, fuming. He lost patience and opened his eyes. ‘Err…am I right?’ he said.


‘No,’ I croaked. ‘Not really.’


 

Compared with the dark colonial era courts across the square, with their wooden floors and creaking joinery that echoes every clunk and clomp, the forty year old Law Courts are muted, with fluorescent lighting, pale woodwork, and white walls. The youngster’s carpeting and upholstered chairs absorb extraneous sounds. On a dais to my right, overlooking the witness box, was Her Honour Justice Julia Lonergan and her Tipstaff. On the same level as me, a step above the bar table and public gallery, was the judge’s Associate and the court reporter. To my left, an elderly court officer dozed in a chair.  


Tom stood at a lectern facing Her Honour. Unlike Smark, he did not hunch, but held a regal posture, chin up. ‘Just to clarify there,’ he said, ‘Mr Benhayon was identifying certain sorts of incidents at particular ages. Had anything at those ages or around them happened to you like that?’ 


‘It was all very vague, so I couldn’t tie it to anything in my experience,’ I answered.


On Benhayon’s side, Smark and his junior, Nicholas Olson, in matching wigs and robes, tapped notes on identical tablets. Behind them sat the plaintiff and his solicitor, Paula Fletcher, a UM community member and one of a clutch of lawyers in Benhayon’s thrall, her haughty eyes fixed on me while he stared into middle distance, into space. 


‘What happened after that?’ said Tom. 


‘I was relieved at turning over and not having to look at him.’ 


Several women journalists were among the observers. To date, I was the only woman willing to go on the record about the real reptile Benhayon, and while it was uncomfortable to give that evidence, the court had heard much weirder testimony before mine: Serge’s own.


vii The professional

Tom was surprised that my readers were suspicious of Smark, but UM seemed to have tentacles everywhere, so it was natural to question whether he had links to the group. After all, Charles Wilson, a Brisbane barrister and Benhayon acolyte, was Smark’s original junior in the proceeding, practising outside his usual area of commercial litigation. 


Tom worked at a desktop piled with papers and notebooks, drafting documents by hand as his dilapidated notebook computer balanced on a teetering stack. I spent weeks seated opposite on his worn blue sofa, flanked by bundles and binders, computer on my knee. On a bureau stood a brightly enamelled toy Ferris wheel, and the lawyer wound it up for me once to play its carnival music. Otherwise, he played classical CDs as we worked, tapping his toes, and he’d lift his eyes above the mountain of papers at times to say something like, ‘Can you hear that?… There, the organ coming in… It’s a subtle undertone… Saint Saëns is one of the most underrated composers don’t you think?’


He had a point, but I had my own question. ‘Do you think Smark’s concerned he might get a bad name acting for clients like Serge?’ 


Tom replied that most lawyers wouldn’t have a practice if they were choosey about who they represented. He respected Smark, and guessed he had good reason to work for Benhayon. ‘Kieran has an inordinate number of children,’ he said, adding that he’d lost count. ‘He’s probably sending them to private schools… That gets expensive. A client like Benhayon doesn’t come along often — obsessed, vindictive, and with the money to push a big claim like his all the way.’


viii Bruised

‘You can’t have complete freedom of speech or there would be no right to reputation,’ Justice Lonergan remarked to the court. ‘You can’t have a complete right to reputation or there would be no freedom of speech, so the law has to strike balances.’


The defamatory imputations Benhayon claimed to find in my blog and tweets ranged from allegations of sexual misconduct to charlatanism, dishonesty, exploitation, and bullying, and that he was the leader of a socially harmful cult. I pleaded that the majority could be proven true, truth being an absolute defence, and also that most imputations could be defended as expressions of honest opinion. Relying on a further defence of qualified privilege, I pleaded that my publications were reasonable under the circumstances, even if the court found the other defences did not apply.


