CHAPTER TEN

Fire and Brimstone

One of the first textbooks I had to read at Kent was called ‘The Social Construction of Reality’, by Berger and Luckman. How can I ever forget the horror with which I read the first few lines of the book; the words will remain etched on my memory for as long as I can remember how many hours there are in day:


‘Institutionalisation is the reciprocal typification of habitualised action.’


My God! How would I ever cope with such gobbledegook if all the books were like this? What on Earth were they on about? Fortunately, some of the other texts were far more straightforward and comprehensible, and slowly but slowly I came to familiarise myself with the new language used by academic sociologists who lacked either the intelligence, the imagination or the patience to find more understandable ways of communicating with their readers.


One night about mid-way through the first term, lying awake in my small study-bedroom on the third floor of Keynes College, I found myself drifting into that familiar sensation of LSD awareness; not a ‘flash back’ as such, but something akin to being stood peering over the top of a cliff and expecting at any moment to loose your foothold. It was the middle of the night. I was sorely afraid that, yet again, the cycle of decline was about to begin turning. I had no idea to whom I could turn for help in this unfamiliar environment until I remembered the welcoming homily which the university chaplain had given us on our first day as freshers:


‘I’m here to help you! So please don’t be afraid to contact me at any time of day or night  — yes, I do mean any time — and I’ll be there for you.’


It was time to put his pledge to the test. I went down to the college foyer to call him up on the internal phone. When he answered, I explained about the weird sensations going on in my head and how they were making me afraid to stay alone in my room; then I asked if I could come and see him. He told me how to get to his house, only a few hundred yards away, and said he would be waiting for me. Welcomed at the front door, I spent half-an-hour or so chatting with him in his living-room. I felt better in someone else’s company and just assumed he would let me stay until morning light broke through the darkness. After a while, though, he began to yawn: 


‘Just say when you feel happy enough to go on back then, John,’ he said, sleepily.


I stayed a while longer, afraid of the images which awaited me in the dark loneliness of my room. But the conversation had now dried up: it was everything the poor man — now a suffragan bishop — could do to stay awake. I thanked him for his help and ran quickly back to college. Having decided to stop taking them nearly two years previously, I no longer carried any Valium tablets with me to help combat the LSD effects. I therefore decided that first thing in the morning I would visit the university doctor to explain my need for a renewed course. Once back in bed, my head covered over by pillows, I lay there waiting for sleep to revisit me with her ministrations of soporific comfort — which she eventually did. 


Getting the doctor to prescribe me with Valium proved to be as hard as drawing teeth. He didn’t think that it would be ‘appropriate’ for me (had he read my medical notes properly or what?), although he was prepared to prescribe what he described as a milder tranquilliser. I took some of the tablets, but they afforded no mental relief whatsoever. I knew all too well from past experience that, Valium or no Valium, I was going to have to somehow shut away the tormenting mental foreboding before it began to dominate my thought processes and thereby render any attempt to mount a counter-attack futile. I prayed for help, of course, but hadn’t become so blasé as to suppose there would always be some kind of quasi-magical response to my petitions. Once again, it seemed that I was on my own.


The metaphoric gauntlet had been well and truly laid down. Knowing full well I would have to utilise all my imagination and courage, I had no alternative but to accept the challenge. In the days that followed, therefore, I concentrated as hard as I possibly could on my studies and also looked for every opportunity to fill my spare time with activities giving immediate, easy enjoyment. Thankfully, my strategy did seem to equip me with reasonably effective mental protection, but I still felt very lonely and vulnerable in an environment where, as yet, I didn’t know anyone whom I could turn to as a close companion, anyone whom I could talk to about what I was going through and feel truly confident that they would support me and stick by me. It made me realise how much I wanted and needed to find like-minded, sympathetic Christian friends.

I’d seen notices around the place giving information about an organisation called ‘The Chaplaincy’, but I suspected from what I’d heard about it that its members were the kind of institutional churchgoers who loved candles and liturgical correctness, who would rather have listened to Stainer’s ‘Crucifixion’ than to a Graham Kendrick concert, and who thought that the mark of being a ‘good’ person was to wear plain, unfashionable clothes — corduroy trousers in particular. I don’t think I was actually so unkind about them in my thoughts as I now make myself out to have been. Even so, there was no doubt that they weren’t the type of people to provide me with the kind of evangelical Christian company which I’d grown to love and enjoy at St. Hugh’s.

 During the ‘freshers week’ I’d be taken to a CU (Christian Union) meeting which had been right up my spiritual street, especially the engaging address from a charismatic preacher who went by the unlikely name of Winky Pratney (surely a religious stage-name if ever there was one). But, since then, I’d been unable to find out when and where further meetings of this kind took place. Not that I’d invested much energy in doing so because I’d become distracted by all kinds of other inviting activities: the sporting opportunities at university were plentiful; the ‘night life’ (discos, parties, concerts and the like) prolific. I’d got in with a crowd of people who, like myself, were determined to enjoy this aspect of campus life to the full, and I’d therefore deferred ‘getting around’ to finding out more about the CU.


For all that some may have labelled me ‘extrovert’, there was also the small problem of being genuinely shy — hard for some to believe. Following on from that first Winky Pratney meeting which I’d been to, I recognised a girl who lived in the same college building as I did whom I could have spoken to about the CU meetings, whom I’d wanted to speak to about CU meetings, but whom, through timidity, I’d been unable to approach. I could no longer, however, afford the self-indulgent luxury of being faint-hearted. So the very next time I met her walking along the college corridors, I stopped her to ask for the information I needed. She gladly told me everything which I needed to know; also, that her name was Debbie.


In one way or another I managed to successfully battle my way through any depression and anxiety that could so easily have swept over me. At the same time I’d made a very positive step towards becoming involved with the CU, a happy evangelical company in which I found friendships that helped to make my first year at university an extremely happy one (despite how I’d been peremptorily alerted to the fact that the flashback problem hadn’t been fully and finally vanquished).

From the moment the cowardly LSD spectre once again reared his ugly head, I would for months thereafter be continually looking over my shoulder lest he should again emerge from the shadows to make good his promise not to be driven back!

Through the small, group-based ‘Bible studies’ I went to, the speakers I listened to at the weekly meetings, and the long, intense, student-type discussions I had with other friends (sometimes late into the night, while putting away more coffee than I care to think about), I became far more aware of the intrigue and in-fighting that existed between the different factions of Christians who were represented within the CU — and, on a far wider scale, within all those different denominations and sects that comprise ‘the Church’. I shouldn’t have been surprised — but was — when I found out that St. Hugh’s at Luton was a church with something of a reputation as a spiritual flagship for those who believed a phenomenon known as baptism in the Spirit to be essential for a meaningful, ‘powerful’, successful Christian faith. And, for the first time, I became aware of the almost fanatical strength of feeling that could be generated by this division-provoking issue.


In the same way that I needed to learn the meaning of the terminology used by my social science mentors, I also needed to get beneath the skin of what exactly was meant when Christian friends spoke about being baptised in the Spirit. For some, the expression was virtually synonymous with this business of talking in tongues, the language — still widely used today — which could perhaps be mistaken as Hamitic, Semitic or Afro–Asian when heard for the first time, but which doesn’t actually have any philologically demonstrable vocabulary, grammar or meaning; unless, that is, you are fluently conversant with the ‘language of Angels’ — which is the way some describe it. The language of ‘tongues’, so I came to learn, is one which apparently has to be understood at the level of faith (deep inner feeling), not by reference to a dictionary. And if the manifestation of this ‘gift’, as some claimed (and some still do), is the authoritative sign of having been baptised in the Spirit, then there were many of us who hadn’t yet benefited from the full blessing to which, as God’s beloved children, we were entitled.


There were others who had a far broader perspective concerning this ‘baptism’. They would have defined it as something like, ‘the unmistakeable knowledge of the Holy Spirit having come into your life’ — ‘unmistakeable’ being a matter of subjective individual belief, not concurrence with a set of proofs determined by others. And there were also those, of course, who didn’t believe there was any such thing as the baptism in the Spirit. Or if there was, then they felt it had little relevance to the Christian lifestyle.

 Within these very broad parameters of understanding, the different staunchly-held beliefs — as I discovered down the years — were legion, taking us into the esoteric world of first-blessings, second-blessings, latter-day-outpourings, proofs-of-salvation, the Charismata, and baptisms-of-fire. Strong emotions were aroused, with different factions taking firmly entrenched positions, resolute in the conviction of being correct. Even though I myself was too inexperienced in Christian theology to be able to offer much to the debate, I did at least learn the truth about how the ‘Charismatic movement’ had been given its name. Initially, I had supposed it to have come from the charismatic style of the worship; not to mention the charismatic style of those individuals who were its most outspoken apologists, such as St. Hugh’s own firebrand, the Rev. Colin Urquart. But I was wrong. ‘Charismatic’ referred to ‘the Charismata’, a Greek-derived word for the ‘gifts of grace’ conferred upon those who had been baptised in the Spirit. Time and again I heard reference to how, on the day of Pentecost, the twelve apostles of the New Testament had been ‘filled with the Holy Spirit’ and given that most contentious of all the Charismata, the gift of talking in tongues:

‘Now when the day of Pentecost had fully come, they were all with one accord in one place. And suddenly there came a sound from Heaven, as of a rushing mighty wind, and it filled the whole house where they were sitting. Then there appeared to them forked tongues, as of fire, and one sat upon each of them. And they were filled with the Holy Spirit and began to speak with other tongues, as the Spirit gave them utterance.’ (Acts. Chapter Two)


If churches like St. Hugh’s, however, were considered by some to be extreme in their pioneering model of Christian faith for those who called themselves ‘Charismatic’, then there was another group within the CU who came from a church which was reputed to be far and away more radical in the whole matter; a company I simply came to know as ‘the Bugbrooke group’ — named after a small village in Northamptonshire where the ‘sect’ had its chapel. Their champions had caused a lot of tension and bad feeling within the CU through promoting their own style of Christian worship and lifestyle with an enthusiasm and verve which was, more often than not, offensively insensitive. Debbie was a lapsed member of this sect. 

She herself was one of the kindest, sweetest girls whom anyone could ever have had the honour of knowing, and I grew to enjoy a friendship with her which was by no means based, even remotely, on physical attraction. Her arched prominent nose, her bold forehead, her long flowing dresses and her long black hair all conspired together to give her an appearance which was hard to describe if you wanted to be kind and tip-toe around using the obvious word…. witchlike. This didn’t mean she was unattractive, nor that she wasn’t the beautiful person who she most certainly was; and I suspect she would have made someone a quite adorable wife had she been ‘available’ — but I move too far ahead.


Nothing Debbie ever said or did was to blame for the negative opinion I had about the Bugbrooke group. But there were others with an allegiance to this sect whose behaviour I found to be quite strange and off-putting. Moreover, the accounts which I heard about the communal lifestyle practised at Bugbrooke made me feel extremely uneasy and further compounded the nagging solicitude I felt — the consequence of the strident emphasis they placed on this baptism in the Spirit, a ‘blessing’ which I didn’t feel I either understood or needed. When the subject of ‘Bugbrooke’ came up for casual discussion amongst the friends I mixed with, I made it quite clear that I had strongly-held reservations about much which they stood for.


On the other hand, I couldn’t help but feel intrigued about this group of people. In an intellectual environment where it was unfashionable to have closed minds, where opinions were meant to be formed on the basis of experience, and where all around you people were ‘testing’ and ‘trying out’ new attitudes and lifestyles, I decided that I should like to go and visit this place Bugbrooke for myself. At the very least it would be an opportunity for the sect to benefit from the privilege of hearing my own views on the rights and wrongs of their Christian lifestyle. Little did I know that I would end up spending the next five years of my life as a member myself! And what a five-years it would prove to be!
A young man called Clive, who was in the habit of driving to Bugbrooke every other weekend, was more than willing give Liz and I a lift up there with him, and so a weekend visit was duly arranged. (Liz was a tall, slender, outspoken Welsh girl whom I spent a lot of time with, and whom I rather fancied — but would never have admitted to doing so.)

The flapping of the little butterfly’s wings had now developed into a sufficiently powerful atmospheric eddy to have life of its own. Although the depression formed was still no more than a small, unnoticed weather-pattern out in the ocean, it was nonetheless there, in situ, awaiting the deepening of its centre, the packing of its isobars, the strengthening of its wind and the final collision with land — where it would unleash its destruction with seemingly avenging fury.

 In this decision to visit the sect, I had no knowledge of having finalised the composition of mental ingredients which were to mix, agitate, ferment and fester in my head until the force of the vicious cocktail manifested itself in a cyclonic fury of derangement. 


On arrival at the village of Bugbrooke, Liz and I were taken by Clive to a large country manor-house set within its own grounds: a property acquired by the sect a few years previously and renamed by them as ‘New Creation Hall’. I was almost immediately struck by unrushed, relaxed, friendly atmosphere. It would have been almost impossible not to be: the ambience could very nearly have been described as corporeal in its intensity. Within the space of a few minutes we met at least a dozen or so people who were all as welcoming towards us as if they’d been looking forward to our visit for a very long time and had been preparing themselves for it. One bearded man, probably in his mid-thirties, grasped me by the hand and said:


‘It’s really good to have you with us, bro. I hope you enjoy being with us! It’s always good when people from Canterbury come up to visit!’

Until — swift as ever on the uptake — I realised it was short for Brother, I was puzzled by what would prove to be the much-repeated use of this word ‘bro’. I’d never actually heard people address one another in this sort of language anywhere else; here, it was common parlance. At Bugbrooke, all men were Brothers and all women were Sisters. 

A little bit slow up-top I may have been, but it didn’t take long before I came to understand why Debbie dressed in the way she did. All of the Sisters whom I observed were dressed in long flowing skirts and loosely-fitting apparel; all of them had long hair, and many had it contained within a headscarf covering. Nor did it take long to realise that most of the Sisters were engaged in tasks of, shall we say, a ‘domestic’ nature: cooking, ironing, looking after children, or cleaning. Not that they came across as being dowdy or downcast; they just seemed to go about their duties with a cheery disposition, some of them singing quietly to themselves as they did so.


Out on the front lawn, children were playing in the sunshine. Clive told me that there were several nuclear families living at New Creation Hall, each within their own allotted suite of rooms. This afforded them a measure of privacy, but they shared meal-times with the unmarried Brothers and Sisters who made up the bulk of the thirty-five strong Hall ‘family’. I came to learn that the Brothers shared dormitory-style bedrooms in one part of the Hall, the Sisters in another — the strict segregation of men and women being an important feature of their lifestyle. 

We managed to have a brief look around the Hall and its grounds before some other sect members arrived to take Liz off with them to the house where she would be staying for the weekend. No sooner had they all gone than a young man dressed in denim wandered casually over to join Clive and I on the lawn. He had chiselled, handsome features, and very long, straight, brown hair. So help me God, he could easily have just come from a practice session with Status Quo for all I knew from his appearance.


‘Hi, bro!’ he said, putting his hand on my shoulder. ‘My name’s Jonathon. I’ll be sort of looking after you for the rest of the day!’

We went back inside the Hall into a large ‘lounge’: previously, I presume, a grand reception room; under its new management, all traces of grandness removed. It was furnished with tatty old armchairs, giving it the appearance of being well and truly lived-in. From outside, through an open window, I could overhear the light-hearted banter between two Brothers who were working in the garden.


‘What you up to, bro?’ one of them asked.


‘I’m purging the bed of the elders,’ the second replied, jokingly.


My ears pricked up. I’d heard about the dreaded Bugbrooke ‘elders’, the men charged with keeping a beady eye on the sect members to ensure that they behaved as they were expected to and didn’t deviate from the norms of the group lifestyle, the men from whom the members had to seek permission for just about everything — from eating an orange to getting married. ‘Well,’ I thought, ‘this little skit I’ve just overheard shows the elders aren’t so fearsome that they can’t be joked about. After all, anybody — including, of course, an “elder” — could have heard what that Brother just said!’


Jonathon then drove me in one of the communally-owned cars to a village some three or four miles away where the sect owned several hundred acres of farmland (‘New Creation Farm’), and where another thirty or so people lived in the large farmhouse — including the sect’s leader, the Rev. Noel Stanton. The intention of the visit was just to show me around, to give me a feel for what life within the Bugbrooke Community — formally known as ‘The New Creation Christian Community’ — was like. Whilst many of the members evidently had ‘ordinary’ jobs in the World (as Jonathon described it), there were others who worked for one or another of the Community–run businesses, which included a chain of health-food shops (‘Goodness Foods’), a clothing shop in Northampton (‘Jeans Plus’), a building firm (‘Skaino Services’) and an architectural practice (‘Heritage Design’). New Creation Farm itself formed part of the ‘Goodness Foods’ business, with full-time employees to work the land and look after the animals. But it was also a place where students or visitors came to work while they were staying in one of the many Community-owned houses in the neighbourhood.


The farmyard was a veritable hive of intense yet apparently happy activity. There were those who were getting on with their chores (mucking out the pigs, feeding the hens, shifting straw, tending to the bees, repairing tractors and machinery, or packaging food in one of the converted sheds for distribution to the shops); children playing around in the garden or on the grass triangle at the front of the farmhouse; and those, like myself, who were simply there to look around. Again, the atmosphere of entente cordial hung thickly in the air; smiles were by no means in short change. The warmth of the sunshine helped to reinforce the tranquillity of the whole scene, which presented itself as a pocket of utopian splendour in the middle of a chaotic, frenetic, unsympathetic world.


I was taken inside one of the timber-built pig-houses, where a long row of farrowing cages restricted the sows who had just given birth. The young piglets squealed and squirmed behind their mother under the warmth of the artificial lights. Had I then understood what was meant by ‘factory farming’, I may well have recoiled at the incongruity of what I was observing with the world-renouncing lifestyle espoused by this community. And the knowledge that the piglets were being injected with growth-enhancing hormones might also have given me early-warning signals which I would have done well to heed. Such environmental sophistication, however, lay some way ahead for a young man whose social and political world-view was still in the comparative infancy of formation. All I saw, therefore, were lots of delightful-looking, well-fed, pinkish piglets who, for all I knew, were as happy as a pig could be — irrespective of the fact that they were soon to be prematurely weaned and clustered together for intensive fattening in ‘flat bed’ containers at the other end of the pig hut. No different, it must be said, to hundreds of other pig farms around the country. But there again, this didn’t purport to be a typical farm!


Jonathon, even though I subjected him to an almost uninterrupted barrage of questions, proved to be an immensely patient guide. His thoughtful replies helped me begin to understand how the whole set-up worked; albeit that the impression I thereby developed was, in truth, no more than a skeleton outline which would require clothing with flesh and blood to give it authentic shape. 

How was I to know that once I’d attained sufficient maturity, and benefited from sufficient experience, to see clearly what I then only saw as through a glass darkly, I would be as much repelled by the appearance of the final shape as I was attracted to the welcoming sight of the first impression?

The focal point for this emergent sect, so I came to learn, was Bugbrooke Chapel itself — one of the many independent chapels affiliated to the Baptist Union of Great Britain, the ‘umbrella’ under which such assemblies unite. Back in the late sixties, Noel Stanton had been ‘called’ (invited) by the chapel’s congregation to serve as their lay-pastor, his day-job being the stationery business which he owned and ran in Bedford. In this respect, he was recognised by the Baptist Union as correctly appointed, but the title of ‘reverend’ was one which he had assumed for himself: it hadn’t been conferred upon him by any of the recognised denominational churches.


While at Bugbrooke, Stanton, who had recently encountered the experience of being baptised in the Spirit for himself, began to organise small group-meetings in his home at ‘The Manse’ — adjacent to the chapel itself. Through attending them, a small nucleus of chapel-goers also discovered the Charismatic experience. Enthusiastically, they then began to take the dynamic message of their new-found Christian enlightenment to the large community of young people in Northampton who were involved in the drug-culture of the era, many of whom used the steps of the town centre church as a sort of meeting-point. The evangelism was extremely successful and led to a significant increase in the numbers of those attending the house-meetings at the Manse. A few hardened drug takers were, apparently, miraculously cured of their habit. They joined the swelling ranks of those who, having been baptised in the Spirit, changed their lifestyle as they pledged allegiance and obedience to Jesus Christ. The new, ebullient, Charismatic style of Christian worship favoured by this growing company was gradually introduced into the Sunday chapel services (or ‘meetings’ as they were now being called), and there were those amongst the established congregation who left as a result. There were others, though, who stayed, continuing to attend the chapel as they always had done; some of them enthusiastically, some more cautiously.


Continued evangelistic success and increasing notoriety over the next few years led to an enormous increase in the size of the chapel congregation, with Stanton — who had relinquished his business life to become the full-time pastor — very firmly at the helm. Converts had largely come from amongst discontented young men and women in the early days of ‘the movement’. As time progressed, the ranks wore also swollen by the influx of well-established adult believers from surrounding towns and villages who had heard about what was ‘happening’ at Bugbrooke and, being disaffected with the stagnation of their own churches, wanted to share in the ‘outpouring of God’s blessing’ within this otherwise unremarkable — although very attractive — Northamptonshire village.


In 1974 Stanton prepared the congregation for the next phase of what he saw to be God’s intention for the Bugbrooke faithful. He was now referring to himself as a ‘prophet’ of God; not in the sense of being someone who foresees the future, but in the sense of being someone with a ‘gift’ — given by the Holy Spirit — to understand and interpret what God is saying. In this capacity, he believed himself to have been shown by God that it was His intention to establish a communal lifestyle amongst the flock: a community organised along the lines of the very first ‘church’ in Jerusalem, where, according to the second chapter of the New Testament book of Acts, ‘all those who believed were together and had all things in common; and they began selling their property and possessions, and were sharing them with all, as anyone might have need.’

Stanton explained to the faithful that he believed God had always intended for ‘the Church’ to be organised along these kind of lines, thereby creating a mini-society of justice and equality which would be ‘a light to the world’, a representation of God’s kingdom here on Earth. Believing him to be trustworthy in his ability to guide their own chapel–church (call it what you will) in the right way, and sharing in his vision for a better society, many people were willing to sell their possessions in order to raise the capital needed to purchase and develop the first Community household: New Creation Hall.


By 1977, when I visited for the first time, altogether there were as many as three hundred people who lived in the many Community houses which had been bought in the name of the New Creation Christian Community. Not all the properties were as large as New Creation Farm or New Creation Hall; some of the smaller houses only had a single nuclear family and maybe one or two unmarried Brothers or Sisters living in them. Within all the homes which were part of the Community, however, irrespective of their size, a ‘common purse’ system of communal finance was operated. The collective income of the household was pooled together and used to purchase whatever was necessary on a day-to day, week-to-week basis. Any remaining cash surplus at the end of every month — normally quite a considerable amount — was transferred to a centrally managed fund, where it was held ‘on trust’ for the benefit of the whole church — the ‘Jesus Fellowship Church’ as it was formally known.

This was an even larger collection of ‘Jesus-people’ because it included all those who for one reason or another were unable to live in a Community-owned house. Amongst them were students away at college, those with ‘unconverted’ partners, teenagers who were deemed to be still too young to leave home, and those in ‘special’ circumstances — men and women with medical disabilities, for example. The New Creation Christian Community, therefore, formed the nucleus of the larger Jesus Fellowship Church — comprising some four or five hundred people in total.


Communal living wasn’t the only controversial consequence of Stanton’s leadership. There were other features of the New Creation lifestyle, considered by some critics as being quite extreme, which were the product of his ‘prophetic’ teaching (not least that his authority as ‘Senior Pastor’ of the church seemed to be accepted without challenge). Women were taught ‘to be in submission’ to men, both within and without of marriage. They were not, normally, allowed to wear trousers or have their hair cut short: in keeping, Stanton explained, with the biblical tradition of femininity. And, as a general rule, it was the Sisters who were the ones responsible for domestic duties within the homes; unmarried Sisters being allowed to retain their day jobs in the World (or in one of the Community businesses), but married Sisters always being expected to stay at home.

 Also, because he believed that relationships between the sexes should be thoroughly ‘pure and holy’, he insisted there should be both a strict segregation between Brothers and Sisters within the households and a carefully controlled arrangement for courtship. Nor were ‘sexual’ controls to be restricted to the unmarried. Stanton was worried that the purity of the flock could be compromised by men and women yielding to lustful passions within the marriage bed. He therefore encouraged — some would say ‘instructed’ — married couples to sleep in single beds, and he preached a contraceptive message not unlike the one embraced by the Roman Catholic Church. As such, the use of contraceptive devices or techniques was considered to be impure. Fornication and conception were inextricably united in Stanton’s dogma, the former never being condoned except with the specific intent that it should lead to the latter.


These were amongst the issues I discussed with Jonathon as we walked around together that afternoon. And although it was all very strange and new to me, I couldn’t help but tingle with a subdued feeling of excitement. I sensed that this lifestyle worked. People were happy! They didn’t look repressed or downcast but had gladly embraced a radical new way of living based on the principles of holiness, equality, and obedience to what they saw as being the way of the Bible. What could be wrong with that? — even if it flew in the face of what many might consider to be ‘reasonable’. Like a closed flower exposed to warmth and sunlight, I began to find — almost against my better judgement — that I was ‘opening up’ to what was going on at Bugbrooke, and I couldn’t help but wonder whether God hadn’t lead me there for a specific purpose.


With the time for us all to attend the Saturday evening ‘meeting’ in the chapel drawing close, I found myself feeling quite ashamed for ever having been as critical of these Charismatic Jesus-people as I had been, not least because in the past few hours alone I’d met a remarkable array of people from widely diverse backgrounds and age-groups. The way in which they all appeared to be living together in an atmosphere of mutual acceptance and friendship, cultural and class barriers apparently overcome, was an achievement that I perceived to be quite unique. Surely it was only the Spirit of God himself who could have established all this? And if indeed it was the great ‘I am’ who’d engineered it all, then maybe I needed to revise my prejudiced attitudes on other issues which the sect held as being important: issues which included the baptism in the Spirit and talking in tongues. Again, I ‘opened up my heart’ (Bugbrooke–speak) to Jonathon on these matters. I tried to explain the nature of my reservations concerning such strange phenomena, in particular how — as a result of the weird and wonderful effects of LSD — I was extremely cautious about subjecting myself to anything which seemed to be ‘other worldly’. I felt sure that I could trust Jonathon; we seemed to have so much in common together.


‘The best thing you can do,’ he said reassuringly, ‘is go up for “ministry” after the meeting tonight. The elders will help sort you out.’

‘What exactly do you mean by going up for “ministry”?’ I asked, still getting used to the jargon which all institutions have a way of adopting.


‘Well, bro,’ he replied, ‘after the meeting Noel will ask anyone who wants to be baptised in the Spirit, or who needs help of any kind, to go to the upper room in the chapel extension — and the elders will be there to talk with them and pray with them!’

I could hardly wait, although I was by no means certain that the experience of meeting ‘the elders’ was going to be a comfortable one.


To get to the chapel from the Hall, where we’d gone back to for tea, we had to walk along a hedged pathway taking us through the older part of Bugbrooke village. Jonathon had an acoustic guitar slung over his shoulder — we could just as easily have been on our way to Glastonbury. The local Parish church not more than a hundred yards or so to our left, and clearly visible, I thought to tease out from Jonathon his attitude towards it: I’d heard strong criticism that the Bugbrooke folk didn’t mix with other churchgoers.


‘What’s this church like, Jonathon?’ I asked.


A cheeky smile came to his face as he looked at me with a glint in his eye.


‘Well, the bricks and mortar look alright to me! What do you reckon?’

I had no reply! I knew only too well that the most substantial asset of many such rural churches was the building itself — this could hardly be gainsaid. And yet Jonathon had managed to convey what he’d thought without being unnecessarily offensive or haughty. I returned his smile; we walked on together.


I should have liked to have been better prepared for what was to happen that evening, although the effect on me would probably have been the same. The chapel itself was a very simple, stone-built structure, set back some ten yards or so from the main village road; and it would have blended quite inconspicuously with the surrounding yellow-sandstone buildings had the words ‘Jesus is Lord’ not been emblazoned in bold red lettering across the front facade. The small car park in front of the Manse was already packed full with a veritable fleet of ageing mini-buses by the time we ourselves got there. And more were still arriving, dropping off their passengers and then moving on to park elsewhere in the village. People were also arriving on foot from literally all directions; so many that it was hard to imagine how on Earth we would all fit into this small building. I met up with Liz again on the front steps. We were taken inside to reserved ‘visitor’ seats right at the front — where the altar rail would have been before the chapel was stripped of all furnishings deemed unnecessary under the new regime.


A more buoyant sight you could hardly have imagined. The building ‘buzzed’ with literally hundreds of garrulous Brothers and Sisters pressing in to fill every available seating space, either in the original wooden pews that had been left in the main body of the chapel or on the plastic chairs which had been crammed into every nook and cranny elsewhere. It compared in my imagination with descriptions I had read of the first-century crowds who packed into the buildings used by the likes of Peter and Paul, especially because I remembered about one poor man, Eutychus, who could only find a space on a window ledge and ended up falling through the opening to his death — only to be miraculously restored to life by the apostle Paul himself. Though it wasn’t just the sheer numbers that amazed me. It was also the impression created by the casual appearance of the crowded company; vastly different to any other Christian assembly I’d ever been to. These folk weren’t uniformly clothed in collar-and-tie or Sunday-best hat but came dressed as they had been for the rest of the day. And although long skirts or frocks were evidently some kind of dress code for the Sisters, there was no shortage of colour and style. 


