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“My memory is nearly gone; but I remember two things: I am a great sinner, and Christ is a great savior.”
-John Newton (1725-1807), former slave ship captain, author of the hymn Amazing Grace, and friend and supporter of William Wilberforce.
In the late 60s and early 70s the US in particular and the West in general experienced the Cultural Revolution. The sex, love and rock and roll movement was in many ways a revolt against everything: all forms of authority, parents, police, religion, government, moral standards, “the establishment,” and so on.

The counter-culture caused a lot of damage, with many lives lost to drugs, sexual diseases, loose living and rebellion. Many died as a result. And I was heavily involved in the hippy scene. Like so many kids, I rebelled against a more or less Christian upbringing and tossed out all I had been brought up on.

But as we are told in Isaiah 59:19, “When the Enemy comes in like a flood, the Spirit of God will raise a standard against him!” So roughly at the same time (or just thereafter) God raised up the Jesus Revolution. Tens of thousands of burned-out hippies, freaks and radicals were converted then – maybe even millions.

And I was one of them, and this is my story of God’s relentless and amazing grace. It is about just my actual conversion to Christianity, and the nearly year-long process which that entailed. Steadily and patiently God brought me to himself.

My early days can be told in a few sentences. Born in a small Wisconsin town (Sheboygan) in early 1953, I long had a very low self-image, and tended not to get involved with the crowd and the in-groups. For some reason I have hardly any memories of my childhood. One of the few things I recall is telling my dad when I was quite young: “The only thing I am good at is not being good at anything”.

So I was often a bit of a loner who did not fit in well. Nothing too severe mind you, but enough to keep me in a more or less state of unhappiness and emptiness. While raised in a very nominal religious background, with regular church attendance, it of course meant nothing to me, and I soon rejected it all.

At this point I should mention that my twin sister and older brother went on quite different journeys than I did. My sis certainly stayed on the straight and narrow, while my brother went through a different sort of rebellion, not taking him into the wild hippy scene.

Books
One way to cope with not exactly being Mr. Popular or Mr. Good-looking was to submerge myself in books and reading. And that I certainly did. From early on I was reading all sorts of stuff – but often not the kind of stuff most 14-year-olds would be reading. Given that the New Left and the hippy movement was breaking out in the mid-to late 60s, I soon moved in that direction.

I also got heavily into the New Age Movement as part of my searching before it was called the New Age. Thus I read everything I could find on eastern religions, reincarnation, astral projection, cosmic consciousness, and all the rest. It was all part of a quest I was on – a journey to find truth and ultimate reality.

What distinguished me from most folks of course is that the overwhelming majority of people who moved in this direction were college kids; I was still just a high school kid. My move to radical thinking and reading occurred roughly from between 14 and 18 years of age. So I was a bit young for such radical searching, rebellion and revolution.

To get a feel for where my journey was heading during this period, it might be best to simply list a very small sampling of the sorts of things I was reading during this period:

George Orwell, 1984
Aldous Huxley, Brave New World, Doors of Perception
Karl Marx, Das Kapital
The Communist Manifesto, and various works by Lenin, Trotsky and others (often boring and dry, but it was what any good young lefty had to read).
Herbert Marcuse, One Dimensional Man
Abbie Hoffman, Steal This Book, Revolution for the Hell of It
Jerry Rubin, Do It!
Eldridge Cleaver, the noted Black Panther, Soul on Ice
Tom Wolfe, The Electric Kool-Aid Acid Test
R. D. Laing, The Politics of Experience
Timothy Leary, The Politics of Ecstasy
Hermann Hesse, Siddhartha, Steppenwolf
Kahlil Gibran, The Prophet
The Tibetan Book of the Dead
The Egyptian Book of the Dead
The Upanishads 
The Bhagavad Gita
Lao-Tzu, Tao Te Ching
D. T. Suzuki, An Introduction to Zen Buddhism
Alan Watts, The Way of Zen, The Joyous Cosmology
Edgar Cayce, Mysteries of Atlantis, and other of his books on clairvoyance, reincarnation, etc.
T. Lobsang Rampa, The Third Eye, and his other volumes
Richard Maurice Bucke, Cosmic Consciousness
Many other authors and writers could be mentioned. But during this period I was on a hardcore search for meaning, purpose, truth and spirituality. Eastern religions, left-wing politics, and all things counter-cultural were my main reads back then.

Politics
Of course all this reading and all this rebellion meant I quickly drifted into what was called the New Left. While much of the rebellion was on the East and West coasts of America (e.g. Berkeley or Haight-Ashbury in California, and Columbia University in New York), Madison Wisconsin, the state capital and college town, was also a leading hotbed of radicalism, student revolt, the New Left, and the counter-culture.

It was even infamous for some lives being lost at the hands of radical student bombers. Given that it was only about 2 ½ hours away from where I lived, I often hitch-hiked there to be a part of the action. And of course I sought to import this radicalism and revolution to my local high school.