To defeat the truth defence, Smark had to convince the court that the evidence I brought did not prove the allegations. To defeat the opinion defence, he had to make out that my allegations were not expressions of opinion, but false statements posed as facts, or were not rationally based on facts or proper material, or that I did not honestly hold those opinions. To beat the reasonableness defence, he had to convince the court that I had not acted reasonably in publishing, or that I published out of malice. The law distinguishes malice as an improper intention, such as a deliberate intent to inflict damage on the plaintiff, or knowingly or carelessly making allegations that are false.


‘When you published each of the matters complained of, you did so as part of an overall campaign to harm Mr Benhayon,’ said Smark. ‘What do you say to that?’


I surmised from the question that he was wrapping up the cross-examination, and imagined he was as weary of me as I was of him. ‘No.’


‘I suggest to you that in publishing each of the matters complained of, you turned a blind eye to the risks of the harm that you would cause Mr Benhayon. What do you say to that?’


‘That makes no sense,’ I answered. ‘I was considering the harm being done by this organisation to countless people.’


‘Finally, I suggest that in publishing each of the matters complained of, you intentionally used strong and inflammatory language designed to maximise the harm caused to Mr Benhayon. Do you agree with that?’


‘No.’


In the lead up to trial, I envisaged that Smark could only try to entrap me into making false admissions, or try to distort the evidence to confuse the issues. When I was released from the witness box, I was less enamoured of his professionalism than my lawyers were, although they were more experienced with what passes on the legal battlefield as fair. Witnesses are not permitted to consult their lawyers while they are under cross-examination, and we regrouped in the empty foyer before Benhayon’s entourage trooped out. Tom wasn’t brimming with compliments over my performance. He’d maintained that it was unlikely that I’d be able to defend my publications one hundred percent. ‘Well I did say, Esther, that no one gets through a cross-examination without taking some hits,’ he said. ‘And shall we say that Kieran dealt you a few bruises?’


ix Commuters

If her allegations were true and her concerns as great as she expresses… why would she follow the alleged incident with her attendance at a course run by the very man who she considered was a sexual predator? It makes no sense.

Universal Medicine Facts website, 2014

There’s nothing advanced about Sacred Esoteric Healing Advanced Level One. The entry level course to the Universal Medicine workshop cycle is open to anyone who pays, and I paid. After the ovarian reading, the compulsion to get out of that purple dungeon and never go near Benhayon again was overruled by a burning need to find out the extent of his exploits. You never forget being preyed upon, just as you never escape the suspicion that the culprit is preying on others. I considered going to the police, but imagined recounting a New Age ovarian reading to some surly rural cop and doubted I’d be taken seriously. Consumer safeguards were non-existent. Any shyster could call themselves a therapist. 


I was never scared of Serge. Patients can be disturbingly compliant, so I feared for those who believed him. Many would not have understood that he was not qualified to inquire about their reproductive organs or their private lives, or to put them into trances, or touch them the way he did. 


Of the sixty or so who attended the workshop at the Lennox Head Sports Stadium in April 2005, a handful were men. At least eight women attended as Benhayon’s assistants, including Maura the belcher, Désirée, and a Brisbane naturopath, Jenny Ellis. The other helpers, previous Level One graduates, didn’t have much to do that weekend except swan around trying to look important. None, aside from Ellis, had formal health qualifications, and at the top of a distinct pecking order, Maura, Désirée and Jenny received most of the proprietor’s coveted attention. 


On the first morning, I overheard Ellis tell another woman that Serge had called her to a meeting the coming Monday night, adding that she’d have to drive straight from work to arrive on time, and ‘yes, he still wants us at Wednesday’s.’ It was a two hour commute each way and she would do it twice in the three nights from Monday, at his whim, having spent the weekend helping at the workshop. It reminded me of a Queensland based yoga group run by Vijay Yogendra. I’d attended its yoga classes in Brisbane around 1994 and the elderly guru was one of the iciest characters I’ve ever met. He had genuine knowledge of yoga philosophy, at least, but the regular attendees were unnervingly humourless and deferential to him. Yogendra extolled humility, detachment, selfless service, and being mindfully present in the moment, and he excoriated the use of foul language. I was never going to fit in.