Not that everyone looked like a young hippy! There were those who weren’t just older but distinctly elderly. There were children of every age, infants in their mother’s arms or in carry-cradles, and casually dressed adults just that bit too old to feel comfortable in faded jeans and T-shirts. All around, people were greeting one another as long-lost friends, hugging one another, waving to one another, laughing, or signalling to indicate an empty seat. No one but no one seemed to be anything other than excited that Saturday night had come round again.


There was no mistaking Noel Stanton, a bachelor in his early fifties, when he made his appearance. He came from a small room at the back of the chapel to take his appointed position on a small, unoccupied section of the elevated ‘altar’ platform just three or four feet away from Liz and I. He was dressed in a smart suit (unlike anyone else), his unbuttoned jacket revealing a shirt stretched rather tightly around his somewhat corpulent midriff. He was tall and had quite long, rather straggly, thinning grey hair — swept back over the top of his head in the style favoured by those men who wish to disguise the lack of hair beneath. The murmur of chattering voices quickly subsided as he came to the front. He stood there for a while composing himself, then looked around, smiled, and addressed the assembled company.


‘Greetings, beloved brethren!’ he began. ‘Good to see so many of you here tonight. I’m sure God’s blessing awaits all of us. Put your hand in the air if you want to be blessed by God tonight. Come on. Right up…………….Yes! That’s good!’

Just about everybody’s hands were lifted high, although Liz had a struggle to get hers above shoulder height. I could sense how ‘stiff’ she felt. 


‘Come on then, brethren,’ he continued.  ‘Let’s make the World tremble shall we? Let’s show just who is truly Lord. We are the people of Jesus Christ and are proud to announce it. Let the demons take note and flee. Let no one be left in any doubt that the kingdom of God is here with us… and… that…. J e e e s u s  C h r i i i s t  i s  L o r r rd.

His voice rose in crescendo to a shout as he concluded his introduction with this triumphant declaration. Then he gave a brief nod to the ageing Sister sat at a small electric organ to his right hand side. She, in turn, gave a chord of introduction, and several hundred voices pitched into a full-throated statement of intent as they belted out the words of a Community-written chorus:

Tremble oh Earth at the presence of the Lord,


At the presence of the God of Jacob;


Tremble Oh Earth at the presence of the Lord


for Israel is his dominion.


The sea looked and ran and the waters turned back,


The mountains skipped like rams;


The sea looked and ran and the waters turned back


before the chosen people of Israel.


It was so loud and so intimidating that I was quite shaken. Hands were raised in the air, almost in defiance. It could easily have been the marching song of an army set for battle, confident of victory. ‘How can this be Christian?’ I thought. ‘It’s too aggressive.’ Almost in that very instant, however, I perceived a fresh element of Christian faith which had never really occurred to me before. Because I’d been accustomed to thinking of Christianity in terms of gentleness, kindness, patience and the like, I’d never thought too much about the grander issue of ‘spiritual warfare and victory’.

 ‘But why shouldn’t we Christians announce in triumph that our God has been victorious?’ I found myself thinking. ‘Why shouldn’t we serve notice to the World that the God of Jacob has chosen to demonstrate His glory through the people who are subject to him? Why should we always be so timid about declaring the fact that there is an omnipotent God who is in command of what goes on in the World?’ When the chorus was being sung for the third or fourth time, therefore, I found I could join in and enjoy it.


After an extended period of singing choruses, people talking in tongues, and everyone singing in the Spirit such as I’d never heard before, Stanton launched into a powerful address from where he stood at the front. This must have lasted for the best part of an hour and was delivered with great passion, straight from the hip. Although the content must have been carefully thought through and ‘prepared’ at some time or another, its presentation on this particular evening was convincingly extemporaneous (albeit that a few years later I’d heard a variation of the same talk more times than I cared to remember). His main theme concerned ‘the kingdom of God’; how the Church was meant to be a manifestation of it here on Earth, thereby reflecting God’s power and glory. The hub of his argument was that God hadn’t ‘saved us through the work Jesus Christ for us to remain as individual Christians doing our own thing’! He (God) intended us to join together as a church, as a kingdom, as a community with Jesus Christ at the centre: a community where the poor and needy could be looked after and where the greed of the World was done away with.


In one hand, Stanton carried a large, black, leather-bound Bible which he frequently waved in the air but seldom opened up to quote from: he seemed to know most of the New Testament off by heart and had no need to refer to the written text. He became extremely worked up at times and literally bellowed out his words in pursuit of his theme, the blood vessels protruding visibly from his forehead as he held his Bible aloft and rhythmically beat it with his free hand. It would hardly have been surprising had he collapsed with a heart attack, such was his animation. (And I cannot deny there were to be future times when, secretly, I almost wished he would do so.)


‘Brethren! (he shouted) 


I’m fed up! (he stamped his foot hard down on the ground) 


Fed up of yellow-bellied, (he hit his Bible) 


weak-kneed, (he hit his Bible) 



namby-pamby Christians (he hit his Bible again)

who say they’ve been saved but won’t let God be the God of their pockets.’ (he paused) 

‘You cannot, (he hit his Bible)

I say cannot, (he hit his Bible and stamped his foot on the ground simultaneously)

serve God and the World.’ (he shouted at the top of his voice)


This certainly wasn’t the standard fodder or normal mode of delivery that you could have expected from pulpits up and down the country in a typical church gathering. And Liz — good, ‘solid’, evangelical Christian girl that she was — decided to check something he’d said in the pages of her own Bible; her surety that what he was saying was accurate. As she turned the pages, so Noel turned on her.


‘Sister!’ he demanded. ‘You don’t open your Bible to check up on a prophet when he’s delivering God’s anointed word. I can assure you that everything I’m telling you about is there for all to read, even though you might wish it wasn’t. Why don’t you just go ahead and tear the page out of your Bible if you don’t like it?’

He carried on with his theme as Liz obediently closed her book. Then, as if stricken with remorse that he’d been too harsh, he spoke to Liz again:


‘You can come and talk to me or any of the brethren afterwards if you like. But please pay attention while I’m ministering!’ (So, he knew how to be humble after all!) 

Talk about ‘Fire and Brimstone’! I’d heard the doom-and-gloom merchants peddling their wares in the streets of our busy towns and cities, urging us to repent before it was too late; I’d been subjected to robust homilies from the pulpit of the local Baptist chapel in Breachwood Green; I’d sat through impassioned expositions of the gospel message from visiting speakers to the Christian Union, sometimes with a voice raised sufficiently to be classified as a shout; and I was well aware of the style used by some ‘professional’ evangelists to impart their message. This, however, was going to take some beating! Whether you liked the style or not (which I didn’t), there was no doubt that the man knew what he was talking about. He left you with no scope for taking the middle ground. This wasn’t a lecture you could have taken notes on and then gone away to chew over the intellectual cud until you’d reached a dispassionate, informed opinion about its content. This didn’t leave the opportunity to sit on the fence undecided which way to jump. This required a reaction, a response. 

It was possible, of course, that the man was a lunatic. But looking around me at all the wonderfully enthusiastic people who’d literally ‘left everything’ to follow their God in this way (some of whom were successful lawyers, doctors and teachers), I doubted whether a lunatic could have brought together such a beautiful company. Alternatively, then, there was the apparently undeniable conclusion that the man was indeed someone with a message: a message that anyone wanting to be whole-hearted in their Christian lifestyle would do well to heed. I didn’t like the shouting; never had done. But I couldn’t deny the growing conviction that, through this man, God was speaking to me. And what had I achieved in my Christian life? How could little me be so proud as to suppose I knew better than this man who was building a Christian society at Bugbrooke which challenged the greed and corruption of British society — both world and Church?

Noel Stanton wasn’t a man with immediate charm. He was quite unlike the slick, handsome, well-oiled charmers who with tear in eye and smoothness in voice can have the American public reaching for their cheque-books and falling over in the aisles in their rush to ‘come forward and be saved’. Nor was he a man who could have been described as immediately attractive and likeable; not the sort of man whom you instinctively felt you could trust. He lacked true charisma — despite the forcefulness of his delivery. And although his use of words was intelligent, his biblical exposition well researched, he wasn’t eloquent in the sense of being able to make a subject ‘come alive’ for a spellbound audience. He certainly wasn’t the Tony Blair of the Charismatic Christian movement. There can be no doubt that unless you believed him to be who he said he was, an ‘anointed’ messenger of the Lord, you may well have found him unattractive, abrasive and offensive. It was the content of his message, not the person delivering it, to which I responded. He used all his skill, his intelligence, his bulk and his volume to ensure that his message was being listened to and plainly understood. In doing so, he found, in me, a receptive vessel. Those who heard him and were inclined to feel — sensibly — that the man and the message had to be taken as a complete package may well have walked away from Bugbrooke Chapel with serious misgivings — unless, that is, they had actually enjoyed the experience of being shouted at!


After Stanton had — finally! — concluded his outpourings, he gave the invitation which I’d been waiting for. 

‘If you feel the Lord has been speaking to you tonight,’ he announced, ‘or if you need prayer for anything, or if you want to be baptised in the Spirit and released in tongues, then please make you way to the ministry room upstairs to my left. The brethren will be waiting there to minister to you. Please don’t miss out on what the Lord wants for you!’

As I negotiated my way up some narrow stairs to the ministry room, I passed a Sister who had once visited Debbie at Canterbury. Her name was Ruth. Recognising her immediately, I greeted her with a warm hug. This seemed to be the way in which things were done here and I was genuinely glad to see her; it was as if we’d now become kindred spirits. Somehow, though, I felt she was awkwardly unresponsive as I hugged her. In fact the poor girl must have been quite shocked by my forwardness. I felt rather red-faced when I later realised that I’d breached the protocol required by ‘holiness’: Brothers hugged Brothers, and Sisters hugged Sisters — but ‘uni-sex hugging’ wasn’t allowed. 

The upper-room was filling rapidly. I was shown to a easy-chair and almost immediately surrounded by three or four of the Brothers who’d arrived up there before I had. They knelt on the floor at my feet, and the one called Ralph spoke first.


‘What can we do for you, bro?’ he asked.


Ralph was a young man in his mid-twenties who had kind-looking, handsome features, long ginger hair and scraggy beard — just about all the Brothers, I noticed, had beards. He was very thin and wore the near-uniform blue jeans and T-shirt. He spoke with enormous gentleness, but also with clarity and apparent authority. When he drew breath between words, he let out a soft but audible whistle as the air passed between his teeth, rather like whistling Bob Harris from Old Grey Whistle Test fame. He was instantly likeable. But I’d expected to be talking with one of the elders and, as such, thought that I might be getting short-changed from Ralph. Or was he one of the elders? Surely not!


‘Are you one of the elders?’ I asked, quite brazenly.


‘Yeah. Certainly am,’ he said, kneeling to an erect position of playful authority. He drew breath in that characteristic way of his and, laughing quietly, carried on:


‘Why? What did you expect? We ain’t really all that fierce you know. We ain’t gonna eat ya!’


 He looked round at the others. Smiling kindly at me with understanding eyes, they all nodded in agreement. I felt surrounded in the security of warm friendship as they encouraged me to ‘pour out my heart’. I explained how much I wanted to keep my feet firmly on the ground and how uneasy I therefore felt about the baptism in the Spirit. I also told them about the experiences I’d had with LSD and all the residual anxieties I’d been left with. Then I asked:


‘Do you know much about LSD and what it does?’

 Ralph again laughed quietly; and he did so without making me feel my own experience was inconsequential but rather that I was amongst people who knew what they were talking about, he answered:


‘Yeah, quite a few of us have done bummers (bad trips) you know.’


This was all too much! St. Hugh’s church had been good for me; very good! The Christian Union had in some ways been even better. But just about all the Christian friends I knew and loved had come through their teenage years almost unscathed by the temptations and traumas which I’d plummeted into, head first. As such, we didn’t always speak the same language. There was still part of me which felt they were inclined to be a bit ‘wet’, even though I would never have used this word to describe them: the word is too frequently employed in derision against those people sensible enough to avoid the ridiculous extremities of the very people who would label them as ‘wet’. 

Ralph and his cohorts were the first people I’d met from Christendom to have experienced anything like the adolescent turbulence which I’d been through, and yet they were the very ‘elders’ of whom I’d heard such fearsome reports. How could that be? Regardless of what other people may have said about them, all I knew at the time was that they measured very tall against the intuitive yardstick I used to weigh people up and determine how ‘real’ I thought they were. Furtherstill, I felt confident these Bugbrooke Brothers would be able to help me exorcise the dreaded LSD spectre which had refused to lay down and die, which continued to inhabit the loneliness of my mind, and which, I felt, restricted me from ever completely becoming the person whom God wanted me to be (and whom, naturally enough, I myself wanted to be): someone who was fully happy and fully ‘free’.


After we’d talked for some little while, the Brothers said they would pray for me, all of them laying their hands on my head while doing so. They asked the Lord to take away my deep-rooted anxieties and give me increasing assurance of His love; then they spoke very quietly in ‘tongues’. I relaxed as I felt a warm glow of content take hold of me: nothing sensational or emotional, nothing which was an unmistakable visitation from the Almighty, just a feeling that I was with friends whom I could trust and that God was going to look after me! The Brothers had made me feel very special, almost as if they were the ones who were privileged to have had my company, and not vice versa — which was how I felt.


That night, I was to stay in a terraced house in Daventry (one of the dwellings they called ‘Welcome Homes’). I squeezed into a mini-bus with others who were either going to Daventry or being dropped off en route and found myself sitting next to a Brother called Jes. Not a man, I discovered, who was ever short of a word or two. He had been a TV actor before joining the Community, with a role in ‘War and Peace’ to his credit. During our conversation he kept referring to ‘the Kingdom’ as if he was talking about the Community at Bugbrooke. I asked him what he meant.


‘Well, bro,’ he said, ‘of course God’s kingdom is a lot bigger than just this Community. I know that! And Noel has taught us that any true church is part of God’s kingdom. But for us, you see, this is the Kingdom where we live, and it’s the Kingdom we belong to. So in that sense it really is “the Kingdom” — if you get what I mean.’

This worried me, as it reinforced what I’d been told — that people from Bugbrooke actually thought they were the ‘truest’ church of God.


‘What about these other “true churches”?’ I objected. ‘Do you really think they are as much part of God’s kingdom as Bugbrooke is? What exactly d’you mean when you talk about a true church?’

‘Well, bro,’ he said again, leaning forward as if he was about to take me into his confidence, ‘different churches have had a different amount of light given to them, and everyone has to act according to the amount of light they’ve been given. A true church is one that is being obedient to the light it’s been given! Here at Bugbrooke, because we have a prophet who has led us in the way of righteousness and holiness, we’ve been given a lot of light. We’ve been shown how important it is for a church which wants to move on in the Lord to have an organisational structure that’s based on a community lifestyle.’


Then, as if he was aware of being mischievous, and with the kind of wry grin with which I was becoming familiar, he began to speak in much plainer English:


‘Look, don’t quote me as saying this, will you?’ At which point he put his arm round my shoulder. ‘And you’ll have to forgive me if I sound a bit kind of proud — which I know I shouldn’t be. But I’ve not heard of anything to beat what we’ve got here. I reckon we’re out there in front somewhere, you know.’

I was disarmed by his cheeky honesty and didn’t feel the need to pursue the matter further. In any case, I was beginning to think there was probably a lot of substance to what he was saying!


At the house in Daventry, the dozen or so people who lived there had gathered in the living-room for a hot drink. I was offered one but didn’t relish the idea of meeting yet more people: I’d taken just about all I could for one day.


‘No thanks,’ I replied. ‘I think I’d like to get off to bed now. I end up getting ratty if I get too tired.’


This was quite true. But amongst these people I would soon have to learn that tiredness was no excuse for being ratty; nor an excuse for missing out on ‘fellowship with the brethren’.

CHAPTER ELEVEN

The two kingdoms

Sunday in the New Creation Christian Community was no day for the fainthearted. The morning chapel meeting lasted nearly three hours and was again presided over by Noel Stanton. This time, he gave a lengthy biblical exposition which concentrated on a small passage of text from one of the New Testament books.


Week by week, so I found out, he would progress through the same book, taking just a few verses at a time and analysing the meaning of each phrase in minute detail, often referring to the different inferences that could be drawn from a particular word when considered in the original Greek or Hebrew text. Not that he was a scholar in his own right, but he made full use of a number of ‘learned’ Bible commentaries. These ‘Bible Studies’, so called, were no short affairs (they often went on for well over an hour), and it was surprising to find that the subject of ‘community’ could be so clearly drawn out from texts which, to the layman, were apparently quite unrelated. Sometimes there were those amongst the assembly whose body language or facial expressions must have clearly shown that they didn’t find Stanton’s exegesis either comfortable or comprehensible. He wasn’t a man given to the easy toleration of dissent and, if he noticed any such ‘cynic’, was quite likely to interrupt his theme in order to address the now more pressing concern.


‘So, we have a Brother with us who’s decided he doesn’t agree with the Bible after all, have we? Go on then, my Brother,’ he would shout. ‘Be real! Burn your Bible! If you don’t like it, burn it.’

 The chapel would resound with his full-bloodied, thunderous reproach, no one daring to move or indicate further disagreement. After a short pause to let his words penetrate their target, he would then complete his reprobation in more subdued, if not somewhat sarcastic, language: 


‘It’s funny how some people no longer like their Bibles when they understand the hard language in it. But please don’t say you’ve got an argument with me. It’s the mighty apostle Paul who you want to argue with! He’s the one who wrote these words, not me!’


After the first of my many — too many — exposures to Sunday morning chapel (which certainly gave me plenty to think about), we all went off to have a simple cooked meal at one or other of the large houses. No sooner had all the plates been cleared away and washed up than it was time to return to the chapel for a more ‘relaxed’ afternoon-meeting led by Kelly, one of the senior elders. The third and final meeting of the day — another marathon session led by the great man himself — followed on from late-afternoon tea and took us through to nine or ten o’clock. Altogether, some nine hours of the day had been spent inside Bugbrooke chapel!


On the journey back to Canterbury, which then took us deep into the night, I sat next to Clive and enthusiastically chatted with him about the weekend’s experiences. (Liz sat quietly in the back keeping her thoughts to herself.)


‘What about people wanting to leave the Community?’ I asked him. ‘Does it happen very often? Is it actually allowed?’

‘Yes, people do leave,’ he replied. ‘And it’s common enough for us to have jargon for it. We call it “splitting”.’ He made it sound perfectly normal; nothing to get too worked up about. I was deeply reassured!


In the days that followed I could scarcely disguise my enthusiasm about the Community while talking with other friends from the Christian Union, although I did my very best not to do the same as some of the other Bugbrooke-enthusiasts had done: using the language of uncritical praise, they had managed to convey the impression that they believed the Bugbrooke community to be the supreme example of what a Christian church should be like. Debbie, of course, was particularly keen to hear what I had to say, and I made no disguise to her of how deeply influenced I’d been. I also told her how keen I was to revisit the Community as soon as possible. Having heard what I had to say, she more or less immediately decided that she’d been wrong to distance herself from a place which she still, truth be told, regarded as her ‘spiritual home’. We both, therefore, made arrangements to travel up with Clive on his next fortnightly pilgrimage to Bugbrooke. Liz wasn’t keen to go back again!


 Word got back to me through Clive that one of the Brothers, Sean, whom I’d met in the chapel and spoken with at some length, was keen for me to be his weekend guest at New Creation Farm (the home of many young unmarried Brothers and also of Noel Stanton himself). I was quite happy about this because I’d found him to be likeable, honest, and easy to talk to; whereas it hadn’t taken me long to discover that some of the Brothers were far more inclined to use approved Community–speak than others. By which I mean they spoke in a doctrinaire style and their answers to questions were, I sensed, more influenced by what they felt expected to say, or had heard others say, than by carefully thought out attitudes of their own — attitudes which would, inevitably, include subtle deviations to the party line. Sean was one of the Brothers who seemed willing to talk about the warts as well as the wonders of the Community, and I was therefore happy to accept his invitation to stay at New Creation Farm.


Sometime on the Saturday I was taken into Northampton to have a look at the shops which the Community owned. But had it been intended that I should be impressed, the effect was quite the opposite. My head was particularly set-a-spinning by what I observed in ‘Jeans Plus’, the High Street fashion boutique which sold the same kind of clothing as you’d have expected to find in similar shops under different ownership. In the first place, I was quite stunned to find that one of the Sisters who helped in the shop — a very attractive girl with long, light-brown flowing hair and wraith-like figure — was herself wearing jeans, the normal ‘dress code’ for Sisters having been waived in favour of her commercial duty to promote the goods.

 Nor were the advertising posters necessarily any more discrete than elsewhere, there being nothing improper, it seemed, with displaying close-up views of tightly-clinging denim around the shapely form of male and female buttocks. Anywhere else, I dare say, this would have hardly caused offence, and Lord Longford himself may have found the pictures innocuous. But to my naive, innocent and impressionable young mind, it was a clear display of double standards. In pursuit of the very highest standards of sexual purity, Community members were forbidden from wearing provocative clothing. Yet here they were, promoting the same kind of apparel which all the local lads and lasses would wear that same night when they hit the clubs of Northampton intent on ‘pulling’ a member of the opposite sex.


And why did they sell Joss stick incense and other eastern-style, pseudo-mystical regalia in the shop? What was that all about? How did that fit in? I was going to need some convincing answers to settle my nerves. But Sean seemed unable to give them, unsure himself if he could see anything wrong with it all. My opportunity to seek reassurance at the highest level came when I was taken into Noel Stanton’s private room at New Creation Farm to be introduced to him. Having been taking a rest in preparation for the evening’s meeting, he was lying on his bed.


‘Hello, bro!’ he said, in a deep, paternal, warm voice — quite unlike the one I’d heard as he stood bellowing at us from the front of the chapel. ‘Heard all about ya from Sean. It’s real good to have ya with us. How ya doin? Sean’s a good bro. Taking good care of ya I expect?’

His use of affected lazy slang, although unnecessary and seemingly out-of-character, didn’t seem totally disingenuous, just strange. I could only conclude that he had developed this style of speech in order to equip himself with an easy colloquialism for talking with the young Brothers and Sisters by whom he was surrounded, and also to distance himself from the stuffiness of middle-class culture. (Being ‘middle-class’ was apparently just the same as being greedy, stuck-up, compromised, money-loving, selfish and insincere — it was a ‘condition’ of near-unforgivable filth!) Whatever the reasons may have been for the way he spoke, there was something strangely hypnotic about it which made me feel uneasy, which made me feel ‘subject’ to him, and which made me feel very inadequate. Even so, I was determined to put my question. 


‘There’s a few things I’m not finding very easy,’ I said after the exchange of our introductory pleasantries. ‘Is there any chance I can talk to you about them?’

‘Go ahead, bro. I’ll see if I can be of help,’ he replied quite straightforwardly, with the air of one who had nothing to hide. (This was before he knew the subject I wished to discuss.)

‘Well, what’s troubling me most,’ I began to explain, ‘is why you sell what you do in the shops. It really upset me just now when I went to look at ‘Jeans Plus’ with Sean because I couldn’t understand what was going on. I mean, I didn’t think the Community approved of tight fitting clothes and incense and stuff like that. Isn’t it wrong for you to sell things which you disapprove of?’

 Had I been more self-confident I would probably have realised that the irritation I discerned when he began to respond was his problem; not mine for having spoken honestly. Somehow, though, he made me feel that this kind of questioning was the product of wanting to find fault where there was none.


‘I do get a bit edgy about this kind of criticism, bro,’ he said, not harshly, nor haughtily, but now with the air of one who is weary of inconsequential irrelevancies. Why, I wondered, should he have so swiftly inferred criticism when I’d only been trying to get things straight in my own mind? He carried on with his reply:


‘Most Christians have too much of an individualistic faith. They don’t understand that God wants to build His Church, His kingdom. God doesn’t want to “save the World”, you know — He wants to save a people from out of the World. What you’ve got to understand is that the World itself is fallen, that it’s been given over to the prince of darkness, so there’s no point in Christians wasting their time trying to make it “a better place”. We mustn’t be taken in by the kind of self-righteous and misguided nonsense which makes Christian people think that they should influence unsaved people to lead “better” lives through the example of their own ones. The aim of our commerce is always to make profit, and that’s what we have to think about in deciding what to sell in the shops.’

 And the conclusion he drew from all this went straight to the very core of what life in the Bugbrooke Community was all about:


‘In our businesses, bro, we’re robbing the kingdom of the World to build the kingdom of God!’

The colloquial friendliness had gone from his voice; he’d become a ‘teacher’. I realised I would get no further in pursuing the matter: continued questioning would only reflect my unwillingness to accept his authority. Nor was my experience of life or my intellectual prowess sufficiently mature to grasp the full import of what was being said to me. I just knew at a gut level that I didn’t like it, understand it, or even feel my question had been properly answered. 

I now understand far more clearly that his response was a classical statement of using the end to justify the means. It stopped someway short of suggesting that any means could be used in the Community’s commercial pursuits, but it nonetheless clearly implied that irrespective of whether the Community actually approved of what was being sold, and provided the funds thereby ‘liberated’ were being employed in the service of constructing God’s kingdom, there was nothing wrong in selling to the World those goods which Worldly people wanted to buy — ‘robbing the kingdom of the World to build the kingdom of God’. I wonder where the shaded area of legitimate means would have crossed over from grey to black? If it was okay to sell fashion clothing shunned by the Community members, then what was wrong, logically, with selling provocative lingerie?


Nor did I fully realise in a way which I could have translated into words how much Noel had belittled God by reducing Him to the level of reliance on human enterprise in order demonstrate His majesty: not so much using human hands to build his Kingdom as actually being dependent on the business acumen of His created beings to do so. I saw what he was getting at, though. The Community wasn’t trying to influence people from the World to lead more ‘Christian’ lives, and it wasn’t trying to raise public standards of decency or exercise any moralistic influence for good. How those people, the ones deaf to God’s voice, behaved themselves in their careless passage through this life on the pathway to destruction was up to them — and best just to let them get on with it! At the same time, it was perfectly ‘righteous’, to make use of shrewd legal trading with them to obtain funds which could then be used to build Community homes and finance Community evangelism; funds which could be used to facilitate both the practice and the preaching of the Gospel message; funds which could be used to convert souls to Christ and then bring them out from the World and into God’s kingdom, into a society of justice and equality where they could be nurtured and cared for — loved and accepted by their fellow Brothers and Sisters. 

With the passage of time I began to understand how all this was the logical conclusion of the ‘Calvinistic’ doctrine of election: the gathering together of the Elect (the Saved) and the inevitable damnation of the Lost. It should hardly have come as any surprise to me, therefore, when I began to hear the Community Brothers and Sisters referring to people out there in the World as Worldlings — a derisory label which I hated and could never bring myself to use. Whilst compassion and warmth was shown towards anybody — even a Worlding — who was seen to be a candidate for salvation (a candidate to join the Elect), the others —  all those who were completely careless to the gospel of Christ — were regarded as having no place in the kingdom of God; they belonged to the kingdom of the World and were left to get on with their own affairs within it. The two kingdoms and their inhabitants were mutually exclusive, there being no point whatsoever in trying to make the kingdom of the World a better place for Worldlings to live in!


Poor Mother Theresa. No wonder Noel belittled her achievements when, during an address in the chapel, he bellowed out the rhetorical demand:


‘And tell me, brethren, does anyone persecute Mother Theresa?’

The inference of his demand was that although she had laboured tirelessly amongst the poor and needy of Calcutta, punishing her own body to ridiculous limits in her desire to show the love of Christ to those impoverished orphans and social rejects whom she loved so deeply, she hadn’t perceived, alas, that good works of this kind were more or less a waste of her precious Christian energy — the Almighty having no concern to help people in their life within the kingdom of the World but only with helping them out of that kingdom and into another one. Because the saintly lady hadn’t actually been helping to build the kingdom of God in this way, she wasn’t hated or persecuted by the World. She hadn’t offended the World. She hadn’t offered those poor Worldlings the chance to come out of the World, find salvation through Jesus Christ and build themselves into a saved community of God’s people. 

The poor woman! It may well be that all her labours have been in vain!


The theology of ‘the two kingdoms’ was central to an understanding of the New Creation Christian Community as I came to know it, turning much of what I’d perceived Christianity to be about on its head. I was puzzled, for example, by how the parable of the good Samaritan should be understood: it seemed to clearly suggest Christian neighbourliness was all about helping people in need, even though they might be strangers to us. This was a parable which through the ages had inspired many people to offer a helping hand of kindness to those who’d fallen into trouble along the wayside. Wasn’t it teaching us that all people are our neighbours, that we should be concerned for the well-being of all alike — even Worldlings? 

I think Noel Stanton found my persistent questioning throughout my Bugbrooke-years to be something of an irritant, and I exposed myself to the dreaded accusation of being too ‘mindy’. But I could never completely forget these kind of issues. They kept surfacing; they burned within me to be explored and explained. Needing to understand, I approached Noel after one of the Sunday meetings to ask why it was that the Good Samaritan parable seemed to contradict his teaching of how we should behave towards ‘unsaved’ people out there in the World.