Thus I was fully into everything: fomenting rebellion and dissent in any way that I could. I helped to edit a local underground newspaper; I led demonstrations in my high school; I got kicked out of high school at least once; I sold drugs to my fellow high schoolers; I was arrested on several occasions; busted for drugs on occasion; and so on.

I got into or supported all the radical New Left groups, causes and activities: the Free Speech Movement, SDS, the Black Panthers, the Weathermen, the Chicago Seven, the Diggers, the SNCC, the Yippies, the ACLU, the socialists, the Trotskyites, the Marxists, and the various radical feminist, homosexual and other liberation groups.

Of course I tried to read all the radical magazines like Ramparts, The Realist, Village Voice, The Daily Worker, Mother Jones, and the various underground press publications, like The Los Angeles Free Press, The Berkeley Barb, the Chicago Seed, and so on. There I devoured the articles by Allen Ginsberg, Tom Hayden, William Kunstler, Eldridge Cleaver, Paul Krassner, Mark Rudd, Dave Dellinger, Angela Davis, Huey Newton, David Horowitz, Bobby Seale, etc.

I was a full-on radical – not bad for a 16- or 17-year-old kid from Sheboygan. Needless to say, I was a bit limited in all this. I surely would have gone onto much bigger and better things in the Movement had I not been just a high school kid in a small Midwestern town, but a college-age young person in a place like San Francisco or New York.

It is a good thing I was so limited. I probably would be dead, in prison, or in exile otherwise. And also needless to say I caused my conservative straight parents no end of grief and agony. Once they found some drugs I had stashed, and they dragged me off the next day to cut off my long hair, and lay down the law.

As was often the case, I then just ran away from home – usually to Madison, to hang out with like-minded leftist peers. That usually caused my parents to relent – for a while at least. All those times of running away and all the mischief I was up to certainly caused my mom and dad plenty of heartache, worry and misery.

Drugs
Of course the drug culture was a huge part of the counter-culture. While some of my friends were doing drugs, I did not at first. But when I read that you could find God while on LSD – as Timothy Leary insisted – then I started getting into them big time.

My drugs of choice were mostly the psychedelics: LSD, mescaline, peyote (the cactus button), psilocybin (the magic mushroom), THC, etc. And of course mega-amounts of marijuana, hash and speed. Because some friends had already died from shooting up speed and heroin, I stayed away from needles and instead just swallowed anything I could get my hands on.

Of course drugs and rock and roll went together, so I attended as many rock concerts as I could get to in the Midwest, almost always stoned out of my mind. So my memories – as with this entire period – are a bit hazy. But I got to see many of the big groups of the time: Grateful Dead, Jefferson Airplane, Led Zeppelin, Santana, Mountain, Johnny Winter, Crosby, Still and Nash, Neil Young, Cat Stevens, etc.

And being an avid fan of the blues, it was great to be so close to Chicago, one of the real capitals of the blues in America. I got to see plenty of my favourites: Muddy Waters, B.B. King, Taj Mahal, Canned Heat, the Paul Butterfield Blues Band, etc.

Needless to say, concerts, albums and drugs cost money, so I got a full time job in a plastics factory where a few other freak friends who had already graduated were working. This forty-hour work week took place while I was still going to high school full time. So it was a full load.

My poor mother – I would come home at midnight coated in yucky, sticky plastic, shower, and leave my blackened clothes for her to try to wash clean. I would then usually head off to a friend’s house to get stoned and listen to music. But the very unglamorous job at least got me some cash, which got me more drugs.

Now for all the talk about socialism, free love, free drugs, and the like, there were plenty of capitalist drug dealers out there quite happy to make a profit. Some were even willing to rip off fellow hippies! I sold drugs a lot myself, but never to make a profit. I was happy just to break even and help others get high.

Of course the more drugs I took, the more I lost my original vision of finding God and truth – the aim was just to get high: end of story. And sometimes we got pretty desperate. When our drug supplies ran low we looked for other available substitutes. I remember one Christmas we took Christmas tree pine needles and rolled them into joints – sadly to no avail however. No high, just a lot of coughing.

And we were pretty good at keeping ourselves stoned. I recall at one point we kept a record of how many days in a row we were high on something. I think the winner was a 50-day non-stop run of drug mania and mayhem. How we ever managed to travel around the Midwest to various rock concerts – let alone simply survive – I will never know. Of course looking back now I do know – it was all God’s grace.

A few friends tried to get to Woodstock, but never got very far – not surprisingly. Drugs, music, concerts – that was about it for my life by this point – plus the tail-end of high school and the lousy factory. Reading was becoming less a part of my daily routine. Just being high and listening to psychedelic, acid and hard rock or the blues was becoming a main preoccupation for me.