In 1999, at sixty-nine, Yogendra dumped his wife of thirty-five years, took up with a woman thirty-four years younger and absconded from his community near Warwick, Queensland, taking money that was raised to fund its school and other initiatives. When I got back from Japan in 2000, the group tried to recruit me to fill a vacancy left by a practitioner who’d bolted with him. I asked a doctor I knew about it. He’d been part of Yogendra’s inner circle, and he looked me in the eye and told me it was a cult.


Many years earlier, the old con had commandeered a non-profit foundation set up by followers, and he recruited medicos, psychologists, teachers, and business managers to toil away in health centres and other enterprises attached to it. Vijay did not practise the humility and selfless service he expected from acolytes, whom he systematically ripped off while cruising around in a Range Rover, investing in real estate, and exerting himself in extramarital yoga. 


After he fled Warwick, Yogendra set up a ‘wellbeing’ practice in North Queensland. He died of cancer in 2005, at seventy-five, having promised clients that he could cure them of the same disease. But that wasn’t the end of the strife. Days after his death, his healthy and wealthy forty-one year old wife, Kate, took her own life. In a note to her cousin, she told her not to be sad, that she was not depressed, and that her choice was intentional and willing. She left nothing for her family in her will, and they were barred from the funeral, while the couple’s terrier received thirty thousand dollars per annum for its care. Kate wrote of her extreme final act that there is no death; that she was just passing on to another stage in life. 


In my view, Vijay was culpable. I saw the hold he had on his supplicants. His foundation still limps along in Warwick, his followers believing he died of a spider bite, and they glossed over his wife’s suicide with fairytales about the couple reuniting in the afterlife.4 Yogendra, of course, could gain nothing from manipulating Kate into believing her life was not worth living without him, except for the malign gratification that he had the power to dispense with her existence. 


Yogendra’s professionals spent unhealthy amounts of time commuting to his allied health sweatshops and out of hours meetings. Rackets of that type purposely keep devotees busy, exhausted, and isolated from those who might challenge their devotion to the leader and their dubiously urgent cause. Neither Jenny Ellis nor the recipient of her message hesitated at Benhayon’s command. 


Jenny and Désirée were of similar age, mid to late thirties, a little older than me. Unusually soft-spoken and demure, they looked to be in decent health and put noticeable effort into their grooming. Cult red flags were flapping as I watched Svengali Serge go to work, approaching each in turn, cheerily rattling off ideas and instructions, as if they were paid staff. The two nodded meekly, obviously smitten, but neither looked comfortable or content, and they had the same look of defencelessness in their watery eyes; submissive and on edge; infatuation imbued with fear.   


He’s screwing these women, I thought — if only figuratively.


x Entities

Benhayon set the chairs for the morning’s lecture with their backs to the windows; no doubt conscious that the view of the cloudless blue sky and the rocky, bush-covered Lennox Head looming over a glittering ocean was a stinging reminder that we weren’t just wasting money on his madness, but wasting perfect weather. From his opening talk, it became clear that Sacred Esoteric Healing had nothing to do with health or wellbeing. Benhayon was agitated, dropping his Patanjali wisecracking and pacing as he talked, and his talk was rapid-fire. He veered erratically through topics, from claiming Christ was an avatar of Ascended Master, Lord Khuthumi, to deriding competing belief systems. Catholicism was evil; Buddhism was a ‘belief in nothing’; teachings about chakras were all ‘bastardised’; Helena Blavatsky had sold out to glamour and illusion; and tarot readers, psychics and mediums were all false angels and spiritual deceivers, mired in the Dark Rule of the Astral plane. Occasionally, he’d assert something that sounded genuinely insightful, but before it was possible to properly consider, he’d descend into gibberish: the story of Noah’s Ark is an inaccurate tale of the sinking of Atlantis; inhabitants of the distant star Arcturus built Egypt’s ancient pyramids eighteen thousand years before the pharaohs, and regularly revisit to create crop circles. I didn’t have the confidence or the speed to take him on, and courageous audience members who challenged him were bludgeoned with aggressive non sequitur responses. 