‘You misunderstand the intention of the parable, bro,’ he began to explain, wearily. ‘Too many people think that Jesus was trying to teach us not to be like the priest or the Levite — who passed by on the other side of the road to the wounded man — but to be like the Samaritan, who crossed over and came to the man’s help. That’s not the point of the parable, my bro! You have to bear in mind the initial question to which Jesus was responding, “who is my neighbour?”  The Pharisee who asked the question had wanted to justify his restricted pharisaical attitude of who his neighbour was — God forbid that it should be a Samaritan! But that’s just who his neighbour proved to be. Jesus wasn’t so much teaching that the man by the wayside was the neighbour to the Samaritan, rather that is was the Samaritan himself who proved to be the neighbour of the injured man — the Jew. The point of the story is that the neighbour was “the one who showed mercy”. Therefore, we have to understand that it’s our Christian Brothers and Sisters who are our neighbours. They are the ones, after all, who have shown mercy to us.’

It was with reluctance, even sadness, that I accepted the explanation; with reluctance that I accepted the point of the parable to be different to the one which for years I’d believed it to be, the one which seemed so obvious; with reluctance that I accepted his insistence that the focus of our love should be towards our Brothers and Sisters within the kingdom of God — the neighbours who had shown mercy to us — and not towards people out there in the World.  


Given that some of their restrictive, dogmatic ways made me feel peculiarly uncomfortable and uneasy, it wouldn’t be at all impertinent to enquire how I nonetheless was so very drawn to this Community’s lifestyle and came close to believing it to be uniquely favoured by God himself. Looking back, I can see quite clearly how, early on in my involvement, I must have allowed myself to go through a self-deceiving mental process which I hope never again to repeat. My determination not to re-offend may, perhaps, explain why I can now sometimes appear to be quite independent, stubborn, awkward, and possibly bloody-minded. This ‘mental process’ was one which involved subordinating my own views and opinions, which were more ‘intuitive’ than clearly-defined or clearly-developed, to the black-and-white, forcefully-expressed canons which were put forward by the Community as being the authoritative expression of God’s will for His people. Even though it was an almost head-in-the-sand thing to have done, it nevertheless helped me some considerable way towards resolving and reconciling all my uncertainties, insufficiently-answered questions and anxieties. 

On the one hand I’d seen evidence in the New Creation Christian Community of a society which I positively yearned to be part of on account of what it represented concerning equality, caring and love, and also on account of the people who lived there, whom I strongly felt were ‘my kind of people’. On the other hand, there were aspects of the Community which I found disquieting. Because the first set of these considerations seemed to heavily outweigh the second, I decided that any reservations I had could be put ‘on hold’. I was confident the Community leadership knew what they were talking about and believed that I too would one day fully embrace even those aspects of the Bugbrooke lifestyle which I couldn’t feel comfortable with there and then. 

CHAPTER TWELVE

The pain of innocence

It was almost inevitable after my second visit that I would end up joining this sect at Bugbrooke. Not because I necessarily agreed with, or even understood, everything that they stood for and taught concerning the Christian faith and lifestyle — I had begun making this arrangement with myself to put my reservations ‘on hold’. It was almost inevitable because of what I’d found within its membership: a companionship which was extremely invigorating, and a depth and breadth of character that was unparalleled in any other church I’d been to. And whilst I knew well enough that it was Noel Stanton at the helm, I honestly believed it was God himself in the engine room.

 But that wasn’t all. The single-minded way in which the flock were determined to leave all self-interest behind, deny the World and follow what they believed to be the way of Christ was irresistible to someone like myself who’d always been attracted by the in-for-a-penny-in-for-a-pound approach to life and had now become convinced that the Christian lifestyle should be all-or-nothing. Nor can I deny having been emotionally bowled over by the love and attention I’d received: love and attention as a Heavenly poultice on the self-inflicted wounds from previous years, bringing with it further relief from pain, further healing, and further re-establishment of self-esteem. I was an idealist. I yearned to be part of a better society and believed that God had led me to Bugbrooke for a purpose. I just needed some kind of final reassurance that this purpose was indeed for me to ‘join up’.


I think more than anything else I’d been stunned into a deep affection for the Community at Bugbrooke because of the undeniable love the membership had for one another. They were unfailingly happy to be in one another’s company, unfailingly willing to accept all types and all kinds of people; cliques appeared to be unknown. You felt, when you were there, that you’d found friends who would genuinely ‘lay down their life for you’. This is what the kingdom of God was all about. This is why many referred to the sect as the Kingdom, or sometimes Mother Zion, or Jerusalem (the Holy City), or even their true family. 


I think I honestly believed that such unselfish dedication to one another was everything it appeared to be. It was to come as a painful blow to innocence to gradually discover, after all, that this glorious ideal would always be flawed by human frailty, intrigue, suspicion and jealously: no less so at Bugbrooke than anywhere else, but far less immediately obvious.

In the quietness of my own room back at university, and especially during an extended stay in the sick-bay with some kind of fever, I began to read quite extensively on the subject of the baptism in the Spirit; how different people had experienced its effects. One particularly gripping book was called ‘Run Baby Run’. It was the autobiography of a one-time hoodlum in a New York gang, Nicky Cruz, whose switchblade had many a time been used to spill blood during the wanton violence of gang fights. The story of how he had found faith in Jesus Christ and been baptised in the Spirit was also told in another book, ‘The Cross and the Switchblade’, authored by the near-legendary evangelist, David Wilkinson — the man who, while Cruz brandished a flick-knife menacingly close to his throat, had held his nerve and boldly proclaimed, ‘Jesus loves you, Nicky!


Having read these (and other, less dramatic, novels and books), I came to understand about the baptism in the Spirit as being a massive internal awareness of God’s presence that actually made some people feel physically warm and radiant. The most important aspect to it, however, seemed to be the deep, implanted love for Jesus Christ which people found within themselves, leaving them unmistakably aware of having been ‘visited’ by the Holy Spirit. Understood like this, I knew it was something I had already experienced both at St. Hugh’s and within the Christian Union, and I therefore spurned any further preoccupation with whether I had or hadn’t been baptised in the Spirit. In a way, it all came down to the use of language; and I now felt quite certain my own experience had been as genuine as anybody else’s.


With this new found confidence about the authenticity and acceptability of my own spiritual history, I was also more relaxed about talking in tongues. I’d previously believed, I guess, that something pretty dramatic would need to happen if the phenomenon were to be genuinely ‘of God’, like some kind of angelic force moving my jaws up and down. Instead of waiting for such an event, I lay on my bed, closed my eyes, and began to make sounds — any sounds — while trying to concentrate my thoughts on Jesus Christ at the same time. Within a short space of time these sounds were being made with as much fluency as I’d heard from anyone else. And although the ‘language’ might just as well have been Cantonese for all the sense it made to me, it was still a pleasurable experience.

 If pressed to be brutally honest, I would have to say that anyone, so inclined, could speak in this way: it is, when analysed objectively, no more than the repetitive use of a limited number of sounds and syllables, with different levels of sophistication utilised by different people. Put like this, I make myself sound quite foolish for having colluded with others by ‘talking’ in this way. And with such a confession my fate is sealed in the esteem of all those who must feel I disparage the Pentecostal integrity of this ‘gift’ — they will inevitably regard me as a spiritual turncoat. But I’m too weary of double-talk to be over repentant and am simply trying to be honest, both with others and with myself, about the whole business.

 I readily confess that the way in which the Spirit of God ‘moves’ has become something of a mystery to me, no more easily understood or controlled than the blowing of the wind. Those who have a deeper grasp of these mysteries, however, will understand with far greater clarity what talking in tongues is all about and will therefore, no doubt, also be able to provide the necessary defence for it. This is perfectly proper since I myself have moved backwards from a position where I thought I knew a lot to openly confessing that I actually know very little.


For the remainder of that term, further visits to the Community simply weren’t possible because I needed to concentrate almost all of my time and energy on revising for first-year exams. Keen, therefore, that I shouldn’t lose or forget about the enthusiasm I’d shown towards their lifestyle, Ralph and Sean invited me to join them on the Jesus Fellowship’s annual summer vacation ‘retreat’ to Ashburnham Place in Sussex. The environment there could hardly have been more conducive to a feeling of well-being with its wonderfully-landscaped grounds (the work of the great Capability Brown), its leisurely woods, and its magnificent lake. The days were long and sunny, allowing us — Brothers only — to swim in the clear waters. For the first time in my life I saw fireflies and glow-worms in the warmth of the night: magical creatures that captivated my imagination. I was growing up and blossoming out, allowing myself to relax, expanding my vision, beginning to appreciate and enjoy the beauty of nature, and finding pleasure in people and the world around me in ways I hadn’t known since losing the irrecoverable innocence of childhood. 

Unfortunate, perhaps, that this should have coincided with my new association since the two seemed so closely connected as to be cause and effect.

For long hours of the day we sat packed into the main conference room while Noel outlined, in considerable length, his vision for the development of the Community. But we also had enough free time to go for unhurried lazy walks around the lake and in the woods. Through the conversations I had with others whilst out and about, and through the ‘ministry’ given by Noel, I gradually achieved a more comprehensive understanding of what it was I’d be joining — if and when I made such a complete commitment. Only later did I fully realise how ‘honoured’ I was to have been invited to join the retreat at Ashburnham. This was essentially a week for the initiated, and it was only because they’d believed me to have such a ‘good heart’ (Community–speak) that the invitation had been given me to be there with them. No doubt I was seen as an apple ready for the plucking. I had no idea that friendship so freely given could also be so easily withdrawn!

The subject of relationships with girls was one of those which the retreat gave me opportunity to explore. Although I had no objection, as such, to the emphasis given on the need to forge friendship bonds with one’s own sex, I had no wish to spend the rest of my life confined to male company alone. I wasn’t, so I hoped, about to become a monk; there was, I’d observed, no shortage of attractive young females amongst the Sisterhood.


‘So don’t you ever want female company?’ I asked one Brother as we sat on a grassed bank leading down to the side of the lake.


‘Yeah, course I do,’ he said, casually chewing a piece of the grass and looking wistfully at the sky. ‘D’you think we’re all poofs or something?’ he added, almost challenging me to speak my mind. 


The possibility had indeed occurred to me. And who wouldn’t have at least considered the homosexual explanation if, as I had, they’d seen some of the Brothers lying down close together on the same bed, sometimes with one of them resting his head on another one’s chest? During my time in the Community this kind of ‘brotherly’ intimacy became less common. When in vogue, it had been considered an acceptable display of friendship — compared by Noel with that displayed between David and Jonathon, the ‘masculine’ biblical warriors who, according to the Bible, had ‘lain on one another’s breast’. Noel himself, in his private room at New Creation Farm, sometimes had young teenage Brothers come to lie beside him on his bed. To my way of thinking, even though there appeared to be no suggestion of sexual closeness, it all bordered too closely on misinterpretation. I would never have been able to express my friendship towards another Brother in this kind of way and was glad to see the end of it all when the phase passed!


‘No, I don’t think you’re poofs,’ I replied to John (the Brother by the lake), ‘though I find all the hugging and lying down together all a bit much. Sometimes I can’t help wonder…..’

 I paused for a moment, unable to find the right words to say exactly what it was I did wonder. I’d never encountered such close Brotherly friendship before and didn’t quite know what to make of it. I felt genuinely loved by the Brothers whom I’d met; I thought they were terrific people; and yet it was all still somewhat enigmatic, somewhat perplexing, somewhat……… strange — if I was perfectly truthful. John turned round and grinned at me; he understood the way I was feeling!

‘Yeah, yeah, dig wot ya mean!’ he said, sheepishly. (Being labelled as middle-class was a stain on your character of near demonic severity, so the use of language like this — even though it was borrowed from an entirely different culture — had become widespread; a defence against being considered bourgeois.) 

 ‘Noel says there’s real problems of unholiness between men and women, even in the Church,’ he continued. ‘So livin in Community, like we do, we need to be real careful to make sure everything stays completely pure. That’s why there’s such a rigid segregation, bro — it’s the way of holiness. When we’ve all got a bit maturer in the Lord, we can get together wiv a Sister. But it’s best for now, you see, if we try and “die to it”. Best if we concentrate on our friendships wiv other Bruvvers.’

‘And d’you find “dying to it” easy?’ I asked.

‘No, course I don’t. But my elder’s told me it’s wot God wants for me right now!’

If I were to join the Community, I knew I would find this aspect of things really hard; so hard I could scarcely contemplate it. 

Later that same week, Noel himself addressed the assembled company on this very subject of ‘courtship within the Community’. And in doing so he established the guidelines followed for years thereafter. He urged everybody to seriously consider embracing, in the first instance, what he called ‘the gift of celibacy’ — the ‘higher calling’ of Christian discipleship. To remain unmarried, he explained, gave you increased freedom to be devoted to the Lord, more time to be an ‘evangelist’, more time to be a ‘teacher’ or ‘carer’ within the Community; more time to utilise whatever ‘gift’ it was that you may have been given in order to serve Jesus. 


It was only when you were certain you didn’t have the gift of celibacy, so Noel told us, that you should you think about courtship leading to marriage; and this wouldn’t normally be countenanced until the Brother — always the one to initiate a relationship — was twenty-five years old, or thereabouts. Come this magical age, he could ask his own house-elder for permission to begin a relationship with a particular Sister. The elder, if satisfied the Brother had ‘purity of intent’ (whatever that may have meant), then needed to approach the house-elder of the Sister in question to discuss whether she was she was actually ‘available’ (she may, for example, have herself made a decision to remain celibate), and, if so, whether she was willing to begin a relationship with this particular Brother. Any Brother lucky enough to get through all the pre-courtship investigations and checks — which wasn’t quite how Noel put it — would then be allowed to meet with the Sister so they could begin to forge a relationship; albeit that it was to be closely monitored by the elders and needed to pass through pre-determined stages of intimacy, there being no question that any of these stages would be even remotely sexual in nature until marriage itself had been solemnised.


The fact that the Sisters themselves would have no role in the whole affair except to say ‘Yes’ or ‘No’ — or choose between different suitors — should not be a cause for concern, Noel insisted, for he was confident it would ‘all be sorted out in the Lord’. He therefore wrapped up his lengthy discourse with the comforting reassurance that none of the Sisters need fear ‘being left on the shelf’. 

Fine words! But Noel himself was rarely the one who needed to comfort the many Community Sisters who, with aching hearts for male companionship, often wept themselves to sleep in the loneliness of their single bed!
That anyone could have possibly joined the Community knowing full well the rigours of this strange, draconian arrangement is, on first reckoning, totally incomprehensible. To make sense of it, one first needs to understand how deeply trusted the elders were to ‘get things right’ and not abuse their authority. Not all of them proved themselves to be as understanding, sympathetic and gentle as whistling-Bob-Harris Ralph. But even so, they had all been hand-picked as men having demonstrated they could care for others with spiritual maturity and discretion. They were held in esteem as ‘bishops’ of the flock, their charge being to guide us with a shepherd’s staff  into rich pastures; not coerce us with a rod to eat thistles. So it came down to trust. And I firmly believed I could trust these men, not only to lead me in ‘the paths of righteousness’ but also to ensure that no harm came to me through the rigours and self-denials of the exacting commitments required of us — to ensure that I wouldn’t be disappointed in the faith I’d placed in them to treat me as God wanted me to be treated. The courtship arrangements were alien, bizarre and hard to stomach. But the way I came to see things was that if God wanted me to be at Bugbrooke, He would have to give me the strength to accept them and live by them. I knew only too well that I myself hadn’t proved to be wonderfully successful in the way I’d hitherto conducted my romantic affairs.



The critical question with which I struggled while at Ashburnham was whether God himself did want me to join the Community. I needed to know for sure because I was well aware that the courtship restraints weren’t the only ones which I would find extremely challenging. As the week progressed, I became increasingly aware of the uncompromising position taken by the Community in its World-renouncing lifestyle.


In general, all those ingredients of secular life regarded as being primarily for personal enjoyment and gratification were labelled as Worldly, and therefore denied to Community members as a legitimate means for entertainment, education or relaxation. ‘Non-Christian’ books, magazines, televisions, radios and music-playing equipment were amongst the most obvious of the normal household effects not found in any of the Community homes. Even newspapers were initially taboo, but the broadsheets later came to be regarded as acceptable if read purely as a source of information.

Rejection of Worldly pleasure resulted in a list of don’ts which was far longer than the list of do’s. Clubs and pubs were strictly out-of-bounds (unless being visited for evangelistic purposes). No surprises there! Nor, perhaps, that the cinema and theatre were tarred as unclean with the same brush — irrespective of the film being shown or the play being performed. Harder for some to understand was the extension of prohibition to include just about everything which was non-Community based. Visiting museums, art-galleries or historic buildings; going out to a restaurant for a meal; going away on holiday; even just ‘going out for the day’: all these things were blacklisted by virtue of the opportunity they afforded for the indulgence of the selfish, fallen human nature. 

One of the most controversial of all the prohibitions, especially insofar as it affected the children growing up within Community families, was the one relating to sport — competitive or non-competitive. Even though the Community organised its own schooling arrangements for those of a pre-school age (and also for all ages during school vacations), the state school system was generally used in the normal way. Community children, however, inevitably found themselves differentiated from the Worldly schoolchildren, not simply because they didn’t mix with them socially after school but also through their exclusion from extra-curricular activities — which included, amongst other things, organised sport. For myself, sadly, Community membership meant no more football, either as a player or a spectator — though I cannot deny that I’d reached an age where sporting self-denial wasn’t quite so difficult as some of the other privations required of us (the rejection of all Worldly music being a case in point).


Without wishing to deny that I had many faults, for the duration of my membership I somehow managed to become a loyal and obedient Community Brother whose transgressions were not typically those of Worldly indulgences. Even so, it should hardly occasion great surprise if I reveal that my one secret link with Babylon, unknown and unconfessed to anyone else (and regarded by myself as completely harmless), was that of following the progress of Luton Town in the sporting pages of the Sunday newspaper. Not that I avidly read the match reports; but I just couldn’t help needing to know how they were doing in the league. Evidence, no doubt, that my death to the self-life was tarnished and incomplete. An explanation, perhaps, for the seed of rebellion which was to take root, push up, grow strong and burst out. 


By the end of my week at Ashburnham the questioning from Community Brothers had changed from ‘do you think you will join the Community?’ to ‘when will you join the Community?’ I wasn’t one of those Christians too much given to looking for ‘signs’ as an indication of God’s will; and because I so much wanted — despite all the rigours and demands of their lifestyle — to be part of this radical, resolute, happy and exciting company, I took this strength of feeling to be evidence in itself of God’s intent for me. It was therefore agreed by mutually enthusiastic consent that later in the vacation I would take my place as a Community member in the New Creation Farm household. 


The remaining months of the long summer vacation were spent living at the nursing home with my parents, and a day job back at One Stop doing all kinds of menial work enabled me to save up enough to buy an old Ford Cortina — which I planned to use for weekend journeys to Northampton after I’d gone back to university. This was a summer untarnished by the excesses which had handicapped me so seriously in the past; a summer I enjoyed through and through. A new world had opened up in front of me. I found within me a broadened attitude and love towards one and all: a love which didn’t want to ‘take’ from people but, wherever possible, give something to them and appreciate them. I shall never forget — I hope — the rewarding pleasure that came from spending long hours chatting and laughing with the patients in the home, most of whom suffered from the awful debilitation of Huntington’s Chorea, Parkinson’s Disease, Multiple Sclerosis or some other neurological wasting illness in an advanced state of progression.


I was no less keen to socialise with the staff in the evenings than I had been the previous summer, and we sometimes repaired to the local pub together — albeit that I now only drank in propitious moderation, if at all. I had no need! I was sufficiently intoxicated by the excitement I found in living itself. I loved the company of others and hadn’t yet embraced — for myself — the separation from ‘the people of the World’ that would become necessary once I went to live at New Creation Farm. I was, however, far more circumspect in my relationship with the nurses, especially Cathy, who’d managed to embroil herself with a married man and resented any sanctimonious advice which I occasionally tried to offer. 

I knew that I had to behave myself with the ladies, but it didn’t stop me going for long walks with Liz, a very beautiful yet fragile young woman who was working at the home as a volunteer and had recently been involved with a strange religious organisation called ‘the Moonies’ — a cult which I heard about for the first time through this friendship. Like many of the Bugbrooke Sisters, Liz kept her hair in a headscarf: an expression of her religious convictions concerning femininity. She preferred her own company to that of the small gang of us who went out and about together. Shy, and reluctant to open herself up to others, she wasn’t initially very communicative. As she became aware of my own faith, however, she began to confide in me and ask all sorts of questions about Jesus Christ: who he was, how he made himself known to people, how he wanted us to live. She never referred to her time with the Moonies and I never asked her about it, although the hurt and confusion within her was all too apparent. Wanting to help her break out of the mental prison in which she was confined, I thought of asking her to visit Bugbrooke with me. I didn’t, though, because apart from the fact that I doubted whether she would come (she was too timid in one way, and too self-possessed in another way), I had this strange, unaccountable instinct that, for her, it would have been like going from the frying pan into the fire; and I had no wish to be instrumental in breaking a bruised reed. I cannot explain how I can have felt this way while retaining such a strong conviction that the Bugbrooke Community was the right place for me to go and live!


I had agreed with the brethren (Community-speak for those who were responsible for your spiritual welfare) a date when I would move into the farm. The day drew close and I knew I had a particularly painful farewell to make. It was with Hazel from St. Hugh’s at Luton, one of my most faithful pen-pals while I was away at Canterbury and someone with whom I’d grown increasingly close. Hazel just wasn’t the type of girl who would ever have foisted herself on anyone, yet it was quite clear to me how much she would have liked our relationship to progress beyond platonic friendship. Myself also. And had I not intended moving to Bugbrooke it may well have done so. Not that I fully realised at the time how completely the one precluded the other. Oh, the pain of innocence! I was perfectly well aware, of course, that I was about to become subject to the Community’s courtship procedures. But, because it was all so new to me, the stark truth that this would mean there could never be any possibility of a romantic attachment with a non-Community Sister, not even with one so committed to the Christian faith as Hazel was, hadn’t penetrated beyond my ridiculous mental defences — defences which were ever prone to substitute an impression of the way I thought things should be for what they actually were. 

I think that I just didn’t have the mental capacity to comprehend how anyone, even Noel himself, could have objected to the choice of Hazel as a partner; she was so pure, so lovely. Or maybe I thought that she might herself become a Community Sister: I’d taken her with me on several visits to Bugbrooke over the summer months and she was by no means out of sympathy with the Fellowship. I can no longer say exactly what it was I must have thought, but I know I didn’t completely rule out the possibility of there being a more serious liaison between the pair of us at some point in the future. It wasn’t all down to my simplistic naivety, though. For the very reason that I didn’t know how these kind of attachments were handled when people joined the Community, I had asked the advice of a Brother who knew all about the fondness between Hazel and I.

‘I shouldn’t worry too much about it all, my bro,’ had been his reply. ‘I’m sure that “in the Lord” things like this can be sorted out one way or another.’ 

His deceit had been in his failure to spell out exactly what was meant by ‘sorted out’.


A few days before I was due to drive up to Bugbrooke in my green, mark-one Cortina Estate (which belched thick black smoke from its exhaust with embarrassing profusion), the St. Hugh’s young people’s group met in Hazel’s house for a Bible study. I began to make my good-byes after it finished but was aware that Hazel had rather abruptly left the room we were in. I went to look for her. She was stood in the kitchen looking extremely forlorn and had tears in her eyes. Never before had I seen her so disconsolate, though it didn’t take a Claire Raynor to work out what was going on. I offered her some crumpled up — but clean —  tissues which had been stuffed in my pockets.


‘Come on, use these you daft thing,’ I said, trying to be as kind and positive as possible. ‘We’ve just got to try and think about what the Lord wants for us — that’s what we’ve got to try and do. I know you’d been hoping we could go out together. And maybe it will happen one day. Maybe we will get together. ……… It’s not that I’m not fond of you, you know. I am fond of you! Very fond! But I’ve got to be obedient and do what I believe God is telling me. I’m sorry it hurts you — really, really sorry.’

While standing right in front of her with our bodies very nearly touching, I reached down and took both her hands firmly in mine. I couldn’t possibly have been more genuine in what I was saying and wanted her to feel my affection: I too was hurting. She dried her eyes and we were able to spend a few precious moments talking honestly and openly about how we felt towards one another. Then she gave me a gentle kiss on the cheek and we said good-bye. If there had been any residual hope left within her of a future relationship between the pair of us, I knew when I’d been living in the Community only a short space of time and was told I should have nothing more to do with her — not even write to her — that I’d been wrong to offer such a tenuous lifeline.


In the early evening of the appointed day, I arrived at New Creation Farm. Jes, one of the house-elders, welcomed me and showed me to my room. I was to be sleeping on the top of a bunk-bed in a room which had three other Brothers in it. My friend, Sean, would be in the bunk beneath me. I’d been at some pains to try and find out how much clothing people normally had when they lived in the Community as I hadn’t wanted to arrive being incorrectly over-equipped. Nor, on the other hand, did I want to be under-equipped and find that I needed to be supplied all too soon with garments from the central clothing store — whose style and fit were, as I understood it, a matter of you-got-what-you-were-given. I needn’t have worried quite so much because I soon learnt there were ways to get the kind of clothes you felt more or less comfortable with — at least, that is, if you were a Brother. (Sisters really did have to accept whatever they were given!)


One of the first things I wanted to do was visit Jonathon and his wife, Sue, at New Creation Hall. The warmth of their welcome during my first visit had been an extremely important aspect of what had caused me to believe the Community to be a wonderful place, and I knew they would be delighted now that I’d now moved in to join with them in membership. I spoke to Jes about it.


‘I don’t think it would be a good idea for you, my bro,’ he said with paternal firmness. ‘It’s best you just stay at the Farm and get to know the Brothers here.’

I was taken aback by his response and couldn’t understand it. Were my movements within the Community going to be restricted? Was I to be confined to a discipline of almost monastic obedience? Not quite. But I was being shielded from exposure to things which Jes believed would be harmful for me. I accepted the restriction which was placed on me without knowing that Jonathon and Sue had become disaffected with the Community: it obviously hadn’t been of consequence for Jes to tell me they were seriously considering ‘splitting’. In a matter of days they were gone, as was the opportunity for them to poison my fledgling commitment with their misgivings and grievances.

In spite of assurances which I felt I’d received, the Community wasn’t benignly tolerant and philosophically understanding about ‘the breaking of covenant’, so called, occasioned by those who ‘split’ — those who broke rank and left! This was to be no easy-come-easy-go affair. It was, so I came to understand, meant to be a life-long commitment; and those who broke their promises of everlasting loyalty did so in disobedience to God himself. When such treachery — packing your bags and leaving — had been perpetrated, we were sometimes expected to sing a dreadful dirge about a biblical ‘traitor’ called Demas who parted company with the apostle Paul and thereby fell into ‘apostasy’: a salutary reminder of what lay in store for any one of us who might choose to travel a similar path. The message was also forcibly communicated in another, easier-to-remember chorus which we also sang on these occasions:


‘Some turn back, believe it,


Some turn back; we’ve seen it.


Don’t be taken unawares,


Don’t fall into Satan’s snare,


Or let a root of bitterness


Spring up in you heart consciousness!


Love Messiah’s chosen race,


Do not doubt your honoured place


Do not thwart God’s perfect grace for you.’


Entry into full membership was through the act of adult baptism, or — for those who believed themselves to have already had a ‘valid’ baptism by full-immersion elsewhere — through a ceremony known as the giving of the right hand of fellowship. In both instances the sacramental ritual was meant to signify that a ‘covenanted’ commitment had been made, a commitment regarded as being lifelong and unbreakable: an expectation of enormous consequence given that many young people, like myself, were baptised into membership after little more than a few weeks of living in the Community. It was, however, to be some considerable time after my arrival at New Creation Farm before I came to appreciate the intensity of stigmatising reprobation heaped on the heads of those who, having entered into membership, dared to split — dared to part company with the Community.



In those early days of moving to New Creation Farm, like any new recruit to a strict organisation, or even like a novice to monastic life (of which the very thought gave me the jitters), I was ready to keep my head down, buckle under and do what I was told. I could see no other way of accommodating myself to a lifestyle which I knew would challenge my independence to the limits but which I had determined within myself was God’s will for me.


Given the expectation that we should all ‘work’ in some way, I was initially asked to help out in the pig yard. It was a demand made upon me whereby I learnt to live with — and very nearly enjoy — the omnipresent smell of pig waste that clung to every part of your exposed flesh and clothing. It became ingrained in your finger nails and couldn’t be completely removed by even the most vigorous scrubbing when you took a shower at the end of the day. Mucking out pigsties for the rest of my life wouldn’t have been a vocation willingly entered into, yet I tried to cope with the pain of blisters and weary muscles cheerfully; likewise, the tedium of repeated tasks. I have to confess, however, that I was very nearly overwhelmed when asked to clean out the deep, sump-like pit under the farrowing cages where voluminous quantities of urine and excrement had collected. As I descended into it, the obnoxious and nauseating odour was all too much; I was very nearly physically sick. I had never been a person to shirk the demands of strenuous physical labour but found the avaricious arrogations of the pig yard — which I was unaccustomed to — extremely exhausting. When confronted by this hellish pit, I came very close to raising the white flag of surrender.
CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Life in Zion

I was too servile or too proud — I really cannot say which — to make any articulated plea for clemency concerning my duties in the pig yard, although my weary deportment must have told its own story! Besides, I knew that aspects of the New Creation Christian Community’s lifestyle, such as our work responsibilities, were all part of finding a ‘new creation identity’, as sung about in another Community chorus:


‘I’ve found my new identity, my new creation self.’

