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Warren Brown  7-12-09

This is the story of how I became a born-again Christian.

It was the mid-seventies.  A time when Woodstock had become yesterday’s news and disco was all the rage.  People were ripping down their posters of Che Guevara and replacing them with Farrah Fawcett.  The revolution had fizzled.  

I was in high school then with an after-school job at a burger place.  You know about the after-school job:  For many of us it was the first time we wandered out of the familiar bubble of family and friends.  New faces, new cultures, new ideas.  Carrol’s fast food restaurant in Somerville, New Jersey was full of them.

Some were just curiosities.  Like John Smith (his actual name as far as anybody knew):  the oily, chain smoking maintenance guy who squealed the tires of his tired old Mustang both coming to and leaving work.  He constantly told stories of adventures – like being in the circus or winning a rodeo – that were always more heroic than the grease trap he was cleaning at the time.

Then there was Don Webber.  He was the quiet confident guy who never seemed to get rattled by the fuss and bother that naturally swirled around fast food.  He did his job with an air that said, “Go ahead.  Get all crazy about that busload of irritated ravenous field trip kids that just pulled into the parking lot.  But not me.  I’m at peace with this deep fryer because I understand what’s really behind this façade of bubbling fat, potatoes, and salt.”  His calm demeanor just got under the skin of the managers.

But from behind my station at the grill, I found Don a fascinating guy.  Even when he was getting yelled at for not giving the fries the urgency they deserved, he remained above it all.  It made me want to get to know him better.  So at breaks, and in the quiet labor of the store closing routine we’d talk.

Turns out Don was a born-again Christian.  What we called a Jesus Freak back then.  And he didn’t live with his parents like most of us did.  HE LIVED IN A COMMUNE.

Now you have to understand that for lots of us who were born at the very tail end of the baby boom, communes represented an exotic and alluring lifestyle.  At that young idealistic age, we had just missed being part of the Woodstock generation.  And we looked up to the kids just a few years older who rebelled against the norms of our parents.  In the mid-seventies, the generation gap was still very real.  

The sense that I had just missed the movement was especially strong in me.  You see, when I was young, our family spent summers at a cabin in Pennsylvania near the New Jersey border and the Delaware River.  It was there in the late sixties, that a project was underway to build a hydroelectric dam backing the big river into the mountain valleys creating a giant recreational lake.  It was called Tock’s Island.  Eventually, environmental concerns would cause the whole undertaking to be scrapped.  But at the time I was in my pre-teens, it was still very much underway and had progressed pretty far.  All the land slated for submersion had been acquired leaving countless, small country homes empty and abandoned.  

At the same time, bands of free-spirited young people had dropped out of society and were roaming the country looking for places to set up utopias of anti-establishment peace and free love.  Those hippies - as my parents called them - were delighted with the Tock’s Island project because it offered entrance to those hundreds of squatter houses for the mere price of a crowbar.  They took up residence by the legion.  THEY CREATED COMMUNES.

We encountered the hippies at places like the Shop Rite supermarket.  Since they didn’t have jobs, they spent their days in town panhandling.  On our shopping trips Mom would doggedly blaze a trail through the motley crowds that hoped to trade peace, love, or flowers for a few coins.  I followed behind.  When we got into the store, Mom would vent.  “Somebody’s got to do something about those dirty, disgusting hippies.”  

The thing was, I secretly admired them.  These people were creating big change.  I sympathized with abandoning old ideas for a better, freer, more loving world.  But at 11 years old, my Mom and Dad wouldn’t let me be part of it.  So disappointed, I was forced to stand among the shopping carts and just watch.

That’s why a few years later at 18, when Don was telling me about his commune, I was intrigued.  I pictured an egalitarian society where everyone worked for the good of the group… sharing equally in life’s labors and rewards and creating a better world.  Of course, that was long before I realized that such selfless dedication was somehow beyond human capacity and rarely ever worked out.  So when Don invited me to stop by and check the place out, I jumped at the chance.  “Oh, and bring a couple friends.”

Three of us showed up that night.  My friends Jim and Bill had also been fascinated by my stories of this sixties holdover.  But getting out of the car, I for one was a little disappointed.  I had envisioned a pastoral farm in rolling hills, with communal gardens, and communal animals, and communal kids running around.  Instead we faced a little, rundown house, with peeling clapboard and a tiny ragged yard.  It was crammed into a neighborhood with many similar dingy houses.  I still remember the dim windows that seemed to look out at us with yellowed shades that drooped like sad, crooked eyelids.  This hardly seemed like a place to set up utopia.