The hands-on training was worse. We set up portable treatment tables, formed pairs and took turns to play practitioner and patient. Our host closed the blackout curtains and turned out all the lights so that only a thin shard of daylight crept into the room where he left the door ajar. He handed out workshop manuals, but no one could see them well enough to read Serge’s dotty prose, or properly inspect the black and white photographs of Benhayon demonstrating his hands on healing techniques on a girl who looked to be in her early teens. If I’d not cast the thing aside, repulsed, I would have found the images of his hands on the young girl’s backside and chest purporting to clear ‘stagnant sadness’. 


No out of bounds touching occurred that weekend that I was aware of, but in the darkness, Benhayon revealed more of his true self. Instructing all participants in the breathing technique, he told them to empty their minds, insisting that the healing would not work unless all parties focused on doing so. The technique for inducing altered states was indeed reproducible, and dedicated to my experiment, I followed the directions faithfully to experience roughly the same physical reactions with each new partner and new technique. I’d writhe with tremors, hyperventilate, and at some points found myself speaking in tongues. Others reacted similarly, some thrashing about more strongly, wailing and crying, while some responded minimally or not at all. A woman paired with me for one session lay dead still, eyes wide open, staring at the ceiling, lips pursed, perhaps having realised she’d made a terrible mistake.


Once participants had entered the trance, Benhayon began a macabre rave, telling the group that our reactions were evil energies escaping our bodies, and that malevolent spirits — ‘entities’ — were being released. Violent traumas occurring over many lifetimes had created openings in our auras that allowed them in, he said, and he strode around practically shouting this stuff to the flailing patients as the volume of panting and wailing swelled to a peak. He’d then talk them down, returning to a focus on breathing.


The partners would change places, and the process, with Benhayon’s narrative, would begin again. We’d change partners for the next technique, and repeat it, each episode building over twenty minutes or so to a hellish commotion in the dark, and as the day wore on, his rhetoric became more medieval, more violent and more perverse. ‘You’ve been tortured! You’ve been raped!’ he shouted. We’d been branded, beaten, flogged, and disembowelled with swords in our martyred past lives. Some of us had been angels tortured for heresy, had our limbs and wings hacked off, were burned at the stake, or drowned. As his tirades intensified, the catharses escalated, men and women erupting in sobs and full throated screams. At one point, Benhayon dragged a plastic garbage bin to the head of a table where an unfortunate was heaving and appeared to vomit.


xi Tongues

‘Yes, no, get off the stand,’ was Louise Goodchild’s advice for answering questions under cross-examination. It was the day before Smark was to start on me, and like a boxer before a big bout, I was getting some final slaps around the chops before my trainers shoved me into the ring. ‘It’s not a soapbox,’ she said. ‘Don’t get up there and try to argue your case, that’s what we’re here for. Don’t be defensive; give short, yes, no answers; don’t give him anything…’


None of my team could guess how long Smark would question me or where he’d go with it. Because I didn’t want to invite accusations that I was seeking coaching, I barely glanced at our side of the bar table, keeping my gaze on saggy faced Smark, or allowing it to wander into the public gallery, often to Benhayon, who spent a lot of time staring at the back of his lawyer’s knees. Tom agreed with Louise that it was best to keep my answers short. Any clarifications could be made under Tom’s re-examination.


Smark referred to the transcript of my evidence in chief: ‘You said you can recall “moving around on the table almost involuntarily… Quite a strong physical reaction, kind of trembling, hyperventilating and moving around on the table”. Was that the complete list of what you say were your physical reactions to the sessions from Mr Benhayon in late 2004?’