To inherit this identity was by no means a simple case of removing one set of clothes and putting on another. To become the person whom the Lord wanted you to be wasn’t a matter of simply ‘having faith’ and relying on God to make you into a better person; it involved dying to the flesh — the process of renouncing your own self-life in order to avail yourself of the new, restored, re-created character God had in store for you. As such, we grew to learn there were, effectively, two forces at work within us: the work of the flesh and the work of the Spirit. The former comprised everything dirty, selfish, rebellious, lazy and fallen, everything inherited from ‘the first Adam’, the progenitor of fallen mankind; the latter, everything wholesome, unselfish, obedient, pure and strong, everything given us by ‘the second Adam’, Jesus Christ himself, the saviour of redeemed mankind. At last I now understood the meaning of the words immortalised in the famous hymn, ‘Praise to the holiest in the height’: a hymn which is sung every Sunday throughout the land but whose words are often lost within the swell of the mighty pipe organs and the clear, unfaltering mellifluence of the choirs:


“Praise to the holiest in the height,


When all was sin and shame,


A second Adam to the fight


And to the rescue came!”


Believe me! If ever a fight was waged between the flesh and the spirit, it was during those days in the pig yard. If ever anyone could have said ‘the spirit is willing but the flesh is weak’, it was me. I just had to keep reminding myself that there was a good purpose to it all, that I should regard it as a ‘discipline’ to help me acquire my new identity. In fact it was quite normal for people in the Community to deliberately give one another disciplines for that very purpose, and it would be hard to forget the occasion in chapel when the assembly was asked to volunteer examples of them.


‘I’ve got a good one, bro,’ Jes shouted out. He was an extremely colourful character; and if anyone could be relied on to respond enthusiastically, Jes was your man. Just by the way he spoke when he was in one his ‘bubbly’ moods, you somehow sensed that one way or another you were going to be amused.


‘Tell us about it then, Brother Jes,’ Noel replied.


‘Well, bro, Miriam’s always been a bit squeamish about things to do with the countryside, if you know what I mean.’ (Miriam was his Jes’s wife.) ‘She doesn’t like smells and messes, things like that. A bit too posh she is. A bit too refined for all that. So I gave her the discipline of going to tread in a country pancake. I told her to take her shoes and socks off and stand in it for a while to help her “get the victory” over her airs and graces.’ 

A few gave quiet moans of sympathy at the very thought of what poor Miriam had been expected to do. Most people, including Noel, were silent, thoughtful — embarrassed. Had Noel himself thought this was taking things just a bit too far, he would have done well to reflect on who he should blame. If a dog is trained to protect the home, then its owner shouldn’t curse the animal if it goes further than intended one day by inflicting serious wounds on an intruder. The trainer, not the trained, is the one truly responsible. 

Although the cow-pad tale had made me draw my shoulders upwards with an awkward shiver of disgust at the very thought, some considerable time further on in my Community membership I heard about another discipline which, this time, left me smouldering inside with an anger I had no obvious way of venting. It involved a young Sister, Helena, who was one of my partners in the street-evangelism which took place every Friday night in nearby towns and cities. (These were the few occasions when Brothers and Sisters teamed up so closely.) Because she was anxious to keep her figure in trim, Helena had made the confession to her household elders that she believed herself to be guilty of vanity. They rewarded her honesty with the discipline of making her take extra helpings at every meal until told she’d put on sufficient weight. 

It wasn’t long before the effects of Helena’s dietary discipline were clearly noticeable in her figure. For all I was worth, I wanted — in friendship — to shake her, shake her, shake her, to get through to her that she was daft to have made such a confession in the first place. Yes, we were meant to be perfectly open and honest with one another, we were meant to confess our sins and weaknesses to one another; and I do believe I was as conscientious as most in purging my soul in this way. I had the good sense, however, to know what was sinful, what was vanity, and what was normal, reasonable, human behaviour. This wasn’t a Sister who preened and prided herself like some vainglorious tart, nor did she display anything but considerate modesty and gentleness both in the way she dressed and in the way she treated everyone. Furtherstill; whilst she was genuinely attractive, she didn’t exactly have the vital statistics of a Kate Moss or even a shapely rear-of-the-year Carole Smiley. She was, shall we say, ‘nicely average’. If, then, her desire to have retained such discrete proportions is in any way the sort of concern with our appearance which can be labelled as being vain, then may Heaven help us for I suspect we shall, all of us, be found wanting when the secrets of our hearts are revealed on the day of judgement. 


But if this lovely Sister should have had more sense than to confess such a thing as vanity, then how much more culpable the man who deemed such a perverse discipline to be appropriate. Pray God, will someone explain to me what good in Heaven or on Earth can be achieved by making someone eat more than is good for their bodies? Perhaps, and only perhaps, there is merit in the act of penance — the execution of an arduous task to expurgate the soul from the effects and the guilt of sin. Certainly there are churches within Christendom that espouse such a doctrine. But this fellowship wasn’t amongst them! Disciplines were not meant to be acts of penance, a way of making atonement for sin; rather, a pragmatic means of helping the Brothers and Sisters to adorn themselves with holiness. If, therefore, I’d wanted to shake Helena, then how much more vigorously did I want to shake the one responsible for this ridiculous imposition, demanding of him to tell me:


‘How in God’s name will this small-minded, high-handed discipline help this Sister to become holy? How will it help her to “overcome” her wish to remain reasonably shaped? And what’s wrong with such a wish anyway? Are we all meant to be overweight in order that we shouldn’t be vain? And who is going to give Noel a discipline to help him “overcome” the self-conscious vanity which makes him brush his remaining hair over the top of his otherwise bald head? 

There is a Christian tradition, far wider and older than the Community at Bugbrooke, which teaches that ‘obedience’ is good for the soul. So I guess it may have been argued that Helena was benefiting from the act of obedience in its own right. 

The obedience lesson was well learnt one day at the farm when water supplies to the pig farrowing shed were interrupted. Immediate action was needed, the well-being — not to mention commercial value — of the young piglets being in jeopardy. Noel organised all the available Brothers into a long chain reaching from the farmhouse to the pig shed and had them pass buckets of water from one to another in order to replenish the drinking troughs. The sight caused some amusement to one Brother as he came up the farm drive on his way home from work at a nearby electronics firm. Graeme wasn’t known for his diffidence!


‘What’s going on here? he asked. Noel explained.


‘That’s daft,’ he then objected. ‘Why don’t you just fill up the water tanker and get someone to pull it round to the pig shed with a tractor. The buckets can then be filled up from there.’

Noel took the suggestion with bad grace and muttered something about ‘obedience’. Later in the evening, as we all sat round the tables in the farm dining-room for our evening meal, he gave us a reproving little homily on just that subject. Referring to his short period of service in the Navy by way of illustration, he emphasised the importance of obeying orders from the officers irrespective of the opinions of the ratings.


‘The little exercise this afternoon,’ he explained, ‘showed me how much we need to understand the importance of “obedience training” within the Community.’ And so the débâcle had a value and purpose after all that none of us had realised at the time! 


After I had been a Community member for several years, this whole issue of ‘obedience’ began to give me enormous problems ! Were we meant to be obedient to the eldership of the Community at all times and in all instances? Is that what Noel meant by ‘having a good Kingdom heart’? If so, I was worried; not least because I’d grown to trust some of the elders far more than others. I knew that the ones I did fully trust were unlikely to require of me anything which would deeply offend my conscience or sense of proportionality. The others I wasn’t so sure about. I would most definitely have wanted rights of appeal to a higher authority had anybody told me to take second helpings at every meal! And at the top of the authority-pyramid was Noel himself. The use of the words ‘Noel says so’ was often used as a trump card which, when played, brought all disputes to a conclusion. That was it! If Noel says so, then it must be so — end of argument.

 This being the case, I found myself growing increasingly worried that, taken to its logical conclusion, my obedience to the community meant not so much my obedience to ‘the elders’ as to Noel himself. And there lay my dilemma. What safeguards would control any present or future demands made upon us by him under this concept of ‘obedience’? Noel had referred to the Navy. But even within such a regimented institution there are ‘checks and balances’. The officer giving instructions is himself a man under authority who is restricted by defined parameters of jurisdiction. Even in combat he cannot assume to himself more command than what his rank and rules-of-engagement allow. Nor so the man right at the top of the greasy pole, the Admiral of the Fleet himself. He too must give account to the Secretary of State for Defence, who must give account to Parliament, who must give account to the electorate. And within ‘the Church’, with its plethora of ‘orders’ and ‘armies’ and ‘missions’, there is nearly always a framework of  accountability which inevitably exercises a controlling influence. 


What such safeguards did we have? What such safeguards in a Community where we had been told that ‘democracy is the enemy of a true church’? To whom was Noel accountable? I knew that other church leaders were being told that he was no more than the senior pastor amongst a controlling group of elders. But if they were reassured by such statements, I wasn’t. 


There were all manner of aspects to the way we lived which reinforced the Community’s ownership of us. Many of us were even given a new name, a ‘virtue’ name, especially if we were a John or a Steve or a Dave and needed to be distinguished from all the other Johns, Steves and Daves. I became John Diligent, known to most simply as ‘Diligent’, or, to my closest friends, just ‘Dil’. (Better than the ‘Heavy Evy’ nickname I’d been dubbed with at Eton.)


Moreover, even though we weren’t forbidden from keeping contact with our natural families altogether (unlike what one hears about some other well-known sects and cults), we were explicitly encouraged to treat our Brothers and Sisters in the Community as being our true family. So although many, like myself, continued to enjoy reasonably regular communications with our parents, our loyalty to the Community was nevertheless always expected to take precedence over any residual loyalty to our kinsfolk. In fact it wouldn’t be untrue to say that continuing links with our families were allowed more as concession to ‘correct and respectful behaviour’ than anything else. Acknowledgement of birthdays, going home at Christmas, buying presents; all kinds of conventional indicators of attachment such as these were beyond the limit of what was considered to be acceptable. This being so, it was inevitable that there would be some parents who felt snubbed and rejected by their children. They blamed the Community of course, and there was much acrimony. The consequence of it all was that several of the Brothers and Sisters became more or less totally estranged from their flesh and blood.


 To emphasise the finality of the move we had made from one kingdom to another, we were sometimes encouraged to burn relics of the past which had been of value to us. Standing in front of a bonfire at New Creation Farm one day, I threw onto it my small but highly valued record collection. Amongst others, on went Mott the Hoople’s ‘Wildlife’ album, on went The Eagle’s ‘Hotel California’, and on went Pink Floyd’s ‘The Dark Side of the Moon’. Some of these I would be able to replace in later years, others I would be unable to. 

There was another item consumed by the jealous fire which most certainly could never have been replaced — by anyone. On went my Eton College collar with the personalised messages and autographs of all five original Genesis members. When I tell friends the story of what I did with it, they shake their heads with melancholic expressions and say, ‘oh dear.’ I can tell they are too polite to say what they’re really thinking, ‘what a plonker.’ I shudder to think how much that collar would fetch at a rock-memorabilia sale if I still had it. Anyway, there it was, gone for ever, the ashes blown to every corner of the apple orchard. I knew as I walked away from the flames that I’d taken an immensely important step in burning my bridges with the past, in turning from the old and facing the new. I felt within myself I had ‘let go’. I’d been obedient in this and could now be obedient in almost anything.


It wasn’t my struggle with the whole notion of ‘obedience’, however, which led to the relief I felt when I was asked to work in the tractor repair shed instead of the pig yard. Besides, this ‘struggle’ in any significant form lay some way ahead. The problem I had working with the pigs wasn’t anything to do with obedience, as such, it was all to do with how knackered I was at the end of every day! 

It was in the tractor repair shed, under Steve Stalwart’s patient guidance, that I stripped down and rebuilt my first diesel engine. What a proud moment it was for me when the old Fordson Major purred back into life on the very first depression of the starter-button. She continued for many years thereafter to offer her uncomplaining help with the harvesting operations in the orchards — far out-powered by the larger tractors we would buy, but never overshadowed!


My relationship with the old David Brown wasn’t to be nearly so convivial, a serious ‘big-end’ problem that it developed giving me the opportunity for my second major engine-rebuild. This time, though, it needed to be without Steve’s help because he was busy with other things. Armed with the workshop manual, I confidently set about the task; and once I’d successfully restored the engine to operational condition, the tractor was returned to its duties in the cattle yard shifting tons of dung and silage. Another job well done. It therefore came as something of a surprise to receive a report from the cattlemen just a few days later of what sounded like another serious engine failure. Steve and I drove off to the yard, half-a-mile or so away, and had the sump dropped in no time whatsoever. To our horror, it was immediately obvious that the crankshaft had sheered in half. Another rebuild would be needed. It was while so employed that I discovered a grove in the big-end bearing thrust-washers which needed to be fitted facing inwards to facilitate the smooth passage of oil. Sufficient time has now elapsed for me to confess that I have no idea whatsoever which way round I fitted the thrust-washers on the previous occasion. Had they been fitted with the groove facing outwards, it would go a long way to explain the premature — and otherwise inexplicable — failure of the unlubricated crankshaft.


The farm was run on a fairly tight budget. So, in the first instance, I decided to visit Curly Bell’s scrap yard in the hope that he may have a replacement crankshaft from an old tractor. Curly was a ‘rough’ character if ever there was one. He always had a tatty old woollen hat pulled low down over his unshaven dirty face, and he didn’t so much talk to you as snarl at you. It may say something about the man to know that outside his yard was the hand-painted yet clearly visible notice which read:


‘Trespassers will be sexually assaulted.’


I’d been there once before, but hadn’t ingratiated myself to the man with my persuasive insistence. The first conversation I’d ever had with him had gone something like this:

Curly, (fag in mouth, slouching towards me as he appeared from behind what appeared, to me, to be a chaotic pile of rusting vehicle shells): 

‘Wot ya want, mate?’

John: 

‘Have you got any old bits of chain lying around?’


Curly: 

‘Nah!’

John: 

‘Well, d’you mind if I have a look around anyway to see if I can find some!’


Curly didn’t actually reply to my question. He just looked with total contempt at this ‘college boy’ who thought to doubt his word, spat on the ground, and then, warning me off with his eyes, moved back amongst the scrap. I soon came to realise that he probably knew the location and size of just about every nut and bolt in that yard of his. If he said he didn’t have any bits of chain, he didn’t! Visits to Curly Bell’s scrap yard were never pleasurable, but sometimes necessary. Once bitten, twice shy! I did my very best to never again give him cause for wishing to assault me — in any way whatsoever. 

Thankfully, he did have a crankshaft from a David Brown, and we successfully fitted it into our own tractor after it had been reground at a local engineering firm.


Perhaps it was just as well that the David Brown and I didn’t see too much of one another because I could have sworn it was out to do me mischief, a suspicion which was strengthened by what happened when it was in the workshop to have a fault with the rear-hydraulics repaired (the lift-arms had stopped working). Being a mechanical novice, many problems of this kind were new ones to me; sometimes the successful repairs I made were the result of little more than inspired guesswork concerning diagnosis of the fault. It was helpful, therefore, to have had a very practical minded Brother called Ivor helping me on this occasion.

We cleaned out all the hoses, made extensive mechanical investigations, but didn’t appear to have found any explanation for the fault. The only thing we could then think of doing was refill the hydraulic-oil reservoir in the hope that we may, by chance, have freed up some blockage. This proved to be an extremely slow and tedious process, so we decided to start up the engine to try and get some fluid pumped around. While Ivor went to turn the ignition switch, I remained sat on the concrete-filled barrel — slung between the lift-arms as a counter-balance weight — pouring in fluid. I remember thinking to myself as soon as I heard the engine noise, ‘My God, what will happen if the barrel starts to go up?’ But before I had time to reach out for the control lever, I was thrust forward by what felt like a pair of supremely powerful robotic hands.


I shouted out to Ivor in panic as the sharp edge of the Power-Take-Off guard began pressing into the front of my upper leg (which without much doubt would have been severed had the lift-arms continued to rise). Fortunately, he ignored my plea to come back and operate the control lever but ‘hit’ the engine stop-button instead. The barrel then dropped an inch or two and I eased my leg away. In intense pain and unable to stand, I fell to the ground, where, moaning pitifully, I writhed about. A few Brothers had soon gathered around me.


‘Has anyone got a ministry of healing?’ one of them shouted out. Had I not been in so much pain I may well have gone straight for his throat. 

‘Bugger a ministry of healing,’ I thought, ‘I want a doctor, and quickly.’ Oh ye of little faith! I wonder what my reaction would have been if Jesus himself had told me to ‘lift up my bed and walk?’ I parade the secret thoughts of my mind not as a flag but a confession.


Word was sent back to the farm office, a doctor was called, and Noel himself came running to the scene. With another Brother’s help, he carried me back to the farmhouse and laid me on a bed. There were occasions when Noel could be immensely paternal, kind and reassuring, when you felt confident he had everything in control. This was certainly one of them, and at least he didn’t start wittering on about praying for me to be healed. The doctor, Alasdair, himself a Community Brother, soon arrived. My jeans were cut away to reveal a deep, reddened indentation running all the way across the top of my leg, so precisely formed that it almost appeared to be a natural feature of the limb.

Alasdair, who was quite taken aback by what he saw, knew the pain must be excessive. He immediately gave me a shot of morphine into my arm, followed by another into my buttock. I gasped as the ‘rush’ of drug flooded my body. Nigel, the farm-manager (of whom I shall write more), had to look away lest too many nostalgic memories should seduce him — he was an ex-heroin-user. The pain abated, but only slightly, so the kind doctor repeated the dose into my arm and backside. By the time the ambulance arrived to take me away, I had already ‘gone’. I spent the next few hours in dazed oblivion, and I was almost totally unaware of the passage of time while being treated in the casualty department of the local hospital.


Surprisingly, the X-rays taken didn’t reveal any broken bones, and later that same day I was taken back to the farmhouse by ambulance again. The paramedics who carried me up to my room in a stretcher-chair had to pass through the large entrance-hall of the farm, which, at the time, was packed full with about thirty or forty Brothers and Sisters who’d assembled for one of the weekly house-meetings — smaller versions of chapel meetings. What these two men must have made of it all, I don’t know! As for me, I was still too stoned to care. I just about managed to give the gathered company a pontifical wave from the glory of my elevated position as I disappeared off up the stairs.


The indentation in my leg remained with me for several years; the mental horror much longer. I woke on several dark nights with a vivid recollection of the incident and haunted by ‘what ifs’. I still shudder to think about it, whilst fully aware that the exercise of rehearsing what might have happened is futile. The concrete-filled bucket wasn’t raised higher! The engine was switched off! Why fret over might-have-beens when you can be thankful for have-beens?


I might just as easily be using this same philosophy in reference to another tractor accident involving my good buddy, Nigel, the ex-heroin-user farm-manager. We could scarcely have been called the best of friends in those days, often at drawn-swords one with another. This was very nearly inevitable given that we were ideally suited for rubbing one another up the wrong way. He was inclined to be brash, loud, and assertive, characteristics which I looked down upon; whereas my own developing personality was marked by softly spoken diffidence and sensitivity, characteristics which Nigel thought were falsely virtuous and wishy-washy. I did my very best not to let him browbeat in the way he did with some of the other farm workers, but I wasn’t always successful: he had the upper-hand over me by virtue of his designation as farm-manager and consequential close association with Noel.


In the seasonal calendar of work at New Creation Farm, the early-summer months were important as a time for harvesting the long meadow grass: the base-product for feeding to the cattle as silage over the winter. Generally, I enjoyed driving tractors on the farm. But not when I had to play second fiddle to Nigel — as I did during this particular exercise — because I was well aware of the speed with which he drove his tractor. Being, so he always used to remind me, the more competent and experienced driver, he invariably chose to drive the ‘lead’ tractor — the one that pulled the forage-harvester (grass-cutter) behind it. I was always detailed to drive the second tractor, the one that pulled a deep-sided trailer to gather the grass cuttings as they were discharged through the harvester’s funnel. While needing to constantly stay within a few feet of the lead tractor’s wheels, I also had to continuously fine tune my exact position in order to ensure an even distribution of the cut grass within the trailer. Keeping up with Nigel like this, while trying to avoid the ever present danger of locking wheels with him, took every ounce of concentration I could manage. 


On the day in question we were cutting grass in a meadow which fell steeply away from the adjacent A5 highway. Regardless of the fact that it was a small, uneven pasture with sharp corners, Nigel, completely careless of my own need to manoeuvre a trailer very nearly full with several tons of cut grass, hurtled around at a breakneck pace. As we sped along parallel with the road, and therefore leaning away from it, I saw his tractor bounce up and down after it had hit extremely uneven ground. Driving so close together, there was no opportunity to slow down or take evasive action. Instinctively, I knew these bumps and furrows were going to make it very hard for me to control my tractor. To my amazement, though, I passed over them relatively easily, my correct position maintained as the rear wheels bounced out of the hollows. I breathed a sigh of relief and quietly mouthed ‘bless the Lord’ — the benediction used by most of the Brothers and Sisters dozens and dozens of times every week, if not every day.


But my thanksgiving was premature. Scarcely had the words left my mouth than I found myself being propelled away from the open-topped tractor as it was flung violently upwards and over towards the ground. Because my left foot was trapped behind the clutch pedal, I flopped down, head first, beneath the side of the tractor — now suspended at a dangerous angle only a few feet from the ground. It would surely have rolled on top of me had it not been locked in this position by the draw-bar pin attaching it to the trailer. Nigel came running over and managed to disengage my foot so that I could crawl clear. I was then able to see exactly what had happened. Although the tractor itself had indeed ridden safely over the bumps, the trailer — with a far higher centre of gravity — had crashed to the ground with its tonnage of grass, taking the tractor like but a die-cast model with it. I owed my life, possibly, to the particular way in which the draw-bar pin had buckled, thereby preventing the tractor from making final contact with the ground.


When Noel arrived at the scene, he was furious with Nigel. 


‘We’ll need to get this trailer upright as soon as possible, bro,’ he said. And shaking his head in vexed frustration as if the entire forces of evil had colluded together against the Community, he added:

 ‘They’ll all be laughing at us in the pubs tonight if anyone sees this from the road.’


It was one of a number of statements made by Noel which I could hardly believe I’d heard, which I stored without further comment in my mind until I should understand the man with greater illuminance. Steve came down from the workshop armed with ropes and a more powerful tractor. He had the overturned trailer upright in no time; and within an hour I was back at the wheel. For the rest of that particular day, anyway, Nigel drove with far greater caution. Furtherstill, on future occasions when I partnered him he was hardly able to complain if I signalled that I wanted to slow down — although the beggar did his best to make me feel a wimp for doing so!

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

The Canterbury scene

Many of the anecdotes and illustrations concerning Community life so far related took place during the university vacations, when I lived and worked at New Creation Farm. Back at the university itself, I was full of the evangelistic, proselytising fervour so peculiar to those recently converted to a new lifestyle, be it that of a non-smoking, socialism, environmentalism, or even vegetarianism. Notwithstanding either previous promises I’d made myself or how objectionable I’d found the same kind of behaviour in others, I wasted no opportunity to sing the praises of the sect I’d joined, enthusiastically partnered in doing so by Debbie, who had made a renewed, unassailable commitment to ‘the Brotherhood’. Clive, having graduated, now lived at New Creation Hall.


We made the pilgrimage to Bugbrooke nearly every weekend and often invited people to travel up with us: journeys I can now look back on with some amusement but which weren’t necessarily much fun at the time. Uppermost in my mind is the occasion when we’d been ‘allocated’ a three-wheeled, fibre-glass Reliant to travel in — and there were five of us making the one-hundred-and-forty-mile journey. Somehow, somehow, we managed to squeeze everyone into the diminutive vehicle yet still hurtle down the M1 fast enough for the speedometer to register seventy miles-an-hour. It was really quite frightening. Every time an articulated lorry rattled past, the little Reliant, caught in the slipstream, lurched dramatically to the left and I found myself driving on the hard shoulder. This was no vehicle to drive at speed on a motorway! In those days, however, I lacked sufficient clout in the Community to influence such absurd decisions concerning vehicle allocation and just had to make the best of it. Fortunately, it was soon realised by those with more seniority that our transport was unacceptable, and we were then given a comfortable Morris Marina to travel in; luxury indeed!


It wasn’t too long before Debbie and I were joined in our commitment to the Community by four of those who had been our weekend guests: Sue, Angie, Clive and Steve. This meant we needed a second vehicle. Initially we were given a beautiful, green Morris Minor, the car one senior Brother described as the only one he’d ever driven that gave him no ‘pride of life’ whatsoever when he was behind the wheel. The man must have had no romance in his soul for I believed the vehicle to be quite wonderful: the gentle throb of the engine was uniquely distinctive, the staid stability of road handling reassuring, and the spoked steering-wheel a delight to handle. It was a sad day when we were given a characterless Ford Escort to replace it.


The six of us formed ourselves into a small pocket of Bugbrooke in the middle of Canterbury. We travelled together, eat together, ‘lived’ together, and pooled our finances in a common-purse system akin to that operated in the other Community households. Myself and the other two Brothers lived in an old, virtually derelict, badly heated farmworkers’ cottage in Herseden; the three Sisters in a modern bungalow at Sturry. Through our endeavours to promote the Bugbrooke brotherhood, we managed to make ourselves very nearly despised by erstwhile Christian friends; and the charge was frequently made against us that our only interest in associating with the Christian Union was to try and steal away other student members to join us in the Community. We denied such an accusation vehemently and complained that we were being ‘persecuted’ because of the lifestyle we practised. If the truth be known, though, those who charged us with such indictments were not too far from the mark. And they did well insofar as they managed to restrict the influence we otherwise may have had on several  people who, at one time, we thought we’d won over to swell our numbers.


In writing this story it isn’t my intention to rehearse regrets, but the way we behaved at Canterbury was undeniably condescending and very nearly unforgivable. Nor is there any doubt that it was, primarily, myself to blame: I was the one consumed with proselytising zeal. So to those of you to whom I made myself odious, I would say I am very very sorry. But please remember that I myself had been influenced by others. 


The Canterbury days cannot be passed over except I talk about my love for one of the Sisters, Angie. In no way could it have been described as love or lust at first sight. It was far more akin to what had happened with Hazel, a deep affection that grew from friendship. Not that I ever had any way of finding out from Angie herself whether my feelings were reciprocated because, having become a faithful Brother, obedient to the Community way of doing these things, I never spoke with her directly about affairs of the heart: I had to rely on intuition and disclosures made by her own elder, Kelly, to reassure myself of what I thought I saw whenever our eyes met. 

While together at university, we enjoyed one another’s company in a way denied to most of the other couples in the Community who were ‘soft’ on one another — and, despite the rigid segregation, there were many. I was well aware how hard it was going to be for me come the time when I had graduated from Canterbury and would only see Angie infrequently: at chapel maybe, or on the occasions when she came to work on the farm. 


Our ‘relationship’ — if it can be called that — had known conflict as well as tenderness. Without being a bona fide ‘elder’, I was nevertheless deemed to be the ‘shepherd’ of my little Canterbury flock. As such, I saw myself to be responsible for ensuring the lifestyle we adopted was as close as possible to what was practised within the Community itself. Angie was quite a headstrong young lady and didn’t always take willingly to this. Neither did she readily accept I had any authority over her. And nor did I, except that afforded me by her intent to become a Community member: an intent which, initially, was rather volatile and uncertain. I was often worried she would be enticed away from our little circle by the strong attachments she continued to maintain with other members of the Christian Union, or that she would capitulate in her struggle to relinquish the independence pulling her in other directions. Getting Angie to knuckle under, ‘taming’ her strong, healthy, independent will, was like trying to keep the proverbial wave on the sand. And the high-handed attempts I sometimes made to bring her into line, believing them to be for her own good, gave her every reason not to love but to resent me. Not only that, but I also made a proper fool of myself on more than one occasion with stupid — uncharacteristic, I hope — displays of male chauvinism.


We were all travelling back to university in the Marina after one particular weekend at Bugbrooke and Angie was taking her turn at the wheel. Normally, we arrived back at Canterbury somewhere around one o’clock on the Monday morning. This being so, each of us was dog-tired as we headed south-east along the M2. I was sat in the front next to Angie, falling asleep.


‘John!’ she said. ‘John! Wake up! There’s something wrong. I can’t seem to hold the car straight.’

I opened my bleary eyes. She was travelling at seventy and I was aware of the strong wind blowing across the motorway.


‘Don’t worry yourself,’ I said. ‘It’s only the wind. Just try and keep going — we’re nearly there.’

While staying at the farm over the weekends, I was expected to do my fair share of physical labour. Every Sunday I had to get up at around six o’clock to go and muck-out three of four of the pigsties before the morning meeting at the chapel. Not surprisingly then, I was well and truly bushed by the time we hit the M2. And having already driven the car for some seventy or eighty miles before we changed over in south London, I just wanted to sleep for the rest of the journey. But Angie woke me again after just a few moments.


‘It’s no good, John. It’s all over the place!’

‘Oh for Heaven’s sake, Angie,’ I muttered, feeling quite irritated with the woman’s ineptitude behind the wheel. ‘Pull over onto the hard shoulder and I’ll take over.’

I soon realised what Angie had been complaining about as we again gathered speed: the strength of the cross wind was quite alarming. Determined, however, to hold the car in a straight line, I continued to struggle with the driving-wheel. Then suddenly, in one of those blinding flashes of inspiration to which I was prone, I realised what it must be like trying to drive a car with a blown-out tyre. The erratic behaviour of the steering had nothing whatsoever to do with the wind! We stopped again, and sure enough the rear offside was as flat as a pancake. To make matters worse, the spare tyre was also flat. So we all had to walk several miles to a nearby town and wander around for ages, lost weary souls at the dead of night, before we eventually found a taxi to drive us the fifteen miles or so back to Canterbury. We left the Marina on the hard shoulder to be recovered the next day. I hope I had the good grace to apologise to Angie, but can’t remember doing so.