Given all this madness it is quite incredible that I actually managed to graduate from high school. I think they just wanted to get rid of me, so they let me get through, even though I was a wreck by then. Indeed, I was such a handful that they let me skip my last year of gym class.

I was never a jock and they must have worried about me: this weird hippy kid who would rather make flower necklaces out on the field than compete in sports. I was a handful for the high school, and they were more than likely happy to get me out of there as soon as possible.

So I graduated from high school in June of 1971. I recall walking to the graduation ceremony and meeting a fellow student (who may have been or just become a Christian) who told me (because of my long hair and long beard), “You are looking more and more like Jesus Christ every day”. A prophetic word I would say, with hindsight.
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Depression and suicide bids
As I said, a poor self-image, a life being destroyed by drugs, a few cases of unrequited love, and I was pretty depressed for much of this time. I was not much fun to be around – just so often bummed out and miserable. And with the Vietnam War on in full swing, and the national draft in action, that just added to my depression and paranoia.

Some of us were devising plans to escape the draft should we get called into the military, so we were making elaborate plans to escape to Canada, or to fake our own deaths. Needless to say, we all hated what we called the military-industrial complex, all wars, all governments, and all militaries. We just wanted to give peace a chance.

And of course psychedelic drugs like LSD did not really help things much. What they did was this: they simply amplified and magnified a million times over whatever state or condition you were already in. So if you were bummed out and on a real downer, you got massive bummers and mega-downers when on these mind-altering drugs.

All my reading and searching and seeking were getting me nowhere. Radical leftist politics were certainly not filling the huge void in my life. The eastern religions and philosophies and related psychic ideas may have sounded good in theory but just did not deal with my reality.

All the man-centred and humanistic philosophies, spiritualities, worldviews and psychotherapies which I had feasted upon were not doing anything to turn my life around or keep it from completely spinning out of control. And I never did find God like Leary said I would if I ate a lot of LSD.
I did find a lot of spiritual realities however. Looking back now I can clearly see that I had plenty of very real encounters with the demonic and the very dark side of the spirit world. Satan and his minions were having a field day with us hippies, and the more drugs we took, the more power and control they had over us.
So it was an extremely black and desperate period in my life. There was no light at the end of the tunnel – only darkness everywhere, and a darkness which was getting even darker. All in all I was one very messed up kid, and suicide became a real option. Thus on several occasions I attempted it – even if they were rather half-hearted attempts. But one such attempt I will never forget.

I was alone as usual, in the downstairs of my parents’ two-story house. They lived upstairs and I had the entire downstairs to myself. Once again crushed with overwhelming despair and depression, I grabbed the kitchen knife, mustering up the courage to end it all.

I was pretty serious this time, and as I was in the very midst of all this insanity, suddenly something happened. There was another person in the room. As clear as day I knew there was someone in the room. And for some reason I knew exactly who it was – it was Jesus.

He was not there very long, and I don’t recall anything being said by him. But he stayed long enough to complete his task. I of course put the knife down and thoughts of suicide fled away. Jesus had once again saved me, as he had undoubtedly done so many times before – whether when I was on a bad acid trip or in some other bad place. He saved my life that night – at least physically speaking. And soon he was to save my life spiritually speaking as well.
Gospel light
So here I was – a totally bummed out, messed up kid, working in a plastics factory. I was depressed, suicidal, a no-hoper, utterly miserable, and a complete prodigal son. Two months out of high school, depressed with no future and no hope, suicidal and quite lost: I was open for the gospel.

The actual date for the beginning of all this was, I believe, August 15, 1971. I was due to go to Milwaukee in a day or two for another rock concert – I believe it was Alvin Lee and Ten Years After plus another group. Earlier in the day I had a friend drive me to Madison to score a few more albums. Drugs and albums were about the only things I spent money on (although I did steal a number of records, and got caught at least once).

I got three albums that day. I can recall at least two of them: The Moody Blues’ Every Good Boy Deserves Favour and an album by Dan Hicks and His Hot Licks. I forget the third, but I never did get to listen to them. When I got back to Sheboygan I was bicycling to a friend’s house with my new albums and a just-scored bag of psilocybin, when I got interrupted.

Cheryl, a hippy girl that I had known well, was with a few others, driving down the street in the opposite direction. I pulled over and had a chat – and that was the beginning of the end for me. It was the rather unexpected and unplanned – on my part – end of my old life. And it was the start of a new life in Christ – albeit a rather circuitous one with many detours and false paths.

She had just got back from a Christian commune in the mountains of New Mexico. She was telling everyone about Jesus and her new life in Christ. She was certainly excited and radiant. She seemed to be a new person, and wanted everyone to discover what she had.

She was more than happy to tell me all about her story and her Jesus. It was all pretty basic and simple stuff really, like how Jesus cares for the birds in the trees, knows the number of hairs on your head, and does not allow a sparrow to fall to the ground without him knowing about it.