‘To the best of my recollection, yes.’


‘Nothing else, no other behaviour?’


‘Not that I can recall.’


‘Are you sure?’


‘Not that I can recall.’


‘What about speaking in tongues?’


‘I don’t recall that happening in the treatment room, but I remember that happening at that workshop I went to.’


Passed a copy of one of my blogs, Smark asked me to read a paragraph he’d selected, which mentioned me speaking in tongues during one of the visits to Pineapple Road. ‘I’d asked you about the experiences that you said you’d had on the table when you saw Mr Benhayon in late 2004. What about speaking in tongues in those sessions?’


‘I don’t remember that now. This blog was written six years ago, so it could just be a difference in memory.’


‘It’s right, isn’t it, that some years ago, that is to say, in 2012 you blogged that during these sessions you had experienced speaking in tongues?’


‘Well, if it’s in there I blogged it.’


‘You were saying that a man who, on your experience, in these sessions in late 2004 simply by gently laying his hands on you and instructing you to empty your mind and breathe deeply, had led you to speak in tongues. Is that the claim that you blogged in 2012?’


‘That’s what I blogged in 2012.’


‘Isn’t that an extraordinary claim?’


I halted, unsure how to answer a question about ‘claiming’ something as opposed to describing what happened. Smark pressed. ‘Don’t you regard that as a surprising claim?’ 


‘A surprising…?’


‘That a man could simply by laying his hands gently on you, asking you to empty your mind and breathe deeply could lead you, on the treatment table, without any drugs or other influencing mechanism, cause you to speak in tongues?’


‘I found it a surprising experience.’


xii The Monads

Benhayon pointed his finger at me. ‘And you, Hannah,’ he said: ‘Monad.’ This time I didn’t correct my name. Finger extended, he moved to the next person. ‘Monad.’ We were between practice sessions and he was delivering readings to each workshop participant, tagging them as either a Monad or an Angel. No other options were available. Monad was a term Blavatsky and Bailey had borrowed from a Pythagorean concept of divine singularity or oneness, but Benhayon’s version anthropomorphised it into a troupe of occult beings superior to Angels. Serge said that we’d all lost our connection to God, but Angels had become Monads’ underlings in ‘restoring Brotherhood on Earth’. Scandalised at being tarred an Angel, a woman called after him, ‘But why? Why?!’ Benhayon ignored her. 


That sideshow was a forerunner to his ‘School of Initiation’, where, for a fee, he rated each followers’ proximity to God. Predictably, he ranked himself at the top of the scale, first as a fifth degree initiate, a step up from the Dalai Lama, a clear two to five dimensions above his students, and the closest thing to God on this globe, but in 2015 he mocked his admirers further by catapulting himself to the sixth dimension — a level of transcendence so celestial that the initiate usually dumps their physical body to waft around the Etheric Plane like some sort of gas. Benhayon was so underfed by then that it was plausible, but he claimed to be the first sixth degree Master in history to remain incarnate, selflessly staying on Earth to shower us with his gifts. 


He delivered the initiation readings in front of the whole congregation, awarding the highest to his most abrasive acolytes, giving the most servile the lowest, and shifting the most neurotic up and down the scale arbitrarily. Former students said it created havoc; tears, wails, and demands to know why so and so got a better score, and he’d invariably follow with a scolding lecture on the evils of jealousy and comparison.


The exorcisms recommenced apace, and I lost sight of Benhayon’s harem of assistants in the dark, apart from formidable Maura, who moved among the tables, drawing forth evils with her fulsome belches. With all the shrieking, moaning and burping, I was unable to make out whether anyone else was speaking in tongues, but by late afternoon I understood Jenny and Désirée’s stupefied gazes. They’d been hit with the Serge-stick one way or another. The other assistants were less subdued, but perhaps they were less ‘advanced’, so to speak, and the ringleader had to intervene when a bossy young woman’s policing of her colleagues’ Esoteric language descended into verbal scrapping. 