When we went in though, a cry went up that greeted us like long lost family.  Six or eight people – all a little older that me – crowded into the shabby living room.  Pretty soon we were all sitting around, eating brownies, laughing and getting to know each other.  

One of the guys, Rick seemed to be the leader.  He was older than the rest and they all seemed to defer to him.  So at one point when he leaned in to say something, everybody else went quiet.  “Tell me guys - do you – have -  a personal relationship - with Christ?”  The whole room looked at us with some sort of expectation.

I should tell you that by the time I had made it to the commune I probably considered myself agnostic at best.  Having been raised in liberal protestant churches, by high school I’d pretty much lost interest.  So when Rick asked if we had a relationship with Christ, all I could say was, “Well, no not really.”

That’s when the group went into action.  “Don’t you want to go to heaven?  You don’t want to go to Hell do you?  Don’t you want to be right with God?  You want to be forgiven don’t you?  Don’t you want the peace of God?”  Matthew.  Romans.  2nd Peter.   They went at us like a fire brigade trying to talk down a jumper.  “Don’t you want to be born again?”

None of the three of us had come there with any interest in dedicating our lives to Christ.  So we politely declined.  They quoted.  We argued against.  They argued for.  We firmly resisted.  They cajoled. 

After a while, they split us up so they could wear us down individually.  I was taken to the kitchen by Rick.  "What if you're wrong about all this," he asked.  "Wouldn't it make more sense just to accept Christ than risk eternity in hell?  After all, what have you got to loose?"  He had scripture verses to back up all of his arguments.  I tried to counter, but at that point I was ill prepared.  A conflict was starting to grow in my mind.  “What if he's right?  He seems so convinced. So sure.  His arguments make sense.  Do I really want to spend eternity in hell?"  Still I wouldn't commit.  Deep down I knew this wasn't right for me.  So he continued to press, quoting more scripture.  The conflict continued to grow becoming intense.  "Why am I fighting this guy?  Why am I fighting God?"  

The battle of wills continued for over an hour.  But finally it was all I could take.  I broke down.  "Yes I'll accept Christ.  Yes, I'll say the sinners’ prayer."  And you know what?  All of a sudden I was freed from the conflict.  The huge oppressive weight had been lifted.  And I felt elated.  To this day I remember the joy at that moment.  What else could it be but the indwelling of the holy spirit?  So with cheers and congratulations all around I became a born-again Christian.

“Isn’t it great, Brother?” beamed my friend Jim as we got in the car to leave.  The Commune had succeeded in converting him, too.  Bill on the other hand had managed to hold firm and had not said the prayer.  But Jim and I were rapturous.  We marveled at the lightness and elation we felt, no doubt a result of banishing the Devil from our souls.  I went to bed that night with a peace I’ve rarely felt before or since.

But then morning came.  I awoke with what I can only describe as a rapture hangover.  

There in the new light of day, the events of the night before looked very different.  Thoughts of what it meant to be that type of Christian filled my mind.  Even then, I had so many issues with their Biblical outlook on life and the world, that I knew I couldn’t join them.  So only a few hours after my joyful conversion, I backslid.

At school Jim greeted me with a hearty “Good Morning, Brother!”  I could hardly look at him in the face.  But it didn’t take long before his newfound faith had lost its luster, too.  Later, when we talked about it, we decided what happened was more of brainwashing than true enlightenment - that our experience wasn’t unlike what criminals or prisoners of war go through during intense interrogation.

But oddly enough, I don’t resent those guys.  In fact, I admire the dedication they had for their cause.  Their faith gave them a strong purpose and a structure to build what they saw as meaningful lives.  And in the end, isn’t that what faith is all about?  Beliefs do matter.  Yet what I truly learned from them is that beliefs are personal.  And while I celebrate what their faith had brought to their lives, I can’t support their imposing it on others.
My visit to the commune was just an early step in my long spiritual journey.  I struggled with my beliefs for many years.  And in fact, it wasn’t until I joined this church that I became truly at peace with my faith - probably because my belief system was always at odds with the creeds of other institutions.  And here it doesn’t matter.  I can believe as my own light guides me.

I can sum up my faith in a prayer by Michael Schuler:

Lord of all being, the longer I walk upon this great green earth the less do I understand my purpose in being here; the less am I able to fathom the reason of my birth and span of life. 

But strange though it seems, the task of finding solutions to the riddle of me and the mystery of you seems less urgent these days. It's not that the question has lost significance, but that slowly I am learning to have faith -- faith that if I live my life intently, reverently, self-consciously, moment by moment, your universe will slowly unveil itself, in its own good time.

And so I do not force the issue -- and so within life's splendor I am at peace. Amen