All very appealing stuff to a hippy – you know: don’t panic, it’s organic. She spoke about how the birds were really praising God when they were chirping away, and how all our desires and yearnings are satisfied in Jesus. Down-to-earth stuff, but certainly music to my desperate ears and empty soul.

I knew she was right and I had to get on board. I knew I had to go back to New Mexico with her; and I guess I was her only convert at the time. I knew if I went home that night I would get sidetracked and put off, so we both slept over at a friend’s house that night, so I would not be tempted to forget all that I heard.

The next morning we went to another friend’s place, where I tiptoed over the sleeping bodies on the floor, and grabbed my sleeping bag. We were off – hitchhiking the 1350 miles or so to Taos. As we hitched our way through Madison where my brother lived I gave him a quick call on a pay phone saying I was leaving. That was all my family heard from me for some time.

The journey was an adventure in itself, and we easily could never have made it. But we did, and my new life in Christ then started in earnest. And on the way I was reading all I could of a small pocket Gideon’s New Testament and Psalms. It was the first time I had really earnestly and seriously read the Bible.
Cults
So there I was, in a rough and tumble dwelling in the country side, a mile or two out of Taos, near to the famous Taos Indian Pueblo. The mountains, the deserts, and the fragrant sagebrush were part of my new home. The property we were I suppose squatting on consisted of a dumpy old building with no running water or electricity – of course.

It was a very rustic and rough commune where a bunch of impressionable and enthusiastic young Americans made the best of a rather harsh environment. But we were mostly all hippies, so we were used to things like this – living on the streets, sleeping under bridges, digging for food in garbage dumps, living off the land, etc.
Eventually we constructed by hand a mud brick adobe dwelling, half underground. Anywhere from 5 to 25 people lived on the ranch at a given time I suppose. Lots of people were coming and going, and we had lots of visitors, or people we brought back after witnessing to them in town or elsewhere. Some stayed on, some were repulsed by what they saw, and many heard at least a type of the gospel message.

But that was the problem unfortunately. This was actually a cult. It you are familiar with the Charles Manson cult, also from around that time, you get a bit of an idea what I had gotten myself in for. We did not kill anyone as they had done, but I suppose we might have, if we were told to do so.

The place was led by a Manson-like cult figure. His name was Ty-a-coomb (that was his “spirit” name. We all got one eventually as well – mine was Keethloo which meant “pretty sounds” – I did play some guitar then). He was one of those very strong charismatic personalities, and he called the shots, and we pretty much unquestionably did what he told us to do.

So here I was: my first real exposure to some sort of Christianity and I landed in a cult! My first day there was interesting to say the least. Three radical things stand out. One, a bad interpretation of Scripture – specifically a passage like 2 Corinthians 5:7 which says “we walk by faith, not by sight” – led to some radical first steps.

This text obviously meant we see by faith and walk in the Spirit, and need not worry about mere physical sight. So my first task was to take a hammer or a rock and smash my glasses to bits. That I promptly did, and I spent the next five months or so stumbling around the mountains of New Mexico, even getting lost once or twice.

You see I have long had terrible eyesight, so this certainly was jumping in the deep end on day one – a real step of faith indeed. But I was ready to do anything in my newfound faith, and so this seemed reasonable to me at the time.

Two, given the hippy/Indian/cult nature of this group, we often got back to nature in more ways than one – including running around with no clothes on, at least on our own land – which got us in trouble with the New Mexico police on more than one occasion, including stints in jail.

Related to this, we reminded folks that Galatians 5:16 tells us that we walk in the Spirit, not in the flesh. That was our explanation when asked why we walked around shoeless in the ice and snow for example. We had homemade looms and we did weaving which we learned from the Indians, so we made belts and related products, and sold them to outsiders to get a bit of cash.

In the winters we would go to fancy ski resorts in the nearby mountains where all these rich skiers and tourists would hang around at. We sold them our weavings, and they were amazed as we walked about barefoot up there in the snow-covered mountains.

And three, I had been a vegetarian for maybe 18 months up to this point: partly for perceived spiritual reasons, partly for perceived health reasons. That could be problematic at times. As any dope-smoker knows, you sure can get the munchies, so we often would seek out some junk foods, such as something like cream-filled chocolate éclairs at a local bakery.

I did not even eat any eggs or egg products – believing that would mean I was taking other life. So it was not just meat I abstained from. Anyway, in our drugged out condition, I would ask my hippy buddies: “are you sure there are no eggs in these?” They assured me there weren’t any, so I enjoyed the éclair – only to learn much later that they were telling me porkies. Oh well, they were pretty tasty at the time, even if they were made with eggs.