At the workshop dinner on the Saturday evening, I learned that most other participants were Northern Rivers locals. No one talked about the day’s sensations, opting for small-talk about travel, childcare, and car trouble. Aside from the bickering assistants, they were decent and unpretentious people; a few humanities students, a couple of musicians, office admins, retail workers, and mothers or grandmothers you might meet on tuckshop duty. It was a relief to be back on planet earth.


xiii 2,300 lives

Access to the Ageless Wisdom is available to everybody at any time, during any, and every reincarnation, and we’ve had at least two thousand three hundred lives each…

Serge Benhayon5 

Sunday morning I stopped at a beachside bakery at Lennox Head to scrounge for breakfast. Across the way, the Pacific Ocean heaved and fizzed, glaring white under the climbing sun. I recognised a mother and daughter from the workshop at an outside table, the younger woman weeping helplessly, tears streaming down her cheeks. The mother put a roll and a cup of something hot in front of her, but the daughter did not touch them. When practice resumed that morning, she deteriorated, and sobbed uncontrollably all day as her mother and Maura fussed around her. I wanted to tell the women to cut their losses, get out of there, and seek professional help before they copped more damage, but I maintained my cover, and felt like a traitor. 


As Sunday wore on, I grew bored. Benhayon rehearsed the occult schlock at every session, and the cathartic reactions didn’t peter out, as I thought they might with repetition. He insisted we’ve all had countless past lives, implying that the supply of demons, pernicious energies and bad karma was inexhaustible; a standard New Age ploy to generate repeat business. Customers have to keep returning to have it all cleared. But the catharses delivered no insights or existential relief, I didn’t trip into higher dimensions or receive relays from Djwal Khul. Speaking in tongues was novel at first, but ultimately empty. Serge would probably argue that I was too unevolved to realise I’d been impulsing the blank-brained Wisdom of Lord Khuthumi, or somesuch, but squirming and hyperventilating all weekend just left me spent.   


Under cross-examination Benhayon said that getting money out of me was not among his motivations for suing. He was only concerned about damage to his reputation. Molomby returned: ‘I suggest to you that actually the reason you brought this case right at the start, knowing that you had far greater resources than her, and predicting that she wouldn’t be able to fund a defence, was to close her down, to stop her publishing the things she was publishing about you?’


‘Absolutely not,’ said Serge.


‘It’s never been any part of your objective to stop her publishing the sorts of things she’s been publishing?’


‘I understood she would never stop.’


xiv Natalie

Physiotherapist Kate Greenaway, a practitioner at Benhayon’s rooms at Pineapple Road showed up on Sunday, and I was horrified to hear her advising workshop attendees on how to set up their Esoteric healing practices, and how to use Serge’s techniques on children. The complementary medicine market was already overflowing with well-meaning incompetents taking people’s money, but Esoteric hobbyists exorcising children ratcheted the hazard to a new high.  


Benhayon’s second eldest child, fifteen year old Natalie, also joined the practice sessions. I’d heard grown women talk about her as if she had superpowers, but with dark brown hair and big green eyes, she seemed like any ordinary fifteen year old, except that she was small and could have passed for twelve. Sitting beside her for the workshop closing ceremony, I asked if she planned to practise healing after she graduated high school, and she said she hadn’t decided yet.  


That afternoon, when Benhayon switched the lights back on, some recruits wandered around grinning senselessly, while others seemed startled, mouths open, lips quivering, out of breath. The woman who’d cried all day was red-eyed and snivelling, but Benhayon was pumped. When he reprised some of the claptrap from his opening lecture, his converts responded with wide-eyes and tipsy smiles; no sign of the puzzled frowns of the previous day. 


In closing, he had us sit in a circle and join hands to feel our ‘connectedness’ while he ‘impulsed’ us with the energy of the Ascended Masters. I took the trembling hand of a university student, who was majoring in religious studies, and as Serge recited an occult prayer, the boy’s body began to shake so strongly I had to ask if he was okay to drive. He seemed on the verge of either hysterical laughter or tears. 