It was the very same vehicle which got me into further trouble with another blow-out, this time as we travelled northwards on the M1. Once again it was Angie driving when the incident took place; I was following close behind in the Escort. When I saw her pull over onto the hard shoulder, I did the same myself, then got out, found out what the problem was, and set about changing the Marina’s wheel. Everything went very smoothly. I felt my mechanical prowess could have done nothing else but impress my heartthrob because we were back on the road in no time at all.


But we’d only been travelling for a further ten miles or so when Angie again signalled her request for us to stop by the side of the road. I cannot deny I felt irritated; nor can I plead fatigue as an excuse on this occasion.


‘What is it this time, Angie?’ I asked as she walked back towards me.


‘Well, I thought I could hear a knocking noise coming from the back wheel which you just changed,’ she said.

I went over to have a look and took a good feel round the edge of the tyre. Everything appeared in order to me, so I strongly suspected it was nothing more than a case of female anxiety, unfamiliar as women are with the strange noises that vehicles sometimes make.


‘There’s nothing wrong that I can see, Angie,’ I said. ‘Maybe the “balancing” on the spare wheel isn’t quite right or something. But I assure you it’s nothing to worry about.’

After just another few miles I could see one of her passengers, Steve Solid, leaning out through the front window of the Marina and looking back anxiously towards the rear wheel. I groaned within myself. Hadn’t I said that everything was okay? Were we ever going to get to Northampton I wondered as Angie pulled over for the third time. This time she stayed in the car while Steve came back to talk with me.


‘She’s not just imagining it you know, John. There really is something wrong — it’s making a hell of a noise.’

‘Oh my Lord!’ I thought to myself, realising instantly just what the problem was! After I’d let the vehicle down off the jack, so keen had I been to complete the operation with pit-stop swiftness, and thereby impress, that I’d completely forgotten to make the final tightening of the wheel nuts. In not doing so, let me not pretend otherwise, I’d endangered their lives; and I believe I was suitably contrite as I tightened the nuts up properly. 

It was in my final year at university that I decided the only obvious career I could follow with any conviction or enthusiasm was teaching. But these weren’t the kind of decisions you made on your own; not if you were a member of the New Creation Christian Community. Major decisions like these needed to be discussed with and approved by the elder to whom you ‘submitted’ — in my case Jes, a man who, always with the best interests of ‘the Kingdom’ at heart, was quite capable of making decisions and speaking his mind without having first considered all the relevant whys and wherefores. Only a few weeks after I’d moved into the farm, as a case in point, he asked me to find out about transferring my degree course to a local Polytechnic so that I wouldn’t have any need to be away from the Community during the week. This had been a real problem for me! Considering all the struggles I’d been through to get there, and also how well I’d managed to settle in, I would have found leaving Canterbury a devastating wrench. It wasn’t even as if I would have been the only Community member away at college! Fortunately Noel himself, having got to hear about all this, had intervened, insisting it was important for my self-esteem — if nothing else — that I stay at Canterbury. 

Another of the occasions I had reason to be thankful to Noel for taking a direct interest in my welfare was when I arrived at the farm one weekend and found out that I’d been taken off Sunday-morning pig duties. I felt enormously grateful. Not because I minded the actual task of getting up early to go and muck out the pigsties (in fact I quite enjoyed it!), rather because of how exhausted I used to get on our late-Sunday-evening journeys back South. And when I say exhausted, I do mean exhausted! I used to be a danger to both myself and everyone else on the final stretches of the motorway through Kent. Sometimes, my eyes would deny all the rational, life-preserving attempts I made to fight off the slumber which begged them to close. It wasn’t at all uncommon for me to give myself an almighty startled fright when I suddenly realised that I’d driven up dangerously close to a vehicle in front: the very same vehicle which I was sure had been some considerable way ahead in the dark distance of the night the last time I noticed it was there. But at the least the resulting surge of adrenaline helped me to regain control of my eyes for a further few miles.


It was Noel himself who’d recognised the inflexible way in which the farm elders had refused to have one rule for some and another rule for others: everyone else has to do work on the farm, so why shouldn’t John Diligent? Nor had I myself wanted to be treated any differently to the rest. The truth of the situation, however, was that no one else in my household had needed to make such a punishing journey late of a Sunday night; nor had they been virtually ‘on the go’ since the Friday night  — which was when we used to leave Canterbury. Observing all this, Noel made the necessary reproaches to bring change: change which meant I was able to enjoy the bliss of an extra few hours Sunday-morning sleep without having colluded in any way whatsoever to obtain such a privilege. 

Noel also took careful note what had become known as ‘the Canterbury scene’, and he often used to congratulate me in my endeavours to ‘expand the Kingdom’. Although it was but the six of us who remained at the nucleus of this ‘scene’, there were others who became Community members as an indirect consequence of our efforts to ‘reach out’.


At a time when my star of spiritual status had risen to a position of some ascendancy, there was a general consensus of opinion within the Brotherhood that it would be a good idea for me to stay on at Canterbury to ‘shepherd’ Sue and Angie — who were slightly younger than the rest of us — through their final year at university. Against this background, I didn’t have much doubt that Jes would agree to me enrolling on a post-graduate course at a teacher-training college in Bexley Heath, an outer suburb of south-east London which was just about within commuting distance of Canterbury. His blessing formally given, I applied to the college and was offered a place. Praise be! The evil day of being taken away from Angie’s company had been deferred for another year.


But my plans for teacher-training were changed when Noel asked me to look into the possibility of doing sociological research — with the Bugbrooke Community as the subject. This was because the popular press had been giving the Community a considerable amount of bad publicity by making allegations which included ‘brainwashing’, ‘family-splitting’, and ‘cruelty towards children’. Noel was of the mind that a properly researched publication, academically authenticated and highlighting all the sociological benefits of the way we lived, would prove invaluable. Enquiries within the academic circles of the university led me to a professor who was both enthusiastic about the field of study I wished to pursue and willing to include me amongst his research students. The arrangement was ratified when it was confirmed that I had been given an upper-second in my finals, and I therefore cancelled the offer of a place at teacher-training college. This was done with no small measure of regret since I had little ambition to pursue academic studies which I’d become weary of!


During the summer recess following my graduation, however, Noel promulgated his vision for the Community of ‘enlarging the tent’ by establishing ‘satellite’ communities throughout the Midlands. For myself, this meant all-change again. Deemed to be someone with a successful evangelistic ministry, I was asked — told — to go and live in the newly purchased ‘Harvest’ house, near Coventry. In consequence, I also had to make arrangements to transfer my research studies to Warwick University. The ‘invitation’ to move had been given by Noel himself, and I knew he would be neither influenced nor pleased if I appealed to keep my place at Canterbury just because I wanted to remain near to Angie. Besides, I did have what everyone called ‘a Kingdom heart’ didn’t I? I did want to do what was best for the whole of the Brotherhood, not just for myself, didn’t I?


If, in fact, I did have a ‘Kingdom heart’, I’m afraid it didn’t help to ease the pain of knowing that I would now only see Angie on the occasions when our paths fortuitously crossed while we were engaged in some common Community activity. I was only twenty-two years old. Twenty-five was the ‘magical’ age when courtship could be countenanced: I’d therefore only served eighteen months or so of the prolonged romantic-sabbatical enforced on me. These months had seemed long enough even though I’d seen and talked to Angie just about every day. How would I get through the next three years? 

I’d also made the dreadful mistake one day, at the height of my ‘zeal for Zion’, of suggesting to Noel that I thought maybe, just maybe, the Lord wanted me to take the ‘higher calling’ of remaining single. Believing it to be the proper ‘vocation’ for a Brother regarded by many as having a key role in the vanguard of this expansion which God was meant to have in store for the Community, from that day onwards he marked me out for such a ‘calling’. Not that I was alone in this whole business of contemplating celibacy. There were many of us who, under intense social pressure, had at some point given serious consideration to it. Sometimes it seemed to be a more manageable commitment than the stark alternative of living with uncertainty. Better to be sure of where you stood, maybe, than to live with years of hope which may finally be dashed. 


I was to spend many lonely hours thinking about Angie, pining for her, longing just to see her: a love intensified a million times over by the denials we all had to endure, a love expanded and magnified by being lived out in the imagination, dreamt about, fantasised about, talked about, but never tested face-to-face. Because I couldn’t help but look out for her, I always knew where Angie was sat at chapel meetings. And when our eyes met across the rows, I imagined I saw in them the same painful longing she must have seen in mine. But how could I be sure? Sometimes we had opportunity to talk when she came to work at the farm. Often, though, she would have passed me by before I had the time to settle my fluttering heart and compose myself sufficiently to say:


‘Hi, Angie. Haven’t seen you for a long time. How’s everything doing at Canterbury?’

As the months rolled past, and as I began to have confidence that a future relationship might be possible despite all the talk of celibacy, I began to have longer conversations with her whenever the opportunity arose — the Devil take any purist who may have wished to criticise me for doing so! Was I just imagining it, or was she in great hurry — save for feeling awkward — to bring our chats to a close? I often day-dreamed about what we would say to one another when ‘officially’ allowed to be together for the first time as a courting couple. This led to me writing her a poem ready for the great day. It began:


Dear Angie, many thoughts I want share


with you, the one I hold in love and care.


And did you know? Did shrewdness see


the longing in my heart for thee?


Weeks turned into months turned into years. It would be a misrepresentation of the truth to deny that I enjoyed many happy days cradled in the bosom of a Community which I believed to be wonderful. I formed many valued, enriching friendships, the like of which I’d never known before. And life as a Community member wasn’t all unmitigated intensity and self-denial. There were occasions of great laughter and merriment, times of great camaraderie, times of great poignancy, and times which I shall return to again and again with melancholic fondness as I daydream about the past. 

But nor can it be denied that some of this pleasure was in spite of rather than because of the Community. Like the time when Sean and I went to the Knebworth pop festival with several other brothers on an evangelistic expedition. The pair of us, having spurned our inhibitions and fears of rejection and embarrassment, had spoken to countless numbers of festival-goers, many of whom had snubbed us, but some of whom had come back with us to our camp site to talk further — and at depth. With evening drawing on to night, we were tired, very tired, so we just flopped to the ground at the back of the main concert area. Led Zeppelin were coming to end of their concert. For their reprise, they began to play ‘Stairway to Heaven’. It was Worldly music, of course, but still able to evoke immense passion within me. I closed my eyes, forgot about the Community, and allowed myself to be stirred by the sweetness of the symphony. As we left the festival site, we did so in the company of a hundred thousand others, all crowded together as they funnelled through a narrow field: a slowly-moving dark ocean of bodies who had become, somehow, magnificent in their sheer magnitude, illuminated only by moonlight.


The anecdotes of pleasure would be legion. And I did sometimes wonder if perhaps it wasn’t Heaven itself when I’d roped up my last trailer load of straw bales for the day, the Brothers who’d been helping me had clambered onto the top of the loaded stack, and I got behind the wheel of the tractor to set off, contented, back through the beautiful Northamptonshire lanes towards the glowing colours of the setting sun: back to New Creation Farm to discharge our cargo, to maybe sit around and sing songs of Zion together, to laugh, joke and go off to bed tired but happy. And then, after the refreshment of sleep, we were ready to spend another day out in the harvest fields and the sunshine. No wonder one of the Community Brothers wrote down his feelings in a song which began:

“Happy the days in Zion’s fields

Enclosed away from Babel’s strife;

Beneath the Father’s open sky

We feel the Spirit’s fertile life.’

Nor was life in the Community devoid of excitement. On Friday nights, for example, a whole gang of us went out and about to different local towns. Intent on engaging people in conversations about our faith, we simply approached passers-by in the street or mixed in with people at the crowded pubs. The friendships and associations we made sometimes led to the recruitment of new members (although we would have objected to using the word ‘recruitment’), but they also led to diverse and fascinating experiences as we travelled here and there to nurture and strengthen the links which had been forged.


One Friday evening, out on the streets of Leamington Spa, we couldn’t help but be aware of not only a most unusual atmosphere in the town but also the surprising absence of passers-by. We’d arrived late on in the evening and were wondering quite what to do with ourselves as we stood forlornly on the edge of the park by the Spa Centre. The main parade behind us, lined on both sides with stately Georgian buildings, was deserted. Suddenly, a couple of skinheads came running towards us. I knew I had to seize the opportunity, so ran alongside them.


‘Hold on. I’d like to talk with you for a moment, please,’ I panted, glad that I’d been bold but feeling rather stupid as I tried to keep pace with them. The next thing I knew, I was looking down the sharp blade of a long knife held menacingly close to my face. I would have loved to do-a-David-Wilkinson and tell them ‘Jesus loves you’, but it would have been a borrowed phrase, hollow and meaningless. Leaving them to run on, I drew back.


Shortly after, another small gang of skinheads came past, one of them being helped along by the others. He was clutching the side of his head, which, even in the diffused amber glare of the street lighting, we could clearly see was covered in blood. He’d been attacked, no doubt, by the pair whom we’d just seen legging it: the pair who may, I suppose, have thought that I’d intended to try and apprehend them. No sooner had the small gang passed by than the whole street seemed to be crowded with skinheads who were waving their scarves above their heads and shouting, ‘C o v e n t r y—e y, C o v e n t r y—e y, C o v e n t r y—e y.’ 

It’s hard to be precise which direction the rival gang of those who were shouting 

‘B i r m i n g h a — a m, B i r m i n g h a — a m, B i r m i n g h a — a m’ came from, but soon there was open warfare on the street, right in front of our eyes: punching, shouting and kicking such as I’d only ever read about in the press or seen on the TV news. One of the youngsters, who surely-to-God couldn’t have been older than twelve, fell to the ground on the other side of the street to us. Four or five of the older youths were on to him immediately, each of them repeatedly using their sixteen-hole docs to deliver brutal kicks at every part of his body, including his head. The expression ‘putting the boot in’ couldn’t have been more apt. It was truly horrific.


Gentle by nature — an old softie — some may consider me, but there have been several times in my life when I’ve rushed in to someone else’s defence even though Angels themselves would have thought long and hard before doing so. Nor has age tempered my tendency to sometimes be far too impulsive for my own good. On this particular occasion, however, I remained firmly planted to the spot where I stood — and it had nothing to do with any unwillingness to help Worldly people. There must have a hundred or more of these crazed boot-boys. To have entered the foray would have been neither wise nor brave, just totally mad. A fiery young Brother called Nick, who was standing beside me, allowed his gallantry to get the better of him and began to cross over the road. Knowing full well there was nothing he could do, I pulled him back: he would probably have ended up being pulverised himself without having been of any help whatsoever. 

Thankfully, his help wasn’t needed anyway. The whole crowd of them, both gangs together, suddenly began running off in the direction of the railway station: they’d seen the blue flashing lights of approaching police cars before we had. It was only later on in the evening that we discovered they’d all come from a punk-rock concert at the local civic hall — a concert which had finished just shortly after we’d arrived in the town. Who would have thought such a thing in regal, stately Leamington Spa? Obviously the local townsfolk had known only too well what was likely to happen and had stayed safely at home or in the pubs!


The Brotherhood at Bugbrooke was ready to accept all types, shapes and ages of people from a vast array of different backgrounds. It came very close to being a truly class-less society, and many people who were misfits in other environments found a welcoming acceptance in the Community. There were also many people who would have attracted plenty of friends and admirers in whatever company they found themselves; beautiful girls, for example, who’d sacrificed the lure of Worldly admiration to adorn themselves with a beauty which they wanted to come from within themselves.

 Small wonder we all felt we were part of something very special indeed. Small wonder many referred to it as ‘the Kingdom’. Small wonder we jealously guarded the Community from criticism and were prepared to put our loyalty towards it above anything else in our lives.

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Power corrupts

Having set my hand to the plough, having pledged myself to membership of this Community-church, I wasn’t given to looking backwards. So, despite the deep pain of being parted from Angie’s company, I applied myself to making a success of life in the new Warwickshire household in the only way I knew how — with diligence! I’d managed to find two academics in the Sociology department of Warwick University who were keen to exercise joint supervision of my research, and it was agreed all round that the Community should fund the study on a part-time basis. I was more than happy with this arrangement as it left me with two or three days a week when I could continue to work at New Creation Farm in the repair shop with Steve: I often felt more comfortable up to my eyes in grease, oil, piston rings and final-drives than I did with tedious and turgid sociological texts. 


Regardless of the damningly vituperative words which could so easily and freely cascade from my soured tongue in any attempt I might make to most appropriately express what it is I now feel about of the Bugbrooke Community (more of all this in a while), I cannot be anything but thankful for the rich memories I was to be plenteously provided with through my work on the farm. The expansion of agricultural experience and the increase of competence in things-mechanical which the non-academic half of my life gave me was something I always enjoyed and valued, strange though its juxtaposition with the other half may have been! And the skills acquired will, I suspect, always be put to good use.


During my final year at Bugbrooke I was ‘invited’ to join the ranks of the eldership as a junior member. The respect afforded me from many other Community members, especially as a leader in evangelism, had been acknowledged by Noel; hence the invitation. It was given, however, at a time when — had he but known it — my allegiance to the Brotherhood was quite definitely on the turn. Had the option been available to me, and had I been more self-assured about the strength and validity of all my misgivings and concerns, the most honest response would have been for me to decline the invitation. But I wasn’t yet either strong enough or sufficiently disaffected to come clean about what was going on within me. In consequence, I found myself attending the regular elder’s meetings held in the living-room of the farmhouse; and through so doing I became even further aware of how brazenly ‘bullish’ Noel could be on the subject of business life within the Community.

He had, I discovered, no qualms whatsoever about referring to others in the room by name when he wanted to make an example of them for being insufficiently business-minded. Nor was he concerned about their feelings when he castigated them for being ‘wet’. And to explain what the word meant, he once recounted the telling anecdote of a local businessman whom he knew.

 The man, apparently, had stood to become extremely wealthy following the buy-out of his small firm by a much larger company. On discovering, however, that several of the employees were to be made redundant, and even though it was at considerable financial disadvantage to himself, he had initiated moves to buy back the firm to protect their jobs. The year was 1981. Margaret Thatcher had begun to deploy the broom with which she’d promised to sweep away socialism and all its attendant wastefulness in commercial life: the result, she believed, of having put consideration for the welfare of workers on a higher pedestal than maximisation of profit.


‘Brethren!’ Noel entreated us, earnestly. ‘Make no mistake. The man I’ve told you about was wet when it came to business life. And there are some of you here in this room who are also wet. But you mustn’t be! We are in business to make as much profit as possible: profit which will be used to build the Kingdom. I hope you all understand this. I will not allow us to be weak and inept in our business affairs, even though I can tell that some of you, because you still have wishy-washy attitudes, aren’t finding what I’m saying very comfortable.’

Did he know, I wonder, that I was one such Brother? Why oh why didn’t I have either the clarity of thought or the courage to stand up and shout back:


‘No, Brother Noel, you’re wrong! Maybe it’s true that some of us aren’t well suited to the cut-and-thrust of commercial life. Maybe there are some of us who, because we lack the single-minded determination to make profit, wouldn’t make successful businessmen. But that doesn’t make us ‘wet’ any more than the man you’ve told us about was for having done what he believed he ought to. How dare you call him wet! He wasn’t. He was strong. Strong in what he believed to be right.’

For all that I’d grown to deeply love the fraternal strength and companionship of this Community I belonged to, I was still haunted by the ferocity with which Noel prosecuted his understanding of ‘the two kingdoms’ and the consequences his doing so had for the way the businesses were run — the sale of brightly-wrapped ‘Christmas parcels’ in the food shops being a case in point. It was Noel himself who’d described the Christmas festival as being pagan, unchristian and ungodly, Noel himself who was primarily responsible for us not taking part in any of the Christmas festivities. No harm, though, in joining in with the ways of the World and taking advantage of the Christmas season when it came to bringing in more profit through the shops! No harm in ‘robbing the kingdom of the World to build the kingdom of God!’


My disaffection with the Community had begun to take undeniable shape well before I became an elder; probably during 1979, the year when I moved to Warwickshire. In fact, my disquiet was compounded by the very study which Noel himself had asked me — if not very nearly compelled me — to take on! I’d read George Orwell’s brilliant ‘Animal Farm’ while studying at Kent, a novel which had alerted me to the way in which an utopian dream can be corrupted through the exercise of power. At Warwick, I furthered my understanding of such processes through detailed sociological research into sectarianism and the characteristics of cults, and I was remorselessly pressed at my weekly meetings with Ian and Ivan — my academic supervisors — to be objective in my reflection. On the other hand, Noel himself, although he was a man of considerable intelligence, seemed to have little understanding of the rigorous, ‘scientific’, sociological method and was more interested, evidently, in the subjective progress of the project. As the weeks and months slipped past until I’d been at Warwick for well over a year, I found myself increasingly pincered between two demands on my loyalty. My ‘head’ was telling me there was much about the Community to classify it as a cult; my ‘heart’ was struggling to keep pace with such a devastating conclusion.


But it was there for all to see. We had a pyramid-shaped authority structure with one man at the top having supreme authority; we believed in, and practised, a lifestyle which inevitably separated us to a large extent from the World and our families; we acquired new identities as Community members; we regarded those who left the Community as rebellious or backslidden; we believed ourselves persecuted when criticised by people from the World; and we were taught to regard aspects of the Community’s lifestyle and dogma as ‘secret’ amongst ourselves.

 These ‘Kingdom Secrets’, as Noel called them, were only made known when we all assembled in Bugbrooke chapel on Wednesday evenings for yet another meeting. It was largely restricted to the Community faithful; an esotericism which Noel justified by reference to the biblical injunction ‘not to cast pearl before swine’. Without such restrictions, he argued, there could be those present who might not be able to appreciate the spiritual value of his teaching and who might, therefore, use their misunderstood knowledge about these ‘secrets’ to persecute us. 

‘Do not give what is holy to the dogs; nor cast your pearls before swine, lest they trample them underfoot and turn to tear you in pieces.’

It was during these Wednesday evening sessions, in particular, that Noel outlined specific details concerning the development of our lifestyle: the use of birch rods to ‘discipline’ (cane) children, restrictions on sex within marriage, courtship arrangements, attitudes we should hold towards backslidden ‘traitors’ — and other matters of like kind.


It would have taken a huge amount of self-deceit to deny to myself that we had many, if not all, of the features characterising a classic cult. This I knew very well. As I did that ‘power corrupts and absolute power corrupts absolutely’, and that Noel would have to wear the cap bearing this inscription if it fitted him. Be that as it may have been, I was also acutely aware that any church which took the dogmatic teaching of the New Testament at face value and allowed it to lead them courageously into a radical lifestyle would appear to many as being a cult. How then could the counterfeit be distinguished from the real?

I had almost come to envy cults and sects like the Moonies, the Scientologists or the Jehovah’s Witnesses, who surely, I thought, must be able to relate the foundational doctrine of their lifestyle directly to the unique influence of their own leader or founder. In contrast, our own beliefs and structures, so we believed, originated from the literary canon known by the Church through two millennium as being ‘The New Testament’: a book which all Christians believed to be Divinely appointed, thereby underpinning the authenticity of our lifestyle. How then was I to decide if our own ‘cult-likeness’ was the product of a genuine, radical Christian lifestyle or the product of having ‘gone off the rails’?

Approaching the autumn of 1980, I was all too well aware of the inner turmoil which was beginning to rack my mind. The evidence of my experience, reinforced by the conclusions of my academic research, had led me to believe the Community I belonged to had become — if it hadn’t been all along — an institution which, sociologically, must undeniably be labelled as ‘a cult’. But so what? In my ‘heart’ there was still so much about the place which I loved, which gave me great happiness, which I believed to be ‘of God’, and which I felt was very nearly worth dying for. What was I to do? I couldn’t possibly break my baptismal promises and leave, could I? Where would I go to? Who could I turn to for advice? I was now so well indoctrinated with the Community’s dogma and ethics that the only people I really trusted to ‘give it to me straight’ were those within the Community. And I knew what they would say if I aired the misgivings wheeling around in my head. 

It felt like a marriage going wrong; a marriage you no longer fully believed in because you felt cheated by your partner. But still a marriage holding you in obedience to nuptial vows, still a marriage where the desire to make it work lived on — primarily through the memory of how things used to be, but also through the effect of sometimes falling into one another’s arms with sufficient passion to bitterly regret having even thought you’d been cheated!


My vacillating deliberations acted like a wedge forced into a crack of mistrust. I began to find certain things which went on within the Community increasingly distasteful; and this acted like a hammer, driving the wedge ever deeper until the crack had become a wide open cavity. All my suppressed reservations and suspicions then came flooding out of the yawning chasm, presenting themselves as matters of supreme importance which I’d been misguided — if not extremely foolish — to have put to one side. I also knew that sooner or later the wedge would be driven in so far I would have to act. I knew it in my head; but in my heart I still wanted to be faithful, to be obedient, to submit my independent spirit to the ‘communal wisdom of the brethren’. I wanted to work things out. Despite all my inner turmoil, I was quite resolved that the effect of the penetrating wedge should have to be akin to that of dismemberment before I would be proved disloyal, for no other reason when push came to shove than my belief that God had lead me to the Community — and surely, therefore, I would be betraying the Almighty himself if I were to leave!


Not that I very much liked any longer what ‘He’ was doing with me! Not that I very much liked who I had become as a person. Not that I could look back with pride on the way I treated my room-mate, Nick, on one memorable occasion. Nick was the ‘fiery’ Brother with a distinctive mop of tightly-curled hair whom I’d had to restrain on that evening with the skinheads at Leamington Spa. We were very close and often confided in one another about the agony of our respective fanciful love affairs, me with Angie and he with Trish — a Sister who worked in the same shop as he did. In the openness we had with one another, sometimes pained, sometimes teasing, sometimes insouciant, we found a mutuality which helped us come to terms with both being considered too young for approved courtship. 

Nick, more than anyone, was a forthright, honest Brother, and his so-called ‘problem’ with this Sister was widely known. For reason’s unknown to myself, he’d been told by the eldership that he should forget about the possibility of a future relationship with Trish once and for all. Needless to say, he was very aggrieved. His perplexity had led him to become quite depressed and surly: he just couldn’t block Trish out of his thoughts in the way expected of him.


Aware of all this, and knowing me to be Nick’s close friend, Noel decided to ring me late one evening when most of the household had already gone to bed.


‘Bro,’ he said, ‘we’ve got to get Nick sorted out with this Trish business. It’s going to lead him to be unfaithful to the Kingdom if it carries on, you know. You mustn’t let him go off to bed until he’s repented and got himself a good heart.’

But Nick was already in bed. So, together with Ian, the house-elder, I woke him up and asked him to come downstairs to a small room which we called ‘the gate’, where some armchairs were arranged around the warmth of an open, log-burning fire. We then tried to make Nick understand how stubborn he’d been in allowing himself to carry on being obsessed with thoughts about Trish even though he’d been told to ‘die to them’. Repentance was needed! Sometime in the early hours of the morning Nick finally broke down in floods of tears, agreeing he’d been in the wrong, asking forgiveness for his disobedience, and lamenting the selfishness which could have proved to be a ‘seed of bitterness’ taking root in his soul and eventually growing into rebellion against the Kingdom. When the tears were dried and the exhortations finished, we all went off to our beds. We had ‘gained’ our Brother.


The Community vigorously denied that its members were brainwashed. There were, it’s true, no systematic, organised ‘sessions’ when members were exposed to repeated statements of Community dogma under conditions overtly and obviously intended to overcome an individual’s mental resistance. As such, it was all too easy for us to believe that we hadn’t been brainwashed but had embraced the Community’s doctrine and lifestyle freely and willingly. After all, hadn’t we joined-up of our own accord? Where were the gates and padlocks which made us stay against our will? 

As I lay in my bed that night thinking about what I’d just taken part in with Nick, however, I understood far more clearly about the subtleties of brainwashing: how it needn’t be pre-meditated, or even intended, and yet still be very effective. I realised that I’d become a moral robot, that I’d subjected another Brother to a humiliating and intimidating experience which I would have hated anyone to inflict upon me. Like a pathetic moron, even though I’d had no more wish for Nick’s tender heart to be hurt than I did for mine to be, I’d gone through with the exercise. Blindly, I’d even believed our admonishment to have been what God himself had wanted. 

‘How could you possibly have thought such a thing?’ I asked myself. ‘Did you really believe that Nick’s infatuation with Trish was any more wrong than your own with Angie? And if not, then why in the name of God did you allow yourself to be party to the inquisition which he has just been subjected to?’ For it had been, in truth, no better than an inquisition, demanding confession and conformity as its conclusion. The only conclusion I could draw was that I’d allowed myself to take part because I myself must become brainwashed: I was allowing myself to do things and think things which with honest, objective reflection I wouldn’t have wished to either do or think. 


So, I’d taken part in helping to brainwash Nick even though the intention to do so hadn’t been there. What was happening to me? What was I becoming? Where was the John who hated the idea of forcefully imposing himself on others? Where was the John who accepted one and all alike and who saw value in many different lifestyles and beliefs? For all the chaos and trauma of my pre-Bugbrooke years, at least I hadn’t then sat in judgement over others in the way I now found myself doing — and hating myself for. Was I really any closer to becoming the person whom God wanted me to be than I was before I became a Community member?