But I digress. When I got to Taos they quoted Bible verses such as 1 Timothy 4:3-4 which speaks about all foods are to be eaten with thanksgiving. Sounded OK to me, so I had some chicken that night – the first time in a year and a half any meat entered my mouth. So in that they were actually not cultish.

But they sure were in other ways, including using those same verses in a quite inappropriate manner: to justify using drugs! The line of thought was that drugs are natural, and God in Genesis 1:11-13 spoke about giving mankind all manner of plants and vegetation – so we figured that meant to eat as well as get high on!
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Thus our big problem was our way-out beliefs. The truth is, we all need the various giftings God has put in the church, and God has appointed teachers and pastors in the Body of Christ to properly instruct young believers. But we had none of that – no teachers, and certainly no commentaries or theology books or volumes on basic biblical hermeneutics.
All we had was the distorted views of our leader. And like so many cults, he made it clear that we were about the only true Christians around. Sure, we kept looking for others who believed like we did – but they were very few and far between indeed. As with all cults, we did not “rightly divide” the Word of God.

We took things literally where we shouldn’t have. Our main sticking point was the Second Commandment which warns about not making any graven images. We figured it meant what it said – or what we thought it said. We believed it meant no pictures of any kind – no art, no symbols, no illustrations, no photographs, no drawings, no images – zippo.

So if we got a can of beans from the supermarket (not buying it from inside, but claiming it from their trash outside, where we got most of our food), we immediately tore off the wrapping with those ghastly images! Once my parents sent me a nice Bible while I was there, thinking that with my new-found faith I would enjoy it.

But of course it had those horrendous images inside of it – maps and other pictures, which I ripped out and threw away immediately. So all images of any kind were taboo, and anyone who thought such images were OK was not a real Christian. So as you can imagine, there were not too many other believers around which we could get along with.

So in true cult fashion it was us against everyone else; all because we were misinterpreting Scripture on a pretty basic level. We were twisting Scripture, which is the clear mark of a cult, as is an authoritarian leader who demands full allegiance.
However there was one very good thing our leader often told us: he said we should always keep praying to know the truth. That we did, and it led to the downfall of the cult.
Cheese factory
I made two trips back to Wisconsin during this time. One was a brief trip to convince family and friends to forsake all and join us. Needless to say we were not very well received by most folks, but we did pick up a few more converts along the way.

While there I took all my belongings from my home which I then saw as being of the devil and got rid of them. Thus perhaps 300 albums and probably 400 books were all chucked into the city incinerator. I felt I needed to make a clean break with my past and get rid of any negative influences from my old way of life.

I guess I forgot about my guitar and amp – a second-hand silver Stratocaster and a small Epiphone amplifier. During my time away my parents despaired of ever seeing me again, so incredibly they sold both pieces for a measly $30 – some guy got the deal of a lifetime then!

On the way back to New Mexico I took an underage sister of Cheryl back with me to New Mexico. She was quite keen, but her parents sure weren’t. They figured I was brainwashing her and kidnapping her and they sent the FBI after us. She was returned home and I escaped a possible stay in prison. That trip was in late 1971.

A second trip in early 1972 would be my last – I would not be going back to New Mexico. We had traded a new convert’s VW Beetle for an old bread truck which we refitted. We had our weaving looms in the back, and even rigged up a wood-burning pot-belly stove in the back, complete with smokestack poking through the roof to keep us warm during those long winter drives. All quite illegal and unsafe I would now imagine.

We aimed for Plymouth, Wisconsin, a small town 15 miles west of Sheboygan. A number of our members had come from that area so we figured we would establish our second base of operations there. So we left the leader and a bunch of folks back in New Mexico while perhaps seven of us went to Wisconsin.

I recall a brief stay in Lincoln, Nebraska at the home of the guy who had the VW. His dad was a wealthy doctor and he had quite a spiffy place with even a spiffy indoor heated pool. His parents must have freaked out when he bought home us whacked out hippy cultists.

We stayed there a few days and probably drove them crazy. I remember once running out to the van to bring in a loom. With my lousy eyesight I got mixed up coming back, and went to the wrong house. There I was: a wild, long-haired hippy in the middle of a posh, conservative Lincoln suburb in the middle of winter with bare feet and my Indian leggings on and a large loom in my hands.

Needless to say the completely shocked housewife opened the door with a shotgun aimed at me. I apologised and made a very hasty exit from there, eventually finding the right home. This was just one of many very odd wrong paths along my journey!

A few miles outside of Plymouth was an old abandoned cheese factory where a few folks were living (or squatting in). That became our base of operations. Just like our Taos home, we had no electricity or running water. A nice big wood-burning stove was kept well stocked during the cold winter months.

Potty stops were done outside, even in the middle of winter with four-foot high snow drifts. So it was more communal living, more roughing it, and a sense of being just like the early disciples in terms of having just the most basic of amenities – plus the snow of course. Chopping downs trees for the wood stoves; milking goats; digging holes in the ice-covered river to get water etc. was our daily lot.