Whatever became of him, a number of participants I met that weekend, including Jenny Ellis and Désirée, are still in the group, and I didn’t escape mentally unaffected. On the long drive home, my mind was rushing, despite my exhaustion. Beset by a tumult of contradictory thoughts, I was conscious of how deplorable the whole thing was, but as torpidly drunk as some of the new believers. Pangs of disgust mixed with strange feelings of fascination. Irrational doubts badgered me, telling me Serge wasn’t that bad, he’s harmless, just a bit quirky, and maybe he’s right and there is some universal, unifying, homogenising, emulsifying spiritual lineage that connects Christ and Buddhist and Yogic and Ancient Egyptian traditions via Galileo and Helena Blavatsky, followed sharply by sensible bursts of fury. ‘Atlantis? Arcturans? Angels burned at the stake??’ 


It’s also possible that I’d misread the reactions of others, who, beneath the elation, might have been similarly confused and fighting just as hard to resist disorientation, fatigue and implanted suggestions. Another chilling thought was that the majority had been in the treatment room with Benhayon, and he’d probably manipulated them into personal disclosures. Nothing was stopping him from exploiting histories of domestic violence; drug, alcohol, and porn habits; mental breakdowns; gynaecological disorders; relationship conflicts; or sexual abuse. No participants were warned he’d render them suggestible and pull every trauma trigger he could that weekend, in full knowledge of their vulnerabilities. 


Mind muddled, physically wrung out and numb, it took days to recover. I struggled to focus at a study date with a couple of acupuncturist friends the following day. One exploded when I told them about the previous weekend. ‘Who is this fuckwit? This Serge? What the fuck were you doing going to that?’ Slumped in his office, slack jawed and weak, his salvo of profanity came as a merciful shot of clarity. That hangover was like nothing I’d experienced. I’d never had to fight so hard for control of my own mind.   


Over seven years later, within hours of writing about the event on an online anti-cult forum, I received messages of gratitude. ‘Thank you for posting about what happens in those workshops,’ said one. ‘Now I understand why my wife comes back from those things spaced out like she’s on drugs.’


xv Hypnotic

When Smark began dissecting the press kit I worked on late in 2012, two years before I’d published the crescendo blog, it made me wonder how many documents he was going to dredge up from the mass of material I’d authored since. 


‘And then in the third paragraph you say: “Followers known as students of Universal Medicine are seen to undergo personality changes consistent with states of psychological dissociation, anxiety and paranoia as they become increasingly involved with the group.” Do you see that?’


‘Yes’


‘Now, this was one of those matters to which your statement, “We can provide evidence for everything stated herein” applied, as you would understand readers to take it, wouldn’t it?’


‘Yes.’


‘When you say “they are seen,” what you’re putting that forward as, I suggest, in this press kit was a statement of fact of general application, do you agree with that?’


‘Yes.’


‘Did you hold any degree in psychiatry or psychology at the time?’


‘No.’ 


‘What enabled you to say that students of Universal Medicine, as a general statement of fact, underwent personality changes consistent with states of psychological disassociation, anxiety and paranoia? How were you able to say that?’


‘I’d spoken by then to, I don’t know, at least forty people about their family members and friends who were involved in Universal Medicine.’


‘My question to you is do you accept you did not have qualifications that enabled you to identify the conditions there stated?’


‘I don’t have those qualifications, no.’ 


Smark moved to another part of the press kit, waving the document disdainfully as if it was permeated with criminal DNA. ‘This section, I suggest fairly plainly, is saying that Universal Medicine is a cult and Mr Benhayon is the leader of the cult?’


‘Yes.’


‘In the section beginning “Serge Benhayon employs deceptive behaviours”, you were stating that Serge Benhayon employed thought reform or mind control techniques in recruiting followers and securing their dependency, weren’t you?’