In went the wedge a little deeper!

It was during this difficult period of mental struggle that I heard my sister’s husband had left her (it had been coming for some considerable time). Even though I’d not kept up my relationship with Jane in the conventional way through regular phone calls, birthday gifts, and family get-togethers, I’d been careful not to cut myself off altogether and had continued to visit her occasionally — but not too frequently as this would have been discouraged. The fact was that I still cared about her; a lot! Regardless of what we may have been taught about belonging to a ‘new creation family’, she was still my sister, my real sister, the only one I’d got — and I still had enough savvy to know that I ought never to forget it. I felt the very least I could do now that she was living on her own would be to send her some money: I knew how little she had at the best of times. 

But ‘charitable giving’, as such, wasn’t practised in the Community. The words that ‘thousands and thousands of pounds of “Christian money” have been wasted by giving it to help people who are under God’s judgement’ had always rung in my head like a huge, cracked, clashing, discordant bell. I’d never been able to come to terms with them! Nor the explanation that famines and disasters are all an inevitable consequence of God’s judgement on the World and that He doesn’t expect His people to ‘reach out’ with charitable missions of material and financial mercy to the ones affected! How it tore at the very substance of ‘who I felt I was’ when I heard about, read about or saw pictures of desolate, starving children and was then forced to remain aloof and detached, unable to do anything, even just send a few pounds; and all because of that ****** ‘doctrine’ that it was a waste of money to assist those who were suffering under the consequential effects of God’s judgement. 


But maybe I would be allowed help my sister, I reasoned with myself, given that we were trying as a Community to prove to our critics that we did ‘care’ for our natural families, and given that we were prepared to pay out substantial amounts to those who had suffered personal misfortune if we felt it was going to help lead them into the family of Christ. I approached Dave Resolute, the elder ‘to whom I submitted’ in my Warwickshire home, and put my request.


‘Will it be of any benefit to the Kingdom?’ he asked me, quite sincerely — it was the way we approached things like this. It would have been easy to reply:


‘Yes, I think it will be. I think the Lord is at work in her heart.’ 


The brutal logic behind such a reply — and I mean brutal — was the possibility that the gift of money might have acted as a ‘sweetener’ for her to accept an invitation from us to come and stay in the Community for a few days. And, if she had ‘given her heart to the Lord’ while she was with us, she then might even have gone on to become a member herself. I can only possibly describe it like this from the safe distance of looking back. At the time, it would have been hard for any of us to believe this is what we meant by ‘for the benefit of the Kingdom’. But it was! That’s why I couldn’t bring myself to try and persuade Dave there could be any possibility of a ‘spiritual’ payback: I didn’t want to give my sister money for any other reason than to help out in her moment of need. It was to be a gift given with no ulterior motives or it would have felt to me like dirty money. I therefore replied:


‘Well actually, Dave, I honestly don’t know if will benefit the Kingdom, as such. I just thought it would be the right thing to do. I just wanted to give her some money because ……….. because she’s my sister.’

‘Sorry, my bro,’ he said, not unsympathetically but more as a point of order. ‘You know we can’t give out money like that.’


Inside, I felt sick. I’d worked hard enough to earn my part-time wage from the farm business: a wage which went straight into the ‘common purse’ account along with everyone else’s wage and was never seen or handled by myself personally. I had no great problem with such an arrangement in itself because — in those days anyway — I’d genuinely lost interest in money or material possessions (save for my precious denim shirt and flared jeans). But why, I asked myself, shouldn’t a small sum of ‘my’ money have been made available for me to use at my discretion when I needed it for something like this? The whole flipping caboodle suddenly screamed at me as being illogical, unfair and unnatural! The Community could spend thousands and thousands of pounds on an evangelistic campaign yet deny one of its members the right to spend twenty or thirty pounds on a close relative in need. Yuk! I felt a shiver of contempt run down my spine. There was, of course, nothing further I could do about the situation, an impotence that inevitably reinforced my awareness of the extent to which I’d relinquished control of my conscience, the extent to which I had to rely on others to make decisions of right and wrong for me — helpless to do otherwise. It was no good me believing a particular course of action to be right if I was powerless to act upon it.


The wedge went in deeper still. And as the hammer struck its blow, it hurt: hurt deeply and bitterly.

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

Animal Farm revisited


In the early winter of 1980 a refreshing distraction took my tired mind away from its meandering perplexity: I was going to be flying off to the Middle Eastern sun for a week! My mother and father had gone out to Jerusalem the previous winter to begin a new job as managers of Christ Church Hospice, an Anglican complex which catered for pilgrimage-style holidays and was a sort of cross between a Youth Hostel and a Hotel. After they’d been there for the best part of a year, I was fairly confident that I would be given permission from my house elder to fly out and visit them. This was because we were going through a phase as a Community where we were anxious to prevent further media criticism concerning insufficient contact with our natural families, and I knew that one Brother had actually been encouraged to make a visit to his parental home in South Africa. Why! Jesrusalem was just around the corner by comparison. I was regarded — unwisely — as being rock solid in my allegiance, and I had no intention of confessing to any compromising vacillations which may have jeopardised the approval which, as I expected, was willingly given to my request!

Purely by coincidence, I’d recently been reading a book which made reference to how St. Francis of Assisi had discouraged members of his own Brotherhood from making trips abroad because he believed that ‘foreign travel is not good for the souls of the Brothers’. The observation had made its mark on me. But, whether it was good for the soul or not, I knew that I still wanted to go to Jerusalem. I knew that not only ought I visit my parents, as a ‘dutiful’ son, but that I also really wanted to see them as well, as a ‘loving’ son. Nor can I deny looking forward to the consequential perk of a holiday thrown in, and I was in no mood to squander this opportunity by yielding to the interfering demands of any scruples which may have tried to make me consider the welfare of my soul!

It was well said by the hymnodist when he penned the words, ‘Jerusalem the Golden, with milk and honey blessed!’ 

Having been met by parents at Ben Gurion airport, I set off with them on the rugged ascent inland just after dusk had begun to spread out her mantle of soft darkness. The wide carriageway, hewn through the rock of the surrounding hillside, was flanked with rusting military vehicles left as a perpetual memorial to the bitter struggle for independence. Nearing Jerusalem, the air through which we drove became strongly charged with evening scent from surrounding pine forests, a seductive fragrance which forced its way into the vehicle and intoxicated my senses. Then, as we came around the edge of an imposing rock face to one side of the meandering carriageway, I caught my first sight of the city rising up above and in front of us; a city built from stone that blended into the hillside, a city illuminated with the golden glow of sodium incandescence. Another passenger in the car, a Jewess, let out an almost worshipful exclamation.


‘Look,’ she said. ‘The Holy City!’

For four years I’d been denied that pleasure which is derived from the excitement of travel, so finding myself almost punch-drunk by this new experience was, perhaps, only to have been expected. The flight itself had been pleasurable enough, the five hours in the sky passing all too quickly. I soaked it all in and, carefully studying the land I could see beneath us, tried to work out exactly where we were with the help of the flight-map I’d found on the back of the seat in front of me. 

Onboard, surrounded by a fascinating array of cultures, I was particularly intrigued by the many orthodox Jewish men with their large black hats or Kippahs, scruffy beards, ringlocks, open-collared white shirts, dark suits, unpolished shoes, and tasselled waist bands — which I later discovered to be prayer belts. I knew very little, if anything, about Jewish culture and was unsure what was being asked of me when the air-hostess enquired whether or not I needed a ‘Kosher’ meal. Somewhere in the dark recesses of my mind I remembered learning about Yiddish food customs involving meat and milk (or something like that), so replied in the negative, uncertain what a Kosher meal would consist of, slightly worried it may be inedible! The meal that came was the first I’d ever eaten on an aircraft. And although I know them to be the ‘but’ of all kinds of jokes and complaints, I couldn’t have been happier with mine than a child with ice cream and jelly at a birthday party: all those carefully wrapped cartons, the sachets of salt and pepper, the little pots of butter, and the dainty portion of trifle for ‘afters’. This all did me very well, thankyou very much! But there again; ever since crossing the threshold of palatal immaturity and discovering that Brussels sprouts didn’t contain poisonous toxins after all, I’ve been very easy to please in affairs of a culinary nature!


It had been a bitterly cold November morning when we got on the plane at Gatwick, with sleet showers driven by a fierce easterly wind bearing down on the tarmac. As we taxied along the arrival apron at Ben Gurion, I noticed palm trees silhouetted in the setting sun. The airport ground staff, directing the airliners to their allotted termini with their reflective paddles, were wearing only white, epauletted, short-sleeved shirts. In fact I was almost overwhelmed by the intensity of the heat gusting over my face in the strong breeze when I stepped out of the plane into the Israeli air for the first time. It felt good; very good. And dark dank England with its enigmatic, wearisome, bewildering Community was very easy to forget about: for the time being anyway.


I rose early the following morning and quietly slipped out of Christ Church Hospice’s silent, stone courtyard, which was beautified with exotic, ostentatious bougainvillaea plants and vine covered verandas. The amplified, monotonic cries of the muezzin from an adjacent mosque had begun to call the Islamic faithful to prayer. Already, the narrow streets were humming with the activity of traders organising the delivery of goods to the nearby souk: a cavernous market complex which weaved its way up-and-down, above, below, and in-and-out of the congested network of buildings in the ‘Old City’ like the proverbial rabbit warren. Donkeys, carrying packs far larger than I could possibly imagine to have been humane, were being urged on by their Arabic masters, neck-bells ringing away to warn people out of their path. Others were transporting their fare on bicycles laden front and back with huge panniers. Bedouin women mingled in with the busy noisy throng, seemingly able to balance huge baskets of merchandise on their heads as if they’d been born to the task, so natural it appeared to them. And as I passed by the head of the souk, the smell of a thousand items — including tropical fruit, vegetables, Turkish-delight, hoummos, incense, pottery, olive wood, camel leather and dust — mingled  together into a glorious perfume of eastern promise which I would always thereafter fondly associate with the teeming, haggling markets of Old Jerusalem.


Passing by the market and leaving the Old City through the Jaffa Gate, heading in the direction of the newer, far larger part of the city which is Jerusalem, I walked a few hundred yards or so north alongside the ancient city wall. The sun had already gripped the day with its heat even though it was early in the morning and late in the year. I sat on a small stone wall by the edge of the road to enjoy the sunshine on my face as I looked back towards where I’d just come from. The parapets of David’s Citadel rose prominently above the Jaffa Gate, outlined against the clear deep-blue sky. Palm trees waved their branches gracefully in the air on either side of the pathway. I soaked myself in the contentment of the moment: it had been some considerable while since I had felt so relaxed and gratified.


The wedge slid further in without the need of any hammer blow, and the increased cleavage opened up painlessly.

My parents took me just about the length and breadth of the small country during the all-too-short week, from lake Galilee in the north to the Dead Sea in the south, from Haifa in the west to Jericho in the East. We sat amongst pine trees on Mount Carmel to have a picnic on one of our outings, and I was introduced to the delights of pitta bread and hoummos for the first time. 

It was Mount Carmel, of course, where the great Elijah was reputed to have done contest with the prophets of Baal. Remembering that written exercise which had earned me a show-up at Eton, I let my imagination clothe me with the mantle of the great Seer. Then, I walked to the edge of the hillside, raised my hands aloft to imprecate the power of the Almighty, and gave myself full expression of speech as I shouted out harsh words of judgement on the faults of Etonians! Actually, I did no such thing! I think my parents may have been slightly embarrassed had I done so. 


To say I fell in love with the country of Israel may sound rather fatuous but would, nonetheless, be the most apt way to describe what happened to me during this week. Not that I became a Zionist in any way or that I came to favour the Israeli claim on the occupied territories: it was to be some years before I would understand the history and politics of the Israeli–Arab conflict sufficiently well to form clearly defined views on the subject. I just fell in love with the land: the vast expanse of mountainous wilderness and the cultivated splendour of the Samarian fields; the intense, stark, unforgiving, shimmering heat of the Jordanian rift valley and the warm, salty buoyancy of its sunken sea; the contrasting cultures, buildings, noises and smells of Jerusalem; and the Mediterranean attractions of the Tel Aviv metropolis. 

On the last day of my visit we walked through the dusty, dinghy back streets of Joppa and along to the westernised sea front of Tel Aviv itself. A fresh westerly wind was bringing Atlantic-style breakers crashing onto the golden sands, and the invitation to frolic in the frothy waters was compelling. We all swam together, although I myself lingered on in the water long after my parents had dried themselves off in the warm sun. I had no surf-board, but I found that with my body outstretched I could mimic the action of surfing, catching the waves at just the right moment as they broke and then being propelled breathlessly towards the shore, carried forward and immersed by the garrulous excited water. Time and time again I waded back for more until I had been sated with pleasure.


Back on the beach, I buried mum in the sand — bringing back pleasurable childhood memories (at least for me if not for her)! We’d all had such a good time together throughout the week that I knew I’d be extremely sad to wave good-bye both to the Promised Land and to my parents. My troubled adolescence had long since passed by. I’d established my independence from them and it had been freely given. Having grown up and grown free, I was now — in the way of all flesh — more than willing and ready to draw close again. Insofar as it was important, the past had been forgiven and forgotten; we could all have begun to enjoy one another’s company as a family in a far more natural way if I weren’t still encumbered by the restraints involved in my Community membership.

 The battle of loyalties in my mind, however, was far from over. While I’d enjoyed such innocent pleasure throughout the week, I knew I had to see it as no more than just that: an unexpected interlude from the main programme, which was my life in the Community — and to which I must return, ready and willing to join with the Brotherhood in the spiritual fight to advance the frontiers of God’s kingdom.


I had left England in the sleet, and I returned to her on bitterly-cold, icy, early-winter’s evening. I didn’t go straight back to Bugbrooke because I’d already made arrangements to make the most of my time away by visiting my sister and staying at her flat in St. Albans for the night. After Jane had left for work the next morning, I gathered up my travel bags to walk forlornly through the streets of the city to the station. The ice had gone and it was a dreary, grey, overcast day. The small, single-platform station was completely and utterly deserted, meaning I had to rely on the unreliable evidence of a timetable to convince myself a train would eventually appear. Everything about me felt heavy: my legs, my arms, my case, and especially, oh yes, especially my heart. Close to genuine depression, I gave up pretending to myself I was the loyal, committed Community member that for so long I had been. In doing so, I allowed myself to seriously consider the possibility of not going back at all. How my head spun with turmoil!

If only, if only I could be sure that God himself wouldn’t be angry with me for ‘splitting’, then I could let the train go by and walk back up the hill past the abbey to my sister’s house. 

It would have meant leaving Angie behind as well, of course. But how could there possibly be any future together for us in the Community, I wondered, when I seemed to be growing so far away from what ‘they’ stood for and believed in. Above all, I wanted to be my own man again. I wanted to make my own decisions about my life — and my own mistakes. I wanted to treat people as people; not as object’s for God’s blessing or curse. 

Oh, if only the train would arrive late so that I could resolve this one way or another in my mind!


But the train wasn’t late. Nothing had been resolved as it drew alongside the platform. Now was the moment of truth. I found myself slowly walking towards the carriage, mechanically, unwillingly, and with sad resignation. I opened the door, climbed in, and sat down. Nothing at all within me — save the prospect of a future relationship with Angie — wanted to go back; but I just felt, just knew, I had to. I took a long deep breath and then carefully expelled the air in a cleansing sigh of acceptance. I would return to carry on with the next chapter of my life at Bugbrooke.


Without over-elaborating on all the finer points of my consternation, I made a clean breast of things to Dave, my elder, when I got back to Warwickshire. He didn’t, to his credit, make a big meal of it all, and I guess he must have just put my turmoil down to how ‘foreign travel is not good for the soul of a Brother’. It was in spite of all this that no more than a few weeks later I found myself being invited up ‘higher’ to join the ranks of the eldership. I was unable to say ‘no’, was unable and unready to face the interrogative three-day-court-of-enquiry that would have followed had I been bold and honest enough to say how inappropriate the invitation was! Instead, I took my appointment to be the long-awaited ‘nod’ I’d been looking for from the Lord to indicate whether or not He wanted me to stay at Bugbrooke — He did want me to. With some considerable reassurance, therefore, of God’s blessing on what lay ahead, I once again resolved to try and lay aside all my misgivings and get on with the job in hand. I had no intention of betraying the trust bestowed upon me!

 Moreover, I’d just negotiated my twenty-fourth birthday and was aware that Graeme Merciful had been allowed to begin a courtship with his long-standing love, Carole, even though he was some way off being twenty-five. I saw no reason, therefore, for inflexibility over mere months when it came to me pursuing my ‘claim’, and I became increasingly hopeful that it was now only a matter of time!


It was at an elder’s meeting early in the new year following my trip to Jerusalem that Noel made an unusual departure from his habitual plea for celibacy amongst the brethren.


‘It’s time,’ he announced, ‘the elders began to set an example of “holy marriage”. We need more of the elders to be getting married and showing how “marriages in the Lord” can be worked out with great success to the glory of God.’

This was a tacit acknowledgement that marriage problems were alive and well within the New Creation Community — and not just the ones that were a consequence of ‘bringing wives into submission’! Many of the difficulties that afflicted marriages out there in the World, from the mundane to the sexual, were also present in the Kingdom.  A senior elder once confided in me that he intended trying to make improvements in his relationship by spending at least ten minutes — ten minutes! — a day with his wife. And there were those, apparently, who, after some considerable time in wedlock, had been unable to consummate their union. 

Noel had often told us that ‘marriages in the Lord’ ought to transcend such afflictions, be they petty or of more consequence; hence his appeal for some of us to tie the knot and show the institution of marriage off in the best possible light. My heart fairly skipped within me when I heard Noel talking like this. Surely this was the green light I had been waiting for!


Both my own ‘covering’ elder, Dave, and Angie’s elder, Kelly, agreed with me that the time was right; and neither of them made any perverse spiritual comment about my not yet having ‘died to my love’. Had they done so, I would have been unable to defend the charge — I hadn’t!  (What a load of old tosh it all was!) At the next elder’s meeting, therefore, Kelly made the announcement which I’d waited several years to hear:


‘I’d just like to let you all know that John Diligent wants to begin a relationship with Sister Angie from ‘Living Stones’ (the name of Kelly’s household).’

That was it, short and sweet, the intention being to give opportunity for the other elders to find out whether there were any eligible Brothers within their own households who were also interested in having a relationship with Sister Angie. Provided there were none, and provided she agreed, Angie and I would soon be able to meet and I could give her my poem at last. Or perhaps there was one further obstacle — Noel himself. He knew about my interest in Angie well enough — I should think just about everyone knew; even most of the Sisters, probably —but had never relaxed his expectation that I would ‘take the higher calling of celibacy’. How would he now respond? Would he be shocked? Disappointed? Disapproving? His face gave no clues, which I took to be a good sign. 


Later in the week Graeme told me about a discussion that had taken place at the farm in which Noel had evidently been expressing his concern about my courtship intentions.


‘You’ve got to tell me exactly what he said,’ I begged Graeme, who seemed unusually reluctant to be frank. ‘I don’t want you to spare my feelings. I just need to know!’

‘Well, bro.’ Graeme replied, ‘you won’t like it, but he said: “If John gets married, it will mean a disastrous ministry or a disastrous marriage”.’ Graeme paused, put his arm round me and carried on: ‘I was really shocked! But I promise I stood up for you.’


If Graeme was shocked, then I wasn’t; it was just the kind of reaction which I’d anticipated. Nor did I need further explanation about what was meant, it was all too obvious: if I were to marry, either my ‘evangelistic ministry’ within the Community or my relationship with Angie would flounder — depending on which of the two ‘claimants’ I gave most attention to. 

‘How dare he say such things behind my back,’ I thought. But I did my best not to get too chewed up by these ‘off hand’ remarks, taking them to be just that and reassuring myself it wasn’t up to Noel to make any final decisions but up to Kelly and Dave, who had immediate charge over Angie and I. Hadn’t Noel always claimed to outside critics that he was merely a humble member of the body of eldership, as much subject to them as they to him?


I stoically carried on refusing to believe the worst, even when Noel reprimanded some of the brethren for not paying close enough attention to what he was saying during the next Wednesday night assembly in the chapel.


‘Come on, stay awake,’ he bellowed, puffing out his flabby jowls like a bloated bullfrog. ‘I’ve got some important ministry to give as the evening goes on, and some of you aren’t going to like it. But you need to hear it, so you must stay awake.’

 ‘Deacons!’ he shouted. ‘Let’s have some more air in the building through the windows. Come on, deacons, let’s have all the windows open!’ (This wasn’t an unusual instruction to the deacons — chapel stewards — even in mid-winter.) 


I knew, I just knew he was going to say something which would directly address my courtship ambitions, but I kept hoping against hope I was wrong. It was only right towards the end of his habitually lengthy discourse that he came to what he had referred to as the most important part!

‘Brethren!’ he announced. ‘You are all well aware of the spiritual battle in which we’re engaged. The forces of darkness are lined up against us. There’s a battle going on. A battle which Jesus Christ has already won on the Cross, of course, but one which we need to join in with to avail ourselves of the victory. We are an army at war, and there are some of you who are in the front-line! Those Brothers shouldn’t be thinking about getting married at a time like this. The whole of their energy, their thoughts and their determination needs to be taken up with the battle. They shouldn’t allow themselves to be distracted.’ 

This was even worse than I’d feared; but still he carried on:


‘Only when the battle’s been won, only when the troops are visibly victorious and the soldiers return home should marriage be thought about. But that victory is sometime off! The Spirit of God doesn’t want you to be thinking of marriage — He wants you to be all out for the fight!’


I looked across to where Angie was sitting and her eyes fell downwards, just as if she too had been looking at me. I may well have imagined it. But I hoped if she had been looking at me that she’d seen in my face something of the pain and despair I was feeling, the bewilderment and confusion which very nearly stupefied me. I hoped she’d understood the desperate cry of my heart which called out and echoed around that godforsaken building:


‘I cannot, I just cannot believe what I’m hearing!’


How quickly the Spirit of God had changed His mind. Why! only a few weeks earlier Noel had told us that he believed the Holy Spirit was wanting examples of ‘holy marriage’ from within the eldership. Now, apparently, the Holy Spirit was wanting these same ‘officers’, the ones in the front-line of the battle, to put marriage out of their minds!


So that was that. And Noel hadn’t even had the decency to come and talk with me personally but had thwarted my hopes in a display of untouchable supremacy from the platform. When I went to see Kelly after the meeting, there was little he could say save to confirm that he could no longer approach Angie on my behalf. He too had been rather taken by storm. It didn’t take long for me to discover that nobody was prepared to fight my corner. Nobody was prepared to stand up to Noel and say:


‘Hold on a minute, Noel, you can’t do this. Between us, we prayerfully believed that it would be right for John to begin a relationship with Angie. You can’t just play about with people’s lives in this kind of way!’

The next day was one of those when I worked on the farm; one of those when, inevitably, I met Noel during the course of my work.


‘How ya doin, brrro?’ he asked in his most kindly, paternal voice, fully aware of how I must ‘be doin’! I simply shrugged my shoulders and did my best to ignore the question, wishing I could have ignored the man altogether. Later that day, though, I just had to go and talk with him in his room to find out when he thought ‘things’ might be different. I soon wished I hadn’t bothered. He made it quite clear that he didn’t believe it would be right for me to begin a relationship within the foreseeable future! Apart from anything else, so he explained, some of the younger Brothers who looked up to me with respect might see any relationship of mine with a Sister as a ‘green light’ for them to follow suite, and there would be all kinds of ‘problems’ within the Community as a result. Heaven only knows exactly what sort of ‘problems’ he envisaged, but it was all related to this wretched business of celibacy and the example he felt I should be setting. Our interview was concluded with his gracious reassurance:


‘Who knows what may lie ahead for you several years down the road, bro. Who knows what the Spirit has in store for you. For now, however, don’t take your eyes away from the battle.’

For weeks afterwards I was silent and withdrawn. I gave up all hope of ever having a ‘proper’ relationship with Angie: the ability to carry on hoping for the fulfilment my dream against the odds was beyond what I could cope with. Not only that, but my trust in the high command had taken irreparable damage. My commitment to the Community at Bugbrooke had been based upon the belief that the voice of God could speak through the voice of the corporate eldership: a notion which now appeared laughable, for how could the voice of God say one thing one day and another thing the next?

 And what was more, this whole bitter affair had given me the damn good for-God’s-sake-wake-up-will-you which I needed to make me pull my head out of the sand and start calling certain aspects of the way we were led, and had been led, what they were — blatant contradictions. If I was honest with myself, there were many things about the Community that just didn’t hang together and needed some magisterial spiritual explanation in order to justify them. And why, I began to ask myself, did Noel himself not need to submit to many of the demands made on everyone else? Why, for example, was he the only person whom I had never seen picking gooseberries in the annual harvesting operation? Why, even old Charles — who was eighty — had had to spend long evening hours around the gooseberry bushes with the rest of us.

Wasn’t such capricious inconsistency at the top at least similar to the goings-on in ‘Animal Farm’? Wasn’t Orwell describing how the subjects of despotic leadership, thoroughly convinced they are working to build a wonderful new society, can be persuaded to accept dreadful contradictions in the behaviour and edicts of those in authority? 
Disillusioned, it became easy enough for me to empathise with the bewilderment of the poor farm animals in Orwell’s brilliant novel as they struggled to come to terms with the insidious rule-changes which were introduced by their pig-masters, easy enough for me to empathise with their bewilderment as the pigs tried to persuade them to believe that Animal farm was still being run as it should be and that their worries were completely unnecessary. They must have felt very stupid when they realised the pigs were right! They must have felt very ashamed for ever having got themselves so disturbed about the pigs starting to sleeping in beds when there never had been any such prohibition. They must have felt very put-in-their-place when they looked at the seven commandments on the barn wall and saw that one of them was quite precise in its instruction: ‘No animal shall sleep in a bed with sheets’ (with sheets being an appendage added on by the pigs of course).
There had also been considerable consternation within the ranks when the chief pig, Napoleon, announced during one of the Sunday-morning assemblies that:

 ‘from now onward Animal Farm would engage in trade with humans from the neighbouring farms.’ 

But hadn’t their erstwhile leader, Old Major, now deceased, expressly forbidden them from engaging in trade with human beings, they asked themselves. It was Squealer, Napoleon’s side-kick, who resolved the apparent contradiction between this ‘new’ way of doing things and Old Major’s instructions: 

‘ “Are you certain that this is not something you have dreamed comrades?” he asked them. “Have you any record of such a resolution? Is it written down anywhere?” And since it was true that nothing of the kind existed in writing, the animals were satisfied that they had been mistaken.’

  It would have been all too easy for me to carry on just as these animals had done; all too easy for me to admit that I was the one in the wrong and that contradictions didn’t matter. In fact in some ways it would have been far more comfortable for me to take the party-whip than force myself to face up to the truth. But my wake-up call had been too shrill to allow any such mental capitulation. 



For all my disenchantment, however, I still couldn’t summon the necessary conviction I knew I needed to ‘get up and leave’. I couldn’t help thinking of those dreadful reproaches made against people who ‘split’, the dirges we sang admonishing us not to become ‘backsliders’, and the teaching Noel had given about ‘making the demons laugh with glee’ should we be disloyal to the Brotherhood.

 I got in a car one afternoon and drove around the Warwickshire lanes desperate to find the mental certitude of ‘doing the right thing’ that would equip me with the courage I needed to join the M1 and head south, and away. But it wasn’t there. I just couldn’t stop thinking about all my wonderful friends, the colour and beauty I saw all around me, the laughter, the shared tears, the joy, or the glowing faces on young men and women from disturbed backgrounds as they came out of the baptismal pool to begin a ‘new life’. In particular, I couldn’t stop thinking about some of the very special elderly folk whom we regarded as ‘mothers and fathers in Christ’. They, more than any of us, had sacrificed so much to come and take their place in the New Creation Christian Community, not least the property and possessions which they had acquired over years and years of hard work. How could I let any of these precious people down by taking wings of flight? And yet how could I stay when I believed there were vital aspects to our communal life which were so horribly wrong?


For several months I carried on in this ridiculous charade, going through the motions and trying for all I was worth to do so with sincerity and conviction. Somehow, I kept telling myself, there had to be a way to rekindle the enthusiasm and belief which would drive away the demons of doubt and leave my mind in that state of willing compliance I’d once enjoyed.

It wasn’t to be. The writing was on the wall and it was to be Noel himself who delivered the final hammer blow which drove the wedge so completely into the yawning cleft that my allegiance to the Community was fully and finally torn asunder.


It was Noel’s insisting we should ‘take the central ground’ which finally ‘did the trick’, an effect which was the complete opposite to that which had been intended. He told us he had seen a vision of a dark circle representing the ‘central ground’ of the Christian lifestyle. For too long, so he explained, this central ground of Christianity had been usurped by demons; hence the darkness. Now was the time for the Church-Community at Bugbrooke to evict these intruders by ‘strengthening the bonds of Brotherhood’ — making our commitment to one another even stronger and ridding ourselves of any lingering reservations we may have had about our communal lifestyle. 