And of course more foraging behind supermarkets to get food they had thrown out. Lotta good stuff is thrown out – fruit cans with dents, day-old breads and vegies, etc. Of course there was a lot of pretty dodgy stuff as well, such as meats which had gone off which we still tried to salvage and eat. I am amazed that we did not die from some of the things we actually ate. And doing lots of dope was still a part of our lives as well.

We set out evangelising and making disciples as best we could. Some young people joined us, while others heard us out. Our main mission was of course to tell one and all about Jesus, and get them to join us in our communes, either in Wisconsin or New Mexico.

Many more memorable events took place during this time. Let me recall just one. One night just I and another guy were in the cheese factory. All of a sudden a number of loud cracking noises went off, and my buddy shouted, “Hit the floor!” We were being shot at – so hitting the floor was a very good idea indeed.

After a while it stopped and the vehicle sped off. We were a bit shaken to say the least. We spent the night in town, after going to the police. We never did exactly find who it was, but a later event removed many doubts. A month or two later some farmers came around in a truck and offered us some bags of potatoes and stuff.

We sort of put two and two together and figured they were doing this to assuage some lingering feelings of guilt. They probably had been drinking that fateful night and decided they would shoot themselves some dirty hippies. Fortunately they had returned in a more amicable frame of mind.

But our sojourn there was quite significant for this reason: while away from our cult leader, we basically managed to de-program ourselves. Various little things along the way helped us to open our eyes and see we were actually part of a nefarious cult.

Perhaps the main thing that helped to turn us around was a nearby old farmer. This quite elderly farmer who was a Christian lived quietly on his farm, and he did things which we believed Christians were not supposed to do. For example, on the basis of 1 Cor. 11, we did not believe males should wear head coverings.
So even in the coldest winter days we guys did not wear hats. Yet, incredibly, this old farmer, when he was out milking the cows in the barn, wore a hat! And he still seemed to be a good and wise Christian man. How could this be? Even more staggering, he had pictures of Jesus hanging on his kitchen wall. Graven images no less!

So here were some other believers who seemed to be the real deal who did certain things differently than what we believed. Being away from our leader we talked and prayed about these and other matters. And always heeding our leader’s advice, we kept praying to know the truth.

So over a few months we did start getting truth. We realised that this was a cult, and that we had been brainwashed. The deprogramming we undertook amongst ourselves was slow, painful but cathartic. It led to a clean break from this group.

The trouble is, in such situations usually what happens is most folks end up simply going back to the world, and give up on Christianity altogether. Once burned, twice shy, I guess. And that indeed was the case: most of my friends just gave up on God and Jesus and faith and Christianity. But not me. I still knew Jesus was the way.

I knew I could not just go back to the world, and go back to my old life – that was a complete dead-end. So that determination to stay true to Jesus no matter what led to the next part of my journey.
Other wrong turns and false paths
One of the guys with me was from out west, and was going way over to Tacoma, Washington where his brother lived. He was going to hitchhike out there, and I decided to go with him; hopefully meeting other genuine Christians who I could get in touch with. So off it was on another trip – this time 1700 miles.

This trip and my time in Tacoma also proved to result in some dead ends and detours along the way. It seems every time I wanted to get to where God was really at, another false bend on the road would present itself. Indeed, even before heading out west this happened.

At the cheese factory as we were deprogramming ourselves, we started to listen to religious broadcasts on the radio. One sounded pretty good, so we soaked it up. The trouble is, that one turned out to be a cult as well! I refer to Herbert W. Armstrong and his Worldwide Church of God.

His radio broadcasts sounded good, but he was actually teaching a number of heresies which we were unaware of at the time. (Of real interest, later on, in a rare occasion in church history, part of this group broke away and actually returned to orthodox Christianity.)

And on another occasion I was reading literature in an eye doctor’s office (more on that in a moment). It looked good to me, yet once again it also turned out to be not biblical Christianity, but a heretical cult – I believe it was the JW’s if I recall correctly. So traps and wrong turns kept cropping up along the way. And I kept praying to know the truth.

On the way out west we were somewhere in North Dakota with some people my friend knew. At a party there I was witnessing away to anyone who would listen. There things are pretty straight and conservative, so two guys with really long hair and weird clothing sort of stood out a bit – and some of the girls were especially attracted.

I recall sitting outside doing a very basic form of apologetics with one gal. Pointing to the stars (which I could barely see, as blind as I was with still no glasses), I said simple things like, “Hey man, there has to be a God – look at those far out stars”. And I said she should consider majestic mountains or wild sunsets. They all speak to a God who is there.

Arriving in Tacoma – perhaps sometime in May – I was still seriously seeking truth, and it was there that I would finally get on to the right path. Two episodes especially cemented all this.

