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Chapter 1

Joining