One of consequences of the drive for increased, uncritical dedication which resulted from Noel’s vision was that we were told not to join in when we ‘broke bread and drank wine’ at our communal meals — a non-liturgical form of Holy Communion — unless we were ‘free’ in our hearts and minds of all criticisms and reservations. Failure to join in, however, apparently meant that we were ‘in rebellion’ by refusing to avail ourselves of the cleansing power of the bread and wine — in direct defiance to the Lord himself. Talk about being caught between a rock and hard place! The solution, of course, was to rid ourselves of all reservations and criticisms and join in the ceremony with a pure heart. It cannot be said of me that I didn’t try! But no amount of earnest soul-searching and repenting could rid me of my critical, rebellious thoughts, which now seemed to strengthen daily.


In the collective meetings at the chapel we were told to raise our hands in the air as an indication that we had no reservations whatsoever about our commitment to the Community. I waved my hands like a zombie along with all the others, too servile to be the only one with them down by his side, thoroughly disconsolate with my own compliance. I felt as ridiculous and spineless as the gullible sheep in Animal Farm, the ones who’d insisted on continuously bleating ‘four legs good, two legs bad’ but then, when Squealer-the-pig himself began to walk on hind legs, changed their bleat to ‘four legs good, two legs better’. 

Nothing less than the complete rooting out of any rogue attitude in our hearts towards the Brotherhood was going to be good enough for Noel, and he wasted no opportunity to have us reaffirm our uncritical loyalty. All impure thoughts were to be repented of and renounced. We were instructed to humble ourselves before God, submit every aspect of our lives to the better judgement of the Brotherhood, and vow to one another that we had ‘no reservations’. At one particularly memorable elder’s meeting, Noel asked us to share any examples of how we’d managed to ‘strengthen the bonds of brotherhood’ within our own households. It was in response to this that one elder made a statement which finally awakened me from my mesmerised blindness.


‘I asked the household brethren to tell me what they thought commitment to the Community meant for them,’ the elder began, ‘and one of the Brothers came up with something which was so good that we decided to use it as a benchmark to measure our own loyalty!”

‘Come on then, bro,’ Noel encouraged him, ‘tell us what he said!’

‘Well, bro, what he said was this: “If everybody else splits and there are only two people left in the Community, those two people will be Noel and myself.” ’ 


A murmur of approval rippled around the room, which was packed with the thirty or forty so-called ‘elders’. Was I really the only one who thought this was a dreadful statement? No thankyou, mam! This wasn’t for me! This spoke to me, clearly and unequivocally, of allegiance to a man, Noel Stanton; nothing more and nothing less. If everyone else had left the Community, as in the illustration, there must be something dreadfully wrong with it. 

‘How,’ I wondered, ‘can it be thought to display anything other than mindless stupidity to suggest that “commitment” involves remaining loyal to Noel to the bitter end? No man deserves such unthinking allegiance, for are not all men fallible?’

 If uncritical fidelity like this was going to be taken as the benchmark of a true ‘Kingdom heart’, then, whether I liked it or not, there was no way I was going to affirm my commitment any longer. I began to seriously consider my next move.


Early one morning not more than a couple of days later — while I was still chewing over what I should do — Nigel came storming out to the repair shed in a state of considerable agitation with Noel. I’d always taken him to be so unquestionably loyal and hadn’t seen him in this light before.


‘Flaming “brotherhood”,’ he muttered, making no attempt to conceal his ire. ‘I don’t call it “brotherhood”, I call it wicked!’

‘What’s the matter?’ I cautiously enquired, trying for the life of me not to appear as too much of a kindred spirit: I was worried that he may clam up if he ‘sussed me out’ to be a secret malcontent.


‘It’s that flaming man Noel,’ he replied. ‘He had us all up really really late last night ranting on-and-on-and-on-and-on about “brotherhood” till we were sick of it . . . . some of the young kids were so tired they were crying; they needed to go to bed. And still he carried on. The man’s a nutter, I tell you, a flaming nutter!’

I hadn’t really needed any further intellectual confirmation that there was something terribly wrong with all this overkill on ‘commitment’. What Nigel’s impassioned and uncharacteristic bellyaching provided me with, however, was the emotional enragement I needed to say to myself, ‘Right! That’s it! Enough is enough!’ Both my head and my heart began to work together, at last; and the anger within was to equip me with the mental ‘tool’ I needed to force my way through the invisible — but very real — locked door into the world beyond Bugbrooke.

Nigel, aware that he’d left me in stunned silence, immediately began to try and play down his derision for fear of any adverse effect on my ‘soul’. But the damage had been done: not by Nigel himself (despite the unkind accusations made against him when I eventually managed to get away), only by what he’d told me. Through his unyielding insistence on complete, uncritical commitment, it was Noel Stanton who had excluded me from any possibility of being able to conform. I wanted out — quietly and without recrimination.


This was going to take a certain amount of guile because I knew that I mustn’t let anyone get wind of my intention to leave. If they did, there was little doubt I would be subjected to interminable entreaties and brotherly head-to-heads imploring me to reconsider. Not to mention, of course, the reminders I would be given, and the songs we would sing, about the judgement awaiting those who betrayed ‘Zion’. More than anything else, perhaps, I knew that those like Margie, an elderly Sister in our household who’d fondly mothered me and knew all my secrets, would be disconsolate. I didn’t think I’d be able to withstand such diverse pressure. I wouldn’t be able to stand my ground. I’d be persuaded I was in the wrong and, in repentance, would yield myself back into the bosom of the fold. But nothing would have been solved if that happened. It would only be a matter of time before the old grievances resurfaced and I should have to go through it all again. 


Fuelled as I was with what I believed to be ‘righteous indignation’, I could, I suppose, have given angry expression to my frustration and stormed out there and then, shielded from reproach in doing so by the excitement of my animation. But although this was a distinctly possible way of ‘breaking free’, it was neither my preferred option nor my style. Besides, I had no wish whatsoever to complain or pass judgement; all I wanted to do was be certain of making good my flight with as little fuss as possible. I knew that I would need both emotional support and somewhere to stay. I also knew that unless I went about it all in the right way, I could easily find myself floundering around in a sea of self-recrimination and regret. Everything would be much easier for me, therefore, if I were to wait until my parents came back from Jerusalem for a short vacation in just a few weeks time. I could easily enough get approval to drive down and meet them at Heathrow; and then I need not come back save to return the vehicle. 

Came the Sunday evening before I intended to be away and nothing had deterred me from my chosen course of action. Nor had anyone suspected that I was anything other than a bit out of fettle — still licking my wounds over the whole ‘Angie business’ probably. I had one huge huge hurdle still to negotiate, though, as one of the Brothers whom I’d helped lead into the Community — someone I’d met at Warwick University — was being baptised on that same evening. During the act of a full-immersion baptism at Bugbrooke chapel it was normal for various members of the assembly to give encouragement to the neophyte by praying out loud (in English or in tongues), making a ‘prophecy’ (listing some of the gifts or qualities they believed the Lord would give to the Brother or Sister), or even ‘psalming’ to them (singing an extemporised song, often accompanied by the guitar). Given my closeness to the Brother about to be baptised, how could I possibly remain silent without it being almost a public confession that I was well and truly out-of-sorts? And how would I cope with then being questioned by those who were concerned for my spiritual welfare? I could just imagine the sort of questions they would ask:

‘It wasn’t like you to be so quiet and look so downcast, bro. What’s wrong? I can tell there must be something. Tell me about it.’

The problem was that I doubted whether I would either have the nerve or be sufficiently insincere to respond with wilful deceit. But nor could I possibly be so blatantly hypocritical as to fake a genuine interest in the baptism when my full intention was to be away from the place within a few hours. It was the longest meeting I ever had to sit through. As I looked around at the jubilant faces of those I held to be such special friends, I was sorely tempted to crack and put away my wicked intents. Where again would I find such a marvellous company of vibrant, dedicated, selfless, loving people? What was I giving away? It wasn’t hard to see myself as a traitorous Judas Iscariot, and I felt shamefully unclean. I just had to keep saying to myself, ‘stay angry, John, stay angry.’ And when I reminded myself how these lovely people had become little better than pawns in someone else’s game, I knew I’d be able to see my plan through — for I was no longer doing it just for myself: it was for everyone.


We arrived back at the Warwickshire house late at night. Miraculously, no one had questioned me about my silence during the baptism. Instead of ‘hanging about’ for a bedtime drink and a chat with the others as was normal, I just slipped up to my room, stuffed a few clothes into a bag which I hid under the bed (including, of course, my beloved denim-shirt), climbed into the bed, drew the covers up over my head, and feigned sleep until she did finally embrace me with her intoxicating drowsy charm!


Up before anyone else in the morning, I carefully placed my pyjamas into the top of the bag and took it down to the car, feeling like a cat burglar as I did so: it was an act of betrayal which would have triggered every spiritual alarm in the building had it been observed. I’d been asked to drop a couple of Sisters off in Rugby en route to the motorway. So, while waiting until we were all ready to leave, I carried on with the normal morning rituals and tried hard to remain cheery and casual. And then we were away. Having dropped the Sisters at the bus station in Rugby, I turned back to rejoin the A5. It was all going just as I’d planned and, as a gesture to myself of my freedom, I pulled in at a roadside cafe to order breakfast with some of the ‘pocket money’ I’d been given for the journey to Heathrow. Normally, of course, I wouldn’t have dreamed of indulging myself with such an expensive ‘treat’. It was one of the most wonderful breakfasts I’d ever eaten. Somewhat to my surprise I found that I had neither menacing thoughts of being under the judgement of God’s anger nor bitter regrets concerning friends left behind — just sadness. In fact I had no equivocation whatsoever; just a wonderful feeling of being free!

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

Fly Away

‘You’re having me on aren’t you, John?’ Graeme anxiously asked on the other end of the phone when I called him from a public kiosk in the evening.


‘No, Graeme, I’m not! Honestly! I’m deadly serious,’ I replied. ‘I have split. And I want you to tell Noel for me, please! Tell him I’ll come back on Wednesday morning to return the car and collect my stuff. But I’ve gone! I’m not coming back and I don’t want anyone to try and contact me!’

I was uncharacteristically abrupt because I wanted to avoid any prolonged discussion with such a close friend: it might have tugged too hard on my fragile conscience and caused me to reconsider. I put the receiver down and wandered off along the wooded shadow of a quiet country lane, alone in the evening stillness of the rolling Hertfordshire countryside. 

I felt like someone who’d been awakened from a charm, someone who now looked back on the mindless obedience which had been given to the spell-master with a cold shudder of disbelief. Equally pertinent, I felt myself to be right there alongside the little boy who was made so famous in the story of ‘The Emperor’s New Clothes’. All around me, I could hear the crowds cheering, clapping and waving their hands in the air as they applauded the magnificent cut-and-cloth of the outfit worn by their vain sovereign to advertise his splendour. The young lad, sat on his father’s shoulders, was looking at the crowd in mystified astonishment. Unable to understand what was going on, he turned his head back around to take a more careful look at the procession in front of him. Then, with a cheeky grin on his face, refusing to deny the evidence of his own eyes, he shouted out at the top of his voice:


‘The King has got no clothes on.’

I broke into a run, incensed with frustration and crazed with emotion.


‘You imbecile. You great, impressionable clown!’ I said to myself. ‘How could you have been blind for so long? Why didn’t you allow yourself to see what was going on and get out way before now?’ I wanted to kick myself, unsure whether to laugh or cry with the liberating relief of facing up to the truth: the truth that if you want to believe something strongly enough and are with others who are urging you on, wanting to believe it themselves (and no one strong enough to let the evidence of their eyes take precedence over the hopes of their heart); if you fear isolation and rejection; if you trust others and mistrust yourself; if you have visions and dreams of greatness and believe they can be achieved; then, in the company of a surging, flag-waving crowd you could probably be persuaded to believe just about anything — that the Earth itself is the centre of the universe, that a naked fool is a wonderfully clothed monarch, that genocide will liberate a nation from its enemies, or that a glorious new society can be created through the coercion of a bad-tempered bully-boy!


My parents, themselves not at all unsympathetic towards what the Community stood for, had been, I think, almost as taken aback as Graeme was when I’d told them of my decision to leave, especially because they’d never before had cause to suspect I was anything other than perfectly happy there. Like every other loyal member, I’d always done my best to talk up the Community and never talk it down. To have shared any misgivings with my parents would have undoubtedly been considered as doing the latter! 

Shocked they may have been; unwilling to offer whatever support I needed, they certainly weren’t. And my sister, god bless her, told me that I could make a bed for myself on her settee for as long as I needed to. Once I’d returned the car and collected the rest of my effects (a few clothes and study books), I would, so I told myself, be able to begin rebuilding my life — yet again.    


I set off back to Northamptonshire on the Wednesday morning. David, having offered to be my chauffeur back to St. Albans later on in the day, followed behind in his own car. I had prepared myself mentally for the encounter with Noel at New Creation Farm by rehearsing over and over in my mind all the responses I would make when subjected to his ‘entreaties’. The most important thing, I felt, would be to keep things brief. I wasn’t intending to walk out on the Community accusing them of spiritual trespass with all guns blazing. I just wanted to amicably agree, where possible, to differ — and then leave quietly. The bottom line, I promised myself, was that I wouldn’t allow anyone to persuade me to change my mind. Just before I got out of the car, I made David give me his word not to let me go back on this pledge, not to drive away from the farm without taking me with him! He agreed, saying he would stay where he was while I went to sort things out in the farmhouse. Word was sent to Noel that I’d arrived, and he hurried from his office to greet me.


‘Hello, bro,’ he boomed in his most affable, fatherly way. ‘You’ve come back then. Come and let me give you a hug!’


I froze with frigid, unfriendly stiffness as he approached to put his powerful arms around my shoulder.

‘As I said on the phone to Graeme,’ I replied, ‘I’ve only come to drop off the car, say good-bye properly, and collect my clothes and “stuff” . . .. . .so I’d rather not give you a hug, thanks all the same!’

‘Tut, tut, bro,’ he said, putting his arm around my shoulders anyway, ‘don’t be like that. After all, we are your family. Come on, let’s go into the lounge and talk.’


‘Oh, alright then,’ I agreed. ‘But not only for a few minutes. And only so long as its clearly understood that I’m determined to leave. My father’s waiting outside for me in his car, and I’ve told him to make sure I leave here with him!’

He was clearly uncomfortable to hear this: the chagrin showed in the tightening of both his face and body. Apparently, so I got to hear some time later, he labelled me as a coward for having brought my father with me. While we sat and spoke together face-to-face, however, he showed only benign concern to ‘sort things out’. If only he’d taken the aggressive attitude towards me which I’d heard him take towards other Brothers who’d split (admittedly behind their backs), I would have been able to get things over and down with far more easily: I’d come prepared for that! What I hadn’t anticipated was this ‘softly, softly’ approach in which he appeared to be willing to discuss where things had gone wrong. The last thing I wanted to do was appear to be unreasonable, so I patiently tried to explain everything. A few minutes soon turned into the best part of an hour. 

When I couldn’t bear the idea of my father waiting outside for me any longer, I again told Noel that I had to leave. But still he wanted me to stay and talk, to go over everything; and I’d barely begun to scratch the surface of all that needed to be said.


‘Come on, bro,’ he said. ‘We can’t just sort all this out in a few hours. I can see it might even take several days. You’ve got to be fair to us and give us the time!’

Persuaded there could be no harm in ‘just talking’, I was bold enough to state my terms: firstly that I wouldn’t under any circumstances stay in the Community overnight, and secondly that I needed the use of a car to travel back to St. Albans. These agreed, I went out to my long-suffering father, who’d already been sat there far too long. How would I now manage to persuade him to go back on the promise I’d made him give me?

‘I’m really sorry,’ I began, ‘but I think it’s best if you go on back without me. The fact is that the man wants me to talk and talk — and I’d feel awful about making you wait any longer. It’s just, I guess, that I’ve got to give him the chance to hear me out if that’s what he really wants — and he keeps saying he does. I can assure you, though, that I’m going to drive away from here later on and go back to Jane’s: I’ve already made the arrangements. You go on, please, and I’ll catch up with you later on. I’m really grateful for your help!’ 
How easily he could have reproached me with frustrated words for having wasted the best part of his day. Instead (and this is the measure of the man who is my father), he said:


‘Don’t you worry about me, John. I’ve been okay, I assure you! Just make sure you do the right thing; what you really know to be right — and don’t forget what you made me promise!’

Over the next few days I commuted between St. Albans and Northampton on a regular basis and spent long long hours talking with Noel about all my misgivings concerning life within the New Creation Christian Community — and what it had become under his autocratic leadership. At his request, I made a clean breast of all the criticisms, reservations, resentment and bitterness which I felt towards the Community; not with the intention to seek redress (all I wanted to do was get away from the place), but purely because he’d asked that I should do so: ‘to give me,’ he said, ‘the opportunity to understand what all this is about.’ 

The final agreement we struck after these protracted discussions was that I would return to my house in Warwickshire for a period of four weeks as a demonstration of ‘brotherly unity and reconciliation’. Then, with the blessing of the Brotherhood, I would be released from my membership and allowed to fly out to Jerusalem: my parents had already made me the offer of living and working at Christ Church over the forthcoming winter months.

In many ways I couldn’t have wanted for anything better. I’d never wanted to be at odds with the Community, to become an ‘enemy’ or anything like that. It was just that, so strongly did I disagree with what was now going on there, I no longer wanted to be a part of it myself. Never before, though, had Noel suggested that it was possible for a committed Brother like myself to be amicably released from membership. The concession being offered me was, he said, ‘something new for the Community’, and the opportunity to part company in friendship seemed to me to be an ideal solution all round. Even so, through all the verbosity of our drawn-out tête-à-tête, I believe I’d managed to make him understand that I was determined to leave come what may and was going to do so with or without anyone else’s blessing. 


During those four ‘reconciliatory’ weeks I found I needed every ounce of self-assurance which I could dredge from my reserves of confidence in order to ensure that the agreement we’d established was brought to its agreed conclusion! Nothing had been written down; and I soon found, now I was back within the enclosure of the fold, that misinterpretation — how ever motivated — was all too easy. Even though Noel himself knew very well the terms under which I’d agreed to temporarily return, and the freedom from pressure which I’d been promised, I still found all manner of accusations were made against me. And even though funds to pay for my flight were forthcoming, I seemed to be very nearly alone in my understanding that this would be a parting of the ways without prejudice, without there having to be a guilty party. The number of times I heard people accuse me of having a ‘critical heart’! This was hardly reconciliation. This wasn’t what I’d agreed to. There would have been no logic to it. When nothing was going to deter me from leaving, what would have been the point in my agreeing to stay on for these four weeks if I was still to be regarded as self-willed and defiant? I need only to have stood my ground and said: ‘Sorry, but I’m not coming back; not even for a few weeks. I’m going now and that’s final.’

 As I listened to some of the harsher things that were said about me, and as I contrasted them with what I’d felt to be, at the very least, the spirit of the agreement we’d struck, it would have been easy for me to feel that my mind had begun to play tricks, that I was deceived and confused. I could almost hear the phantom of old Squealer whispering in my ear, ‘are you sure this is not something you have just dreamed, comrade?’ Unlike the tractable animals of Animal Farm, however, I was bloody sure I wasn’t going to roll over and just accept that I was the one being awkward, that I was the one who’d misunderstood the intentions of my superiors. 


The elders were told at their fortnightly meeting that my disaffection with the Community sprang largely from the ‘problems’ I’d had with Angie. It was only to have been expected! The explanation that I was leaving ‘because I hadn’t been allowed to have a relationship with a Sister’ made me out to be someone whose disagreement with the Community was, primarily, purely personal; someone whose other complaints about it could therefore be regarded as peripheral — the carping of someone who hadn’t got his own way. But I was quite prepared to be cast in the role of a love-torn malcontent if it meant, at least, I could take my leave without being considered something far worse, a ‘traitor’, by the many whom I’d grown to love.


Far harder to live with were some of things said to the rest of the Community at public meetings. 

‘Don’t be troubled, my beloved brethren, when you hear of a Brother criticising the Community,’ warned Noel. ‘Don’t be troubled when you hear of him questioning the way the businesses are run. Don’t be troubled when you hear of anything said against the ‘holy’ pledges of loyalty and commitment made within the Brotherhood.’

Time and again I found that the very same confidential issues which I’d talked about with Noel — at his request — were now being openly referred to in his chapel addresses. When I challenged him about this after one of the meetings, complaining that he was being unfair, I was met with denials.


‘I can assure you, bro,’ he said, ‘it wasn’t you I had in mind in what I said tonight. I don’t know how you can have even thought it was!’

It was hard for me to believe him given how the subject matter of his warnings corresponded so closely with what I’d spent the thick end of a week discussing with him. Obviously, though, he must genuinely have been totally unaware of any association between myself and the content of his sermons because he pressed ahead with his text regardless! I’m sure he wouldn’t have done so had he thought it might discomfort me or had he thought it was reneging on any promises made. 


And what can I say about the interpretation which was placed on our final agreement when details were made known to everyone else? Apparently, I wasn’t to be released from membership after all: I was simply being allowed to go to Jerusalem for a ‘cooling-off’ period of eight months so that I could have time to ‘reflect on things’ and get over my disappointment about Angie. Just a tad watered down maybe? I didn’t, however, have the mental energy to try and correct the misinformation of which I’d become the subject, especially when it didn’t really matter: my flight had been booked — and I was counting down the days until airborne.


On every side of me, Brothers and Sisters alike tried to persuade me not to go. Some were genuinely tearful in their approaches; others more heavy-handed. I sat out in the garden one evening with a Brother who inferred I was stubborn and proud.


‘How can you believe,’ Pete asked, ‘that five hundred people can be wrong and you’re the only one who’s right?’

This was a very hard accusation to cope with, and in many ways it went right to the heart of the matter. This is what made leaving a Community like this one so very hard. If you needed to justify to yourself that you were ‘doing the right thing’ (as I did), then you had to find an enormous amount of self-assurance and courage to stand firm regardless of what five hundred people were telling you. It would have been all too easy to concur with the accusations made, not only from others but also from within your own head, that you were being arrogant. It was important for me, therefore, to keep reminding myself that throughout history whole Nations have sometimes acted with one voice for wrong: might isn’t always right and the judgement of the mob has long been regarded as unreliable. In any case, I also had another answer which satisfied my purposes.


‘You can’t make it so black and white,’ I said. ‘The fact that I feel very differently to the rest of you doesn’t make me against you all. It certainly doesn’t mean that I think I’m right and your wrong. It just means, looked at from a very logical and practical point of view, that I can’t actually be a member here any longer. How can I be when members aren’t meant to have doubts or criticisms? How can I be truly committed when I know that I have got reservations, lots of them — and we’ve been told we’re not meant to have any?’

‘That’s just a cop out, bro,’ replied Pete. ‘We all have thoughts and attitudes which come from the flesh. What we’ve got to do is submit them to the Lord so we can get rid of them.’

‘But I can’t. I’ve tried! So what am I meant to do? Stay and be dishonest? Or be honest and leave?’

‘What you’ve got to do is look at the fruits of what has been achieved here. You don’t get good fruit from a bad tree. So you have to accept that it’s genuinely God himself who is blessing the Community — and that means there must be something within you that needs to change.  

‘But that’s just my problem. I’ve told you that I can’t. It’s not that I’m trying to say the Community isn’t being blessed by God, or anything. That doesn’t come into it,’ I said, trying not to be forced into a circular argument about who’s right and who’s wrong.

‘Look, Pete!’ I carried on. ‘The fact is that what Noel is asking for are members who are both outwardly and inwardly one hundred per cent behind everything the Community represents and stands for. So what happens to those of us who find that our thoughts — the secret thoughts of our hearts — refuse to behave in the way we’re being told they should do? What is it we’re meant to do? Pretend to be something which we’re not?

‘What you’ve got to do,’ persisted Pete, refusing to give any credence to my dilemma, ‘is “get the victory” over any rebellious thoughts and criticisms. And the only way you’re going to do that is by repenting of them.’ 

. 

‘So that’s it, is it?’ I asked, exasperated with the apparent simplicity of it all. ‘And the fact that I’ve still got doubts and reservations after all these years means, I guess, that I mustn’t have repented properly. Okay, look at it like that if you want. But I’m fed up with all the robotic intensity of trying to conform and denying what’s really going on within me. I’m fed up of trying to make myself think that Noel’s teaching is inspired of God when I think some of it is a load of old codswallop and some of it is positively dangerous. And if that makes me profane, then that’s the way it will have to be. Can’t you see that it’s best for everyone if I go?’


Pete was silent, and I could tell that what I’d said had struck a chord. Thank God I didn’t yield to his persuasive reasoning because within a year or so he too had come to the same conclusions about the Community himself. A braver man than I, he tried to bring change from within by making his feelings openly known. The product of his honesty, alas, was that in the end he was actually told to leave and take his dangerous criticisms with him.

Whenever I needed to reassure myself that I was doing the right thing, I reminded myself how angry I was with a society, any society, that made people into deviants purely on account of their questioning and criticising — thereby denying them their individuality and independence.


A few nights before my flight to Israel, Nigel asked me to join him on the night-time delivery of fruit products from the farm to the wholesale markets around the Midlands. As we drove off into the night, he asked me to tell him all about the real reasons why I was leaving. For all kinds of reasons, I wasn’t able to be as forthright as I should have liked to be, so I restricted myself to hinting at things which I think he’d half-guessed anyway. Even so, I began to discover a Nigel I’d not known before: a Nigel who actually seemed to value my company when all along I’d thought he saw me as something of a nerd. 

After all the fruit had finally been dropped off at the various markets, we also had to deliver some flour to our own bakery shop in Braunestone — a small village near Rugby. We pulled up outside it at around five in the morning. But because the baker hadn’t yet arrived, we slumped back in our seats, exhausted. The next thing we knew was when, having dropped off to sleep for maybe half-an-hour or so, we both, simultaneously, jerked ourselves back awake. There was something about the way we both woke up with such a start at exactly the same time, and both thinking more or less the same thing (Oh Lord, how long have we been asleep for?), which drew us together instantly. I cannot explain how such a strange and inconsequential incident should have signified the start of such an enduring and valued friendship, but in that moment a bond was formed which was undeniable. It was to be a year or more, though, before Nigel would join me out in the ‘big bad world’ to pursue the friendship further.


Finally, finally, the day of my departure came. Graeme and Nick travelled down with me in the car to Gatwick, and we were all in good spirit despite the imminence of the farewells that needed to be made. Graeme, who’d brought his guitar with him, took up the refrain of ‘I’m leaving on a jet plane’ as he strummed away in the back of the car. He’d always been a joker! It was Graeme who’d walked into the farmhouse one day and found Noel sitting at a table with cheque books and financial documents spread out in front of him.


‘Aha,’ he said cheekily. ‘The King was in his counting house, counting out his money.’

Noel looked up without smiling: he didn’t appreciate that kind of humour. But Graeme never had been one who was noted for deferential diffidence. He too has long since parted company with the sect!


Flying away from the United Kingdom, I knew that I’d been through one mother an emotional ordeal. It was hard to fend off absurd worries and insecurities as I wrestled with the possibility that I had, indeed, displeased God by ‘betraying’ His people — and maybe He would reveal his judgement on me with some awful air crash! As we flew through turbulence — which I hadn’t experienced before — and were required to take our seats and fasten our safety belts, I had to steady my nerve by talking to myself in the language of reassurance. I longed for the Israeli sun and a long period of sustained emotional and spiritual convalescence, promising myself that if and when we landed at Ben Gurion I would banish all further doubts about God’s love for me into the deep depths of the Ocean. How I longed to hear the comforting squeal of wheels spinning along the runway and the reverse-thrust of the jet engines as the plane landed safely.


Which, of course, under the capable control of the British Airways flight crew, it did. I lifted my heart toward Heaven in a thankful gesture of deliverance. And as we walked out onto the tarmac I would have prostrated my body to kiss the ground had I not been so thoroughly British!

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

Love again


It was the young boy with the red and white keffiyeh flung jauntily over his head, the one leading my camel, who first noticed the tell-tale marks in the sand. (How was it that I could never get my keffiyeh to stay on my head in quite the same way?) He gave a shrill warning-cry and, immediately, several of the Bedouin began waving sticks in front of them and running here and there in pursuit of some unknown quarry. They were very excited; far too excited to worry about poor me left clutching onto the camel’s back, desperately hoping it would remain calm amidst all the shrieks and frantic movement. From the corner of my eye I saw something slither across the sand with extraordinary speed into the cover of a nearby clump of dried-up bush. Instantly, the Bedouin began thrashing the bush with mighty blows of their sticks. On this occasion even an animal so evasive as a Sidewinder wasn’t able to escape their fury! Once satisfied there was no life left in it, one of them got hold of the mutilated carcass and waved it triumphantly in the air. The once deadly snake was then hurled away to decompose under the glare of the blistering sun. This was another enemy they could be certain wouldn’t steal into their camp under the cover of darkness to deliver its deadly venom.


We were deep in the heart of the Sinai desert. Overnight, in the way we had done all week, we’d camped out under the stars; surrounding us when we woke in the morning were literally dozens and dozens of camels that had appeared, seemingly, from nowhere. Groups of Bedouin men were stood around waving their arms with frustration and arguing with one another in spirited language. Each of them, together with their own dromedary, had turned up in the hope of earning some money by taking part in the desert expedition planned for the day. But there were simply far too many of them, and the complex, impassioned arguments concerning who should and who shouldn’t be employed were only able to be sorted out by the arbitration of their tribal leader. By the time I’d eaten breakfast with the others (avocado pear, tomato, dried bread and chocolate spread), many of the camels had been led away by their forlorn owners, leaving only half-a-dozen or so at our camp.