The first had to do with a truck driver who picked me up as I was hitchhiking around the area. He gave me a copy of Hal Lindsey’s The Late, Great Planet Earth which came out in 1970. Of course for the past year I had read very little at all, except for the Bible.

This was a book on biblical prophecy, stating that with the formation of the nation of Israel the prophetic clock was seriously ticking, and Jesus would soon be returning. Boy, that sure got my attention. It made me aware of the urgency of the hour, and the necessity to make sure I was right with God, and to alert my family to all this.

So during this period I prayed a prayer of commitment to Christ. I told him that I did not know if I was a Christian or not. If I was, I wanted to do a hardcore recommitment of my life to him. If I was not, I wanted to get saved then and there.

As to the book itself, it was a bestseller, and it had the same impact on many, many others. Whether or not one agrees with its eschatological point of view, it was greatly used by God to get me back on to the straight and narrow. So when I get to heaven I will certainly look him up and shake his hand heartily. (I actually did hear him speak once in Washington on a subsequent visit.)
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Then another thing happened which really finalised my conversion process. Two old Christian ladies in Tacoma were another real timely and strategic Godsend for me and my journey. They had weekly Bible studies in their home, and I and my hippy buddies tagged along, complete with long hair, no shoes, and probably no baths in months. Yet they said nary a word, but loved us and shared God’s word with us.
I soaked it all in, and loved all these Bible studies – learning about God’s word in a much more orthodox manner than what I had previously done. They patiently tried to answer all sorts of gnarly questions I put to them. It was a real time of grounding and growth for me. I remember one Bible study night in particular. It was covering 1 Peter 2 which talks in part about suffering for doing what’s right.

As vv. 19-20 says in the KJV (which is basically what we mostly used back then): “For this is thankworthy, if a man for conscience toward God endure grief, suffering wrongfully.  For what glory is it, if, when ye be buffeted for your faults, ye shall take it patiently? But if, when ye do well, and suffer for it, ye take it patiently, this is acceptable with God.”
Immediately as we discussed this passage I was convicted big time by the Holy Spirit. I knew instantly that my drug use had to stop. If I got arrested for drugs and tossed in jail would I be suffering in a manner which brought glory to God? Clearly not.

It would merely be a case of being “buffeted for my faults”. But if I suffered for doing what is right, then God gets glorified. So I determined then and there never to do drugs again. And I never have. Not once. After around four years of very regular drug use – or abuse – I have never had so much as a puff of a joint since, not in 40 years.

And I have not even had the slightest craving for drugs as well. Such is the powerful liberating power of God. He set me free from drugs that night and he has kept me pure in this regard ever since. All glory to his name.

At the same time I also became quite convicted about my long hair. I figured I was getting a lot of attention because of it – but I wanted people to see Jesus in me, and not just see me. I felt this was detracting from his glory as well. So I had a friend chop it almost all off. (I later learned I might have made a lot of money by selling it to a wig-making company.)

A few other bits can be mentioned before the trip back home. As I said, I had been without glasses for nearly a year. I have for a long time been extremely nearsighted. Thus I can see things close up OK, and I can read. But anything at a distance – beginning from a foot or more away, starts getting real blurry real fast. I recall playing a game of baseball in Tacoma with some freaks (which is what us hippies called each other).

I was put out in left field, mainly because I was never a good athlete nor very good at sports. And to make things worse, I was effectively a blind left-fielder. A pop-up ball would be hit my way, and I would be squinting like mad to see it, and of course it would fall harmlessly to the ground nearby. You don’t want me on your baseball team under those conditions. 
One gal who happened to work at an optometrist’s office noticed my plight. How couldn’t she? I was squinting all the time, and couldn’t see much of anything. So she took pity on me and booked me in to her doctor’s office. (It was here that I started almost getting derailed again, this time by the cultist literature that was there.)
You should have seen me when I got my new glasses! After nearly a year of stumbling around in a haze, all of a sudden I could see again! I was like a little kid. I went outside and said things like, “Wow! There’s a car! Wow, look at that tree! Hey, look at that sign!”

I was amazed. And I think God also used it to give a pointed physical lesson to a spiritual reality. Just as I now could see straight with my physical eyes, I could also now see straight with my new spiritual eyes. For almost as long as I was walking around in a physical cloud, I was also walking around in a spiritual cloud.

Now both were clearing up simultaneously, and real sight on both levels was now mine. Thank you God for sight. While we can – if we must – live without physical sight, we all need to have our spiritual eyes healed of their blindness and opened to the glorious gospel of God.
Home at last
The sealer on all this, which confirmed to me that I needed to get home real soon, was a series of letters going back and forth with my dad (remember no emails then – just snail mail). One letter stands out. In the letter handwritten in pen (no computers and printers back then) I noticed a bunch of round blotches making the ink run.

