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Scientology
and the Travolta Tragedy
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From humble beginnings to one of the world’s biggest box-
office names, John Travolta is one of Hollywood’s all-time 
greatest success stories and icons. 

The star of countless movies, Travolta is perhaps still 
best known for his performances in “Grease” and “Saturday 
Night Fever”.  Travolta has had successes and failures, both 
personal and professional, but has still been able to embody 
quintessential coolness. 

However, Travolta’s piercing blue eyes may never be the 
same after the death of Jett Travolta, his son.  

In early January 
authorities reported that 
Jett died after a head injury 
that occurred during a 
seizure. Apparently, he 
hit his head on a bathtub 
while the family was 
holidaying at their home 
in the Bahamas. 

It was later revealed 
after his autopsy that Jett died of an epileptic fit.  

Scientology quickly became a focal point of discussion 
because of John Travolta and wife Kelly Preston’s strict 
adherence to the religion.   

Travolta and Preston claimed Jett was very ill when he 
was 2 years old and was allegedly diagnosed with Kawasaki 
disease, a sickness that leads to inflammation of the blood 
vessels in young children. Preston blamed household 
cleaners and fertilisers, and believed that a detoxification 
program based on teachings from the Church of Scientology 
helped improve Jett’s health.

It is debatable what type of help it provided because 
Jett continued to have a history of seizures. This fact was 
confirmed by police superintendent Basil Rahming’s 
statement after the tragedy, and John Travolta’s attorney, 
Michael McDermott. 

Medical experts speculated heavily that Jett was autistic. 
However, Travolta and Preston fervently denied that their 
young son exhibited autistic symptoms.

The Church of Scientology, founded by sci-fi writer L. 

Ron Hubbard, doesn’t recognise autism because it considers 
mental illness to be psychosomatic and believes that it 
should be treated through Scientology auditing. 

Ex high ranking Scientologist of 22 years, John Duignan, 
told The Sun that Jett Travolta might have fallen victim to 
Scientology’s questionable beliefs relating to medicine. 
He confirmed that Scientology denies the existence of 
psychiatric and mental health problems.

Duignan explains1, “Much of the hold that the Church 
of Scientology has on its followers is the vehement hatred, 

horror and terror it 
inculcates in them towards 
the subject and professions 
of psychology, psychiatry 
and psychiatric drugs. Since 
the release of “Dianetics” 
in 1950, Hubbard had 
condemned these subjects. 
He claimed to be the sole 
agent of the solution to all 

mental illness, in any form.”   
Tory Christman, a former Scientologist who was 

involved with the group for 30 years, told the Times Online, 
UK that there may be numerous parishioners of Scientology 
suffering from untreated mental and neurological 
conditions, but they refuse to receive proper treatment.   

Even Joey Travolta, younger brother of John, believed 
Jett was autistic and allegedly argued with his brother over 
the treatment of his son.   

Whilst the media was in a flurry over Jett Travolta’s 
death, Tom Cruise got further mileage out of his dubious 
claim that Scientology “cured” his childhood dyslexia.  In 
XL Semanal, a magazine supplement of daily Spanish 
newspaper ABC, Cruise yet again praised Scientology. 
Cruise told the magazine he was functionally illiterate 
when he graduated from school in 1980, but learned to read 
perfectly as an adult with the aid of Scientology. However, 
this was old news as Cruise originally professed this in 
2003; cult critics mused over the peculiar timing of him 
mentioning it again.    

“One of the goals of the Church 
of Scientology is to achieve ‘the 

global obliteration of psychiatry’.
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Cruise, known for his Scientology 
zealotry, made it exceedingly clear that 
he was against psychiatric drugs when 
he lambasted Brooke Shields publicly for 
taking anti-depressants medication for 
post-partum depression. 

Scientology’s leader, David Miscavige, 
who is a close friend of Cruise, stated at 
their New Year’s Celebration party that one 
of the goals of the Church of Scientology 
is to achieve “the global obliteration of 
psychiatry”. 

Predictably, the Church of Scientology 
hasn’t commented on the Travolta 
case. However, it has made some broad 
statements, claiming church policy advises 
its members should seek a doctor for 
medical treatment of a physical condition. 

Nevertheless, it appears Scientologists 
define a “physical condition” differently to 
that of a qualified medical doctor.  So do 
some other beliefs… 

In the New Testament (Acts 15:28-29) there is a passage 
that reads: “For the holy spirit and we ourselves have 
favored adding no further burden to you, except these 
necessary things, to keep abstaining from things sacrificed 
to idols and from blood and from things strangled and from 
fornication. If you carefully keep yourselves from these 
things, you will prosper.”

Based on their interpretation of this biblical text 
and others, Jehovah’s Witnesses will not accept blood 
transfusions.

Christian Science church members believe that chronic 
illnesses can disappear by using their healing system. 

Followers of Breatharianism, also known as Inedia, 
believe they can survive on air and light and do not require 
food or water. 

Sadly, people have died because of these beliefs. 
Unfortunately, it is common for people to blame victims 

of quackery. The tendency toward blaming the victim is 
pervasive. Maintaining empathy is important as these 
people are often drawn into quackery through a combination 
of manipulation, deception and a lack of knowledge. 

Indeed, this becomes a complex and controversial legal 
issue because summarily dismissing an individual’s free 
will is a slippery slope.  

Information recently came to light that Jett Travolta’s 
male nanny had no professional medical license and no 
known childcare training. His only qualifications were that 
he was a Scientologist, and a photographer specialising in 
wedding photography. 

It is plausible that Jett Travolta didn’t receive proper 

medical treatment because of his parents’ beliefs. The 
information provided isn’t conclusive, but it is intriguing. 

Ros Hodgkins, president of the Sydney based Cult 
Information and Family Support group commented, “Sadly, 
sincere and good people can be inculcated with bizarre and 
illogical beliefs. The problem is very real and very tragic 
when children die because simple medical procedures are 
not accessed.” 

Scientologist or not, the pain resulting from the loss of  
a child would be devastating. The Travolta’s have my 
deepest sympathies. 

They will experience denial, anger, guilt, depression, 
and then gradual acceptance of the death. Let’s hope that 
after they deal with the intense grief, they look closely at the 
reasons for their loss.
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Editor’s note: 

Michael’s article makes an important point about the use of 
alternative medicine in general. When parents or patients forego 
orthodox medicine in favour of unconventional treatments they 
do so in the belief that it will work, presumably. A fatal outcome 
would unlikely be the desired outcome. Clearly, greater education 
is required for guardians, and all consumers, as we’d rather see  
a healthy skepticism than a need for our sympathy.
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A so-called “E Meter” used by Scientology