Our guide, Horah, a lecturer from the Hebrew University in Jerusalem, had led regular field trips into the region over previous years and was well known to the Bedouin. She was one of the few Israeli civilians with sufficient local knowledge about the Sinai to guide a vehicle through such a remote, inhospitable wilderness. The sight of her open-backed lorry again appearing in the distance meant another opportunity for these nomads to solicit the medical supplies which she always brought with her, and also another opportunity to earn ‘hard cash’: money which could then be used to buy food or cigarettes when they visited centres of civilisation. 

On this particular day, the twenty strong group of us of us — who’d virtually lived in the back of Horah’s truck since entering the desert — were going to split two ways. Most were going to make the climb to St. Catherine’s monastery at the top of Mount Sinai itself. But some, including myself, were going to spend the day roaming the desert with the Bedouin and their camels; going to places only they knew how to get to and eating the food they would prepare for us over an open fire. To have been on this adventure was literally the opportunity of a lifetime, especially because it was the last time that Horah would be able to lead such an excursion through Sinai peninsula before it was handed back to Egyptian rule. 

I’d spent the day before we set off  from Jerusalem wandering around the streets of Old City with Jeanne, a nurse from London who was there on holiday. We’d met one another at a Christian prayer meeting in the Roman Catholic hospice of ‘Ecce Homo’ (Jesus wept), which was situated just to one side of the Via Dolorosa (the way of the cross). She’d seemed pretty casual towards me at first, although when we met on a second occasion — a celebratory ‘Feast of Tabernacles’ parade through the streets of New Jerusalem — I had great hope that romance might be just a short way off. I cannot deny, having been so frustrated in love and now in my mid-twenties, I was impatient to find someone who could at last reciprocate my deep longing for a close, enduring, loving relationship.


There was, however, something of an obstacle. Jeanne was holidaying with a close friend, and no way for money nor love would I have forced my hand to the extent of trying to separate the pair of them. That’s why I made an arrangement to take both Jeanne and Tine to explore ‘Hezekiah’s tunnel’, an ancient passageway hewn through solid rock nearly three thousand years ago to bring water for times of siege to the pool of Siloam.

One of the remarkable things about the tunnel is how it was ‘worked’ from two separate entrances into the hillside (just like the Channel tunnel), twisting and turning with the natural contours of the rock formation. Where the two ends met can still be clearly identified, an offset in the line of the rock walls which shows that Hezekiah’s engineers had been accurate to within four or five inches. Absolutely amazing! (I expect the Channel tunnel engineers were even more accurate in their calculations — but they did have the advantage of tunnelling in more or less a straight line, and also the use of modern equipment and technology!) Although it must surely be one of the truly indisputable Biblical landmarks, Hezekiah’s tunnel isn’t part of the normal tourist trail. Apart from anything else, you have to plod through cavernous conditions, often stooping down and sometimes knee deep in water. Moreover; you also have to know where to locate the Arab caretaker, the exchange of ‘baksheesh’ (gratuity) being the recognised protocol for procuring his agreement to come and unlock the entrance gate.


I prepared three candles with shrouds — the shrouds being to protect the hand from molten wax — and eagerly waited for the pair of them to arrive at the agreed time. In the event, it was only Jeanne who turned up. Tine, who was apparently suffering with a bad headache (such a brick!), had stayed back at Ecce Homo. This would be my last opportunity to see Jeanne before I left for the Sinai and she returned to England, and we were now going to be able to spend the whole day alone together! When we were half-way through the tunnel, I snuffed out the candles. Complete darkness! — my intention nothing other than to illustrate the eerie sensation of being confined underground, where there couldn’t be the smallest shred of light either radiated or reflected. (Jeanne proved herself to be remarkably trusting in her willingness to have let me conduct my little demonstration!)


We took our wellies back to Christ Church Hospice once out the other side and then spent the rest of the day roaming here and there, chatting non-stop, bartering for trinkets in the souk, drinking long, thirst-quenching drinks of freshly-squeezed carrot juice (which were to play havoc with Jeanne’s stomach the next day), and finding out as much about one another as could possibly be squeezed into the comparatively short time we had. With afternoon beginning to draw all too quickly towards evening, I kept trying to find enough courage to take hold of her hand and confirm that this was more than casual friendship. It had been so many years since I’d held a girl’s hand, though, that I was, somehow, just far too unsure of myself. I’d almost resigned myself, therefore, to seeing the day pass by without the assurance of reciprocated fondness given by joined hands, when we decided to go into a rather dinghy cafe in the souk for a coke or something.


‘Come on, John,’ I admonished myself, feeling the rhythm of my heart thumping away inside my rib cage. ‘It’s now or never. If you don’t ask, you’ll never know, will you?’


‘I really don’t know how to go about this kind of thing, Jeanne,’ I began, with embarrassing and inappropriate shyness. ‘I mean, you might have a boyfriend back in England or something for all I know, and I don’t want to make it awkward for you. But, well, I’d like to hold your hand if that’s alright!’


She looked at me sympathetically but quietly, as if she too was struggling to find the right words. I feared being turned down. A few seconds later she herself had taken hold of my  hand and we sat together as ‘partners’ drinking our cokes. When we said good-bye at the end of the day, we did so in one another’s arms; and our lips met. I must surely have been the happiest person in the whole of Jerusalem — if only for that brief moment.


For all my fascination with the landscape and culture I’d encountered during our expedition to the Sinai desert, I couldn’t wait to get back to Christ Church Hospice and see if Jeanne had already sent any correspondence after her return home, cock-a-hoop when I found she’d written me a long letter while staying in Tel Aviv on the night before she flew from Ben Gurion. Its content left me with no doubt whatsoever ‘this’ was for real. Over the next few months, while I lived with my parents and earned myself a small wage ‘helping-out’ around the hospice, we grew to learn about and love one another through page after page of correspondence. I can scarcely think of a more innocent, rewarding, tender way for a romance to be born and to blossom.


I booked a flight back to London to visit Jeanne early on in the new year (1982). As Christmas drew close, I was almost counting down the hours as well as the days before I would pass through custom control at Heathrow and see her waiting for me on the other side! Before then, however, I looked forward to celebrating the festival in a more or less conventional way for the first time in five years — but ‘this year in Jerusalem’! My rehabilitation into the world was gathering pace, but it was also proving very hard to discard deeply held convictions and attitudes without agonising soul-searching. I was fearful to the core of ‘grieving God’ by discarding the good as well as the bad, throwing out the baby with the bathwater; and there had been so much about the Community’s lifestyle which I still firmly believed was worth clinging onto for dear life.

 I remember sitting at the piano in the hospice church playing ‘Annie’s song’ and feeling slightly guilty for doing so. It was a piece of music I’d always loved, but it was still Worldly music. Liz, one of the ‘missionary’ workers employed by the Anglican Church, came and sat down in the pews to listen to me. After I’d finished the song, I called over to her:


‘You’ll have to forgive me! I know it’s not a very spiritual piece of music!’


‘Well cleaning your teeth isn’t very spiritual either, dearie,’ she replied in her wonderfully refreshing, no-nonsense manner, ‘but I bet you do it anyway!’

It was off-the-cuff remarks like this which helped to puncture the self-righteous intensity and absurdity of the dogma I’d taken on board. And slowly but surely I came to trust and respect the new friends I was making, even though, for years, I’d been taught to regard their Christian lifestyle as seriously deficient for want of true commitment to the way of the Cross, to the way of community!


After some three or four months of readjustment, my scruples about celebrating Christmas were fairly easy to cope with: all I had to do was to avoid the excess and enjoy the rest. There was much about the festival which was easy for me to regard as wholesome and good; not least the giving of gifts. I’d been extremely careful to save up the small wage I earned through my work at the hospice, and this was an opportunity to use it. Many a happy hour was spent in the souk bartering and haggling with the Arab traders to buy small pressies for one and all. One gift was of particular importance as it was earmarked for Geoff, a young American who’d frequently come to the hospice for help of one kind or another.

 Almost from the very first time I’d met him, it was perfectly obvious to me that he had a rather strange and eccentric personality; but I didn’t have cause to suspect anything other than overt religious fanaticism and complete lack of sensitivity. All he’d wanted to do when he came to the hospice was sit around in the sunshine, open his big black Bible, and argue about the meaning of controversial passages. I’d often sat with him, patiently trying to understand what was going on his mind and get to know a bit more about him. Why he was in Jerusalem, I had no idea; except that I soon came to discover the city attracted all kinds of rather strange folk who, believing that the Lord had ‘told’ them to go and live in the Holy City, flocked there like bees round a honey pot. 


The most I ever managed to get out of Geoff concerning how he supported himself was that his father ‘wired’ him an allowance from the States. How ever large or small this allowance may have been, I was sure it wasn’t being used in the correct way: he seemed to have less and less to spend on himself with each week that passed. While his clothes became shabbier and shabbier, the backpack that he always carried with him everywhere he went became fuller and fuller. As far as I could make out from the questions I asked him about it, and the occasional glimpses I caught of what was inside, Geoff was spending an ever increasing amount of his money on expensive, hard-backed books.

Geoff’s pack eventually became so bulky that he started to use an even larger, army-style canvass haversack. His behaviour also changed insidiously as he became increasingly aggressive. He stopped so much talking to people as shouting at them; and he often stormed away in a furious rage when contradicted or confronted. 


During the last few weeks of the year, I often saw him walking forlornly around the streets of the city with his enormous bag. His book collection was now so voluminous that he struggled to lift the haversack off the ground once he’d put it down to rest. I knew how desperately he needed help. But not the help which I could give: Geoff needed medical help. If I had a prayer for him, therefore, it was that he’d let me take him to see a doctor! One sunny afternoon, having noticed him sat on a grass verge which fell away from the city wall to the west of the Jaffa gate, I went over and sat down next to him. But even before I could say a word, he shot to his feet, stood there towering over me, and began to shout:


‘This man wants to kill me! He is from the devil! He is filled with evil spirits!’

 ‘Get away from me!’ he screamed. ‘Don’t touch me! You have the mark of the beast on your forehead and I command you to go! In the name of the Lord, I command you to leave!’


With his oily, unbrushed black hair and long scraggy beard, he must have looked a strange and awesome sight to the other people sat round about us enjoying the sunshine! His searing denunciation concluded, he snatched at the handle of his bag, lugged it over his shoulders and stormed away. I was left sitting there quite shell-shocked. Everyone was looking at me, presumably wondering what this was all about. ‘Surely,’ I thought, ‘they don’t think I was going to attack him or anything, do they? Surely they understand the man is mad.’ I looked around me and shrugged my shoulders as if to say:


‘Well don’t look at me like that, please. I don’t know how to make sense of it any more than you do.’ Then I got up and walked slowly away.


A few days later we had one of those torrential downpours to which Jerusalem is subject in the winter months. Geoff appeared in the hospice compound asking to talk with me. I was called from the office and saw him standing there soaked to the skin like a miserable drowning animal, water running down from his bedraggled hair over his face. He asked, with no accompanying display of aggression, if I would give him some money so he could get something to eat. Thanking God beneath my breath for this opportunity to help, I took him straight off to a nearby café — it seemed a better idea than actually giving him cash. While we were eating, I tried to encourage him to let me take him to see a doctor. He refused point blank. And when I asked him to show me what was in his bag, he defensively snatched it away as if it contained the crown jewels themselves.


Christmas day came. I went to church in the morning and planned to go walk-about around the streets of Jerusalem after the service to find Geoff and give him his gift. This proved unnecessary because when I came out of church he was there waiting for me, on a bench in the courtyard. I ran quickly up to my room and came back down with a large box which I’d filled with nuts, chocolate, Turkish delight, baklava, halvah, and all kinds of ‘normal’ and ‘exotic’ fruit. His eyes lit up with delight and, for the first time, he seemed at a loss to know what to say.


‘Go on, take it,’ I said, nearly having to force it into his hands. ‘I just wish you’d let me get medical help for you. But don’t worry about that just now………..Happy Christmas!’

The anticipatory excitement I had about flying back to London was tempered only by my concern for Geoff. There was no one else I knew of whom he seemed to trust or who would keep company with him — which was hardly surprising considering the nuisance he’d made of himself! What would become of him during the three weeks while I was away? He had grown so thin that I suspected he was nearly on the point of starvation; and still his bag kept getting fuller! Something about his deranged mind kept compelling him to buy books instead of food. He had, without doubt, been afflicted with some kind of psychotic religious mania!

There were just two days left to go before my flight. Geoff again turned up at Christ Church begging me to help him get something to eat.


‘Look, Geoff,’ I said. ‘I’m only going to get you a meal if you agree to let me find a doctor for you!’

‘I don’t need a doctor,’ he said, quite aggressively. ‘There’s nothing wrong with me!’


‘In which case, Geoff, my friend,’ I replied with finality, ‘there ain’t gonna be no meal.’  


I waited for the outburst from his venomous tongue, but he just glared at me and turned to walk away. Later that day, in the early evening, he was back at Christ Church with the same request. Again, I stuck to my ground:


‘Let me get you medical help, Geoff, and you’ll get a meal.’

He stood silently; a few tears came to his eyes.


‘Will you, please,’ he sobbed. ‘Oh my God, will you, please!’ And then he broke down in floods of tears on my shoulder. 


It was only when I then went to the hospice office to use the phone that I discovered how little I knew about the Israeli medical system. I had no idea whatsoever where I could take Geoff to at that late hour of the day, or whether there even were psychiatric units as we know them in Britain which would admit members of the public. ‘But surely there must be,’ I thought. The job of locating one was made all the more difficult by my inability to speak more than a few simple words of modern Hebrew, and those people who answered my phone calls didn’t understand much English. The otherwise simple task of saying ‘I have a friend who needs psychiatric help — can you tell me where I should take him to, please’ became a huge communication problem in these circumstances.

 I was eventually given the address of somewhere to try on the outskirts of the city, so I hired a taxi to take us there. It was a small, modern building, with nothing identifiable to confirm whether or not it was the right place to be — no signs saying ‘hospital’, nor anything else in English for that matter! Furthermore, being late in the evening there were few people about: it wasn’t, for example, like the casualty department of a large hospital. I felt totally alien and useless in this environment, especially so after we’d registered and then had to sit for what seemed like hours before anyone came to see us — giving me good cause to suppose we’d simply been forgotten. To crown it all: when he eventually came, the ‘doctor’ — if in fact that’s what he was — spoke very little English, and there was nothing about Geoff’s behaviour as he sat there next me which immediately signified there was anything wrong with him. I was going to have to rely heavily on sign language and the evidence of the bag!


‘Look!’ I said, pointing to the haversack and trying to use short words which I could enunciate clearly and loudly. ‘The bag is full of books!’ 


I took some shekel notes from my wallet and spread them out in a fan.

‘He has spent all his money on books.’

I flung my arms around in a circle to indicate ‘everywhere’ in the city.

‘He takes his books everywhere.’

I stood up, got hold of the bag and put it over my shoulder.
‘He just wanders around the streets carrying his books.’ 

I pointed to Geoff and made a gesture with my hands to show how thin he was.

‘He is very ill. He is starving himself.’


 I made the motions of eating with a knife and fork, and shook my head from side to side. 

‘He has not been eating.’


‘He needs help! You must help him!’ I finally concluded, pointing with one finger towards my own head in a gesture to indicate madness, which I hope wasn’t too unkind.


Amazingly, the man seemed to understand what I was trying to tell him. He instructed Geoff to open the bag. It was filled with dozens and dozens of hard-backed books, just as I’d suspected from the shape and the weight. After the medic had concluded a very brief and stunted ‘interview’ with the subdued young man, he disappeared off elsewhere. We then had to endure another long wait before someone else returned to tell me, in broken English, that they would be admitting Geoff — so I could leave him there and go home. He also asked me to report all this to the American consulate. With huge relief, and extremely glad that I could now fly to London without this care hanging on my shoulders, I called another taxi and went home.


The next day at the American Embassy building, I was surprised to learn that the consulate official — who’d already been briefed by staff from the hospital, or clinic, or whatever it was where I’d been to the night before — had known of Geoff and his problems for several weeks. Geoff’s father himself, worried about his son, had apparently been in regular communication with the consulate to try and make arrangements for repatriation. No one, however, had been empowered to take further action without Geoff’s consent unless he were committed for psychiatric care —  and that itself couldn’t have been enforced unless he’d either been convicted of a crime or some member of the public had brought a complaint against him. I was then told that by having requested medical treatment for him, I had, effectively, made such a complaint. Already, therefore, arrangements were being made to reunite him with his family in the States! 


The four months I’d spent in Israel had only deepened my love for the country. But I don’t think I could ever have settled as a long term expatriate: I missed the familiarity of good old Blighty too much. At least the department store assistants back home didn’t look at you as if were from Jupiter when you asked them for something as straightforward as a torch.

‘Excuse me, please, a “torch” you say?’

It wasn’t even as if the young lady couldn’t speak English. It wasn’t exactly the Queen’s English, I admit, but she seemed to get by adequately enough in her own kind of Americanised style.

‘Yes, a torch! Tee, Oh, Ar, Cee, Haich — Torch!’

‘Eh? I am sorry. I do not think we have what you are looking for.’

Of course they did. All department stores sold torches, even in Jerusalem. I just needed to know where they were. Where was I going wrong?

‘I’m sure you must do. What I need is one of those things you hold in your hand to shine a light on something.’

I did my best to demonstrate what I was talking about with hand motions. Suddenly, there was illumination all round.

‘Ah! Now I understand. You want a “flashlight”.’

No I didn’t. I wanted a torch. I couldn’t wait to get ‘home’. 

CHAPTER NINETEEN

South London life


Jeanne belonged to a flourishing, Anglican, evangelical church in South London — St. Mark’s, Kennington, just across the road from the Oval cricket ground. We were married there in the autumn. Not that the road to the aisle had been altogether sugar-sweet and silver-lined: anything so straightforward was highly improbable if past experience can ever be taken as an indicator of what lies ahead. The problems, such as they were, were largely the result of my continuing to apply Community dogma to our relationship. This included the expectation that Jeanne would show me the same kind — or very nearly the same kind — of submissive obedience practised at Bugbrooke.

 I was also frightened by the thought of being sucked into an avaricious whirlpool of Worldly materialism and vanity, and this had lead me into conflict with Jeanne’s parents over the wedding arrangements. Quite naturally, they would have liked to give her the best wedding that money could buy. They saw my stubborn refusal to countenance anything ‘fancy’ as rather unkind, awkward, independent, and even somewhat arrogant — which, I regret, it maybe was! I hadn’t, truth be told, meant to be like that; it was just that I’d felt compelled to stand firm, still convinced I had to pursue the most simple of lifestyles in order to please God.


For all my strange ways and ideas, for all the quirky dross which I carried out of the Community with me, for all the high-handed impositions I made upon both herself and her family, Jeanne obviously felt that our relationship was worth it all; and without surrender of her own right to have a viewpoint, she did everything she could to understand what was going on in my head and make allowances for me. She was unable, however, to restrict herself to just wearing long flowing frocks; I was the one who had to come to terms with the idea that there was nothing wrong with a ‘Christian woman’ wearing jeans as part of her normal way of dressing. Even so, she was gracious enough to stop wearing red nail-varnish on her toes, which, ridiculous though it may now sound, would have been just about more than I could cope with. 

As time progressed, I found there were more and more ‘Worldly ways’ which weren’t so vain, wicked or perverse as I’d once believed them to be; and poor Jeanne had a continuous struggle to know exactly what would and what wouldn’t be acceptable. She did her very best to keep pace with the ways in which I was changing, but the fuss I made about the red nail-varnish has put her off using it ever since — despite my encouragement that she should do so. And what’s more, so much have my attitudes changed that I can’t help but sometimes think the distinguished cosmetic effect of a small, discrete, gold nose-stub might be something I’d like to try out for myself. But please don’t worry, dear children of mine — I promise that I won’t. As you so rightly never tire of pointing out to me, it’s quite inappropriate at my time of life to try and look trendy or young.


Jeanne and I memorised our wedding vows and made them, without any prompting from the vicar, as we stood facing one another. My experiences at Bugbrooke had taught me that I never ever again wanted to bind myself to an institution demanding wholehearted commitment — even that of marriage — without having made a full and honest appraisal of whether I had enough resources to complete the building of the metaphoric tower. And my experiences with ‘l’amour’ had taught me that I never ever again wished to cause a woman pain through failing her in my loyalty and love. I didn’t, therefore, want to make my vow to love Jeanne until death to us part with any starry-eyed romantic idealism. I wanted to make it because I was pledging myself on sacred oath, come what may, to see our union through whatever may lie ahead for it (insofar, that is, as anyone can bind themselves to such a promise without knowing the future, human that we are). I was only able to do this in the knowledge that she was a very special person for whom any and all sacrifices would be worthwhile. 

I haven’t always been the perfect husband, the emotional tide of our love has known both ebb and flow, we have argued as all couples do, and when the balance of my mind was deranged — to which this story is leading us — I came close to betrayal through wishing myself dead. 


One of the first things I’d done after proposing to Jeanne — and being made to wait at least ten painful seconds for her answer — was type a letter to Noel Stanton making it quite plain to him that there could never be any question of me returning to Bugbrooke as a Community member. He already knew this perfectly well, of course, but I hadn’t ever put it in writing so that it was there for the record, with no scope for dispute. There was also the matter of what all my friends were still thinking. While in Jerusalem, I’d been literally deluged with letters from well-meaning Brothers and Sisters who still hoped for my return. For everyone’s sake I needed my intentions to be made known, unambiguously. In my letter, therefore, not only did I emphasise — again — the fundamental disagreements I had with the Community, but I also told Noel that he should make it quite clear to one and all that the parting of ways had been final: I wouldn’t be returning, irrespective of what he may have led others to believe! 


Although the letter I received in reply was signed by Noel himself, it had been prepared, so it said, in consultation with other senior elders. It accused me of being patronising and, more importantly, of having ‘sinned against the Brotherhood’. It urged me to ‘repent of my pride and sin’ and return to the fold of the Community, or else — and I quote — ‘the judgement of Matthew 18 vv.15-17 will apply’. 


‘Moreover if your brother sins against you, go and tell him his fault between you and him alone. If he hears you, you have gained your brother. But if he will not hear you, take with you one or two more, that “by the mouth of two or three witnesses every word may be established.” And if he refuses to hear them, tell it to the church. But if he refuses even to hear the church, let him be to you like a heathen and a tax collector.’ (Mathew 18 vv. 15-17)


I hardly even needed to refer to my Bible to understand what was being said to me because the process of ‘church discipline’ had been spelt out for us many many times. We were all so familiar its procedural stages and consequences that it had even entered into the Community’s jargon. It didn’t used to be at all uncommon to hear people talk about ‘giving-someone-a-Matthew-Eighteen’.

 There were, apparently, several stages to this disciplinary process, the first two being employed with the hope of ‘gaining back’ the disobedient by urging them to renounce whatever sin it was they were being accused of . The third stage, that of being spoken to by the ‘the church’, was someone’s last chance to repent; failure to do so would result in their excommunication — giving them over to the judgement of God. This meant having nothing more to do with them, excluding them from all fellowship, denying them the right to share in the eucharistic signs of God’s forgiveness; treating them, in effect, as ‘heathens and tax collectors’. 

Noel had frequently warned us not to ‘harden ourselves’ by refusing to listen to the corrective entreaties of our Brothers and Sisters. He had always insisted that ‘being of one heart with the brethren’ was a necessary pre-condition to share in the eucharistic meal and be availed of its cleansing power. Those who ‘hardened themselves’ towards the brethren and refused — or were refused — the bread and wine were, he insisted, in grave danger of becoming like those whom the apostle Peter referred to as having ‘crucified the son of God on their own account’. These were the ones beyond God’s grace, the ones who no longer had the opportunity to repent, the ones who had embarked on the irreversible journey to everlasting damnation.

It looked as if I was going to become the Community’s first certified apostate! The letter in front of me claimed to represent ‘the church’, making it quite clear that if I failed to repent, if I failed to return, then:

‘the judgement — the ultimate judgement of excommunication — will apply’.

I don’t remember feeling too perturbed about any implied spiritual threat of Divine disfavour contained within this ‘judgement’ because as far as I could tell God was blessing me, not judging me. This didn’t mean, however, that I wasn’t deeply troubled in other ways. I had no great wish, for instance, to suffer being rejected by friends who were still very important to me. But I was stuck with it: I hadn’t the slightest intention of going back. 


I responded to Noel in the only way possible — by confirming yet again that I had no wish or intention to return. Within the Community, therefore, my excommunication was ratified and the flock were instructed to have nothing more to do with me; neither to talk with me on the phone nor write to me, even in response to letters which I may send to former friends. I was to be regarded as one under the judgement of God.


The saddest aspect to this was the statement it made about the love and friendship which, five years previously, I’d been so overwhelmed by. What kind of friendship is it which is based not on your loyalty to one another but to a ‘system’? What kind of friendship is it when your friend will ‘lay down their life for you’ one day but then, the next, will scorn and reject you because they’ve discovered your allegiance to the corporate entity isn’t pure? 

I know that ‘the flock’ at Bugbrooke were only doing as told and that the pressure to conform was enormous, nigh on irresistible. Nor do I hold any grudge against individual friends, many of whom, thank God, have also split. But no one can hide themselves forever behind the cloak of corporate responsibility. All corporate action comprises the aggregated action of individuals, and somehow, sometime, everyone must answer for themselves. For myself, I have no wish ever again to be told by a spiritual overlord how I should behave towards those people whom I regard as my friends. If they do me — or anyone else — wrong, then it’s a matter to be sorted out between the pair of us within the parameters of our friendship; it’s not a matter on which I expect to be dictated to by a third party. 


Given the attitude towards contraception which I’d inherited from the Community, it wasn’t really surprising that in August 1983 our first child, Rebekah, was born at Queen Charlottes’s Hospital (where Jeanne had trained as a midwife) after scarcely ten months of marriage. Just as well that she was born late rather than early or my fall from grace would have been as good as proven to suspicious minds. As first-timers, we’d done our very best to prepare for the great event by dutifully attending all the ante-natal sessions and spending hours upon hours practising breathing and relaxation exercises together at home. We’d also read extensively about ‘natural childbirth’ and, without being fanatical, wanted everything kept as technology-free as possible. After several false starts  — it always happens to midwives — Jeanne was admitted to Queen Charlotte’s on August the sixteenth. Following a long night of intermittent contractions there had been little progress, so she was given an hormonal drip later in the morning to get things going a bit. 

We spent several hours ‘breathing together’ as wave after wave of contractions came and went with no further cervical dilation. The problem was eventually diagnosed as being due to the baby’s ‘transverse presentation’ (she was back to front), which prevented sufficient pressure being applied to the neck of the cervix. Jeanne was clearly becoming exhausted and was therefore encouraged to have an epidural anaesthetic in preparation for a forceps delivery. She reluctantly agreed and the anaesthetist was ‘bleeped’. He gave her a brief examination when he arrived, then asked her to roll over onto her side while he went to fetch some equipment.

 Even as she rolled over, however, she felt the baby turn around; and suddenly — literally as suddenly as that — she was gripped with an overwhelming urge to ‘push’. Just two or three minutes later I was holding the newborn in my arms while Jeanne was made comfortable in her bed. Scoff if you must, but I’m sure the infant looked at me with instant recognition that this was her dad, the man who’d endured such travail to bring her into the world. Alas, I wasn’t allowed to indulge myself in goo-goo type sentimentality for long because Jeanne soon reached out both her hands to indicate that was now ready to take the child to her breast. I watched on, thrilled to see the baby make her first instinctive attempt to draw milk and bond with her brave, drained, beautiful mother.


After Rebekah had been taken to the nursery, I sat quietly with Jeanne — who kept drifting in and out of an exhausted sleep. I wouldn’t wish to belittle the intensity of my feelings by trying to describe them! Everything I’d ever dreamt of having was now mine, and I was sitting with the woman who was at the heart of it all. I was alarmed, though, at the amount of blood I could see beneath her on the bed and suspected it not to be normal — inexperienced as I was in making assessments of this kind! So I left her alone to find the sister and express my concern. When she too had seen for herself the extent of the haemorrhaging, the senior registrar was immediately called.


After he’d given Jeanne an internal examination (which I’d rather not describe, thankyou!), his immediate concern was to arrange for an urgently needed blood transfusion.


‘You must understand,’ he explained, ‘that the blood hasn’t been screened.’ We knew he was referring to Aids, an illness that had just begun coming to public attention. But the effects of the serious haemorrhage were potentially fatal if immediate action weren’t taken. We therefore had to instinctively weigh up the balance of probabilities: a remote, unknown, uncertain risk against an immediate, obvious, visible, nearly-certain risk. The only real choice available to us was Hobson’s! Jeanne was given four pints of blood in total and, as the level of her haemoglobin rose and the colour returned to her face, we knew that all would be well with the three of us. The long-term risk of the transfusion was soon forgotten as we got on with the process of building our home and our family.

Simeon came next, fifteen months later. And his birth was even more fraught with complication — what did I say about midwives and childbirth? In fact, had we been so minded, I suspect we could have had a strong case for bringing a negligence action against Queen Charlotte’s hospital. But taking into account that all turned out well, what would have been the point? 

Simeon was finally delivered by an emergency caesarean section. Given the effect of childbirth on Jeanne’s body, given the clear compatibility of our bodily union, and given the time I’d now had to discuss and reflect on the whole issue of contraception, the decision to use artificial assistance in ‘calling it a day’ — for the time being anyway — wasn’t hard to make!