They were tears from my dad as he was writing back to me. I had been telling him about my real conversion to the real faith, and how I was thinking about perhaps coming home. Imagine that: the prodigal who once was lost was now coming home! His joy was mingled with tears.

His letter, dated June 17, 1972, begins this way: “Hi son. I just got your letter and read it. So did your mother. She is crying with happiness. I am so happy too to hear from you. And that you are becoming such a wonderful young man. Your letter makes me feel a hundred years younger and it seems like a big load was lifted from my shoulders.”

He then went on to talk about his life and how he was never much of a Christian. He spoke about his time in Washington State during his army years during WWII. He spoke of how often he had been praying for me over the past year.

He included a $25 money order to help with my expenses. “You are like the Prodigal Son come back. And we will do all we can to help.” He said he could understand if I stayed there with these wonderful new Christian friends, but it would be great if I could come back, “even if only to visit”.

“You finally have found some wonderful friends, the way it sounds and really are learning a lot about Christ. Could you do that here too?” He closed with these words: “Thank you for writing Bill, the best Father’s day present I could have. All our love, Dad.”

Of course my tears are flowing now as I type this. My dad passed away at 94 just last September. I missed his death but made it for his funeral. Thank you Jesus for your grace, mercy, patience, and love. I will see him again one day, along with my mom.

So I soon set out again, hitchhiking back to Wisconsin. The trip home was also quite interesting – never a dull moment in that whole year. Over the years I had never bothered to get my driver’s licence, preferring to walk, bicycle or hitchhike instead. That caused no few small problems along the way. For example I got a great 1000-mile ride from Idaho to Bismark, North Dakota I believe.

Trouble is, the guy was heading to his own wedding, to be held on the next day. And here he was, driving through the mountains at night, with me hanging on for dear life. Not only was he in a bit of a hurry, but he kept dozing off, and I kept thinking that any minute I was going to meet my maker, and not see my family!

So I had to keep waking him up to keep the car on the road, instead of down a very steep ravine. I eventually made it back to Madison and stayed with my brother and his wife for a day or two, then actually completed my journey by taking a bus to Sheboygan.
So I finally got back home on July 4, 1972: Independence Day. Nearly a year had passed and my parents had heard frightfully little from me in all those months. They were obviously so very relieved to finally have their prodigal son back home, after so many months of worry and heartache.
Afterword
These 11 months made up one very extended conversion process. So when was I actually saved? In August of 1971? Spring of 1972? God knows. These were all steps along the way for me to break from my dark and fruitless past and get onto a new journey with God. There were many detours and hazards along the way, and the whole process took many twists and turns.

Many wrong turns were encountered along the way, and the devil tried his best to get me off course. But when I first heard the simple gospel message during that afternoon 41 years ago in Sheboygan, that began my never-ending journey. There has been no turning-back, and never a question of not going on with Jesus – not once.

Perhaps I can say just a few quick things to round this story off with. My early love of reading and study of course was sent out the window in my cult experience. And for a while back in Sheboygan it sort of remained that way. I was reading some theology and stuff, but had not really reclaimed my mind for the glory of God.

Then a Christian gal I knew who also had been part of the hippy culture introduced me to two authors. She loaned me a book or two by C. S. Lewis and Francis Schaeffer. The rest of course is history. After avidly and quickly devouring those books, I bought every single volume by those two great Christian apologists that I could lay my hands on.

Those who know about my current ministry will appreciate the fact that all the giftings, callings and passions that I had even as a non-Christian hippy were in fact planted there by God – and he is now using them for his glory. Thus my life-long love of reading, learning, writing and research is now obviously still being used – and hopefully being put to good use. My concerns back then for truth and that which was right is being used now for the Kingdom.

So God can put into you – even when you are still Joe Pagan – various abilities, desires, talents and gifts which can be harnessed and channelled into his glorious purposes once we do become sons of God through faith in Christ. Thus even my BC (Before Christ) days were not in vain or completely wasted.

Sure, my concerns about truth and justice were often misdirected: like a good leftist I saw all evil as lying solely in America, capitalism, the military, authority, and so on. I did not realise that evil really lies in the human heart, and that on the whole, America and the West have been a tremendous force for good in the world. Not perfect by any means, but clearly superior to so many other places.

In Joel 2:25-27 we read about God making up for all the years which the locusts have destroyed. My first 18 years of life were a huge waste in so many ways, yet God was able to redeem and bring some good out of that dark period in my life.

But the rest of my story will have to be told on another occasion. A lot has passed in the 40 years since my conversion days. Hopefully I have been able to be used for Christ and his Kingdom to some limited extent, and can offer others some hope, healing and restoration in Christ, just as I found.

If anything, that very small boy who once sadly said, “The only thing I am good at is not being good at anything,” is no longer the same. He has been forgiven, set free, transformed, and remade in the likeness of God’s Son. To God be the glory.
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