‘According to my analysis, yes.’


‘You were stating it as a fact?’


‘According to my analysis and I’ve given the reasoning within this document.’


‘You state as a matter of fact that Benhayon uses hypnotic techniques, don’t you?’


‘The press understand that this is coming from a member of the public and that this can only be my analysis.’


‘This was something that you said you could provide evidence for everything stated in this, wasn’t it?’


‘Yes.’


‘You said, “Hypnotic techniques were employed to induce psychological dissociation in recruits and increase their suggestibility.”’


‘Yes.’ A term I’d used in the document, ‘covert hypnosis without informed consent’, came from  the book, Dangerous Persuaders, by psychologist, Louise Samways.


‘You stated that as a matter of fact, didn’t you?’


‘Yes. According to the people I’d spoken to who had seen this occur. And myself, I’d been to a workshop, I’d seen this happening.’


‘You were saying weren’t you, that Mr Benhayon was hypnotising people?’


‘Yes.’


xvi The Da Vinci Mode

On my forty-fifth birthday, late August 2012, The Sydney Morning Herald ran a feature, ‘The Da Vinci Mode’, about a suspected cult in Northern New South Wales. Its leader claimed to be the reincarnation of the original Renaissance man, and the majority of his estimated two thousand followers were women. His name was Serge.  


Living two hours’ drive away in Brisbane I’d heard little about Benhayon for seven years. After the workshop, I’d phoned Neil, hoping to persuade him to talk some sense into his friend. ‘Reading ovaries?’ I said. ‘He shouldn’t be going near anything gynaecological.’  


Neil conceded that Benhayon could be ‘pushy’. He also agreed that the occult stuff was extreme. He’d seen Benhayon teach students to remove energetic swords from each other — imaginary blades inflicted by past-life demons — and was taken aback at how many could be pulled from a person, and their length. One workshop-goer kept pulling from one of the women until he was out of the conference room door, but Neil’s response to me was, ‘Don’t overlook all the good things for the bad.’ 


In the intervening years, I’d searched the internet and found the universalmedicine.com.au website, which was loaded with Esoteric waffle. Around 2008, Benhayon began marketing Esoteric Breast Massage® with the dubious caveat that it was practised exclusively ‘by women, for women’. Still, I found no criticism. 


According to The Da Vinci Mode, however, fifteen thousand customers had ‘flocked’ to Benhayon’s events in Australia and Europe since 2002, and locals complained that he was telling seriously ill people that they were infested with evil spirits. His ego had also soared to new dimensions. Leonardo also claimed to have been Alice Bailey, Pythagoras and ancient Egyptian statesman, Imhotep, in past lives, while his stepdaughter, Simone, was Winston Churchill. Followers were spending large sums on UM services, expressing animosity toward non-believers, and relationships were breaking under the strain. 


Alarmingly, Benhayon’s solicitors, Cameron Bell and Paula Fletcher, held a book-burning at their acreage with texts on competing spiritualities and health modalities thrown onto the pyre. Doctors, psychologists and dentists were also plugging Benhayon’s ‘Esoteric Medicine’. Bangalow opthalmologist, Dr Anne Malatt, told journalist David Leser that Serge is all about ‘energetic integrity’, and UM physiotherapist, Kate Greenaway, put in her reverential two cents. The photo of ghoulish Benhayon, however, contradicted their praises of Esoteric wellbeing. 


The article also echoed some unsettling scenarios. Serge had dumped his first wife, Deborah, the mother of their four children, and married Miranda Smith, seventeen years his junior. Serge and Miranda met when she was thirteen and he was thirty, and he’d sold her parents his ‘elite’ coaching programme. In 1995, at fourteen, she moved into the Benhayon family home, beginning with one night per week, but it soon became full-time, and mother, Trish, told Leser she was against it. The arrangement created irreparable rifts between Miranda’s parents, and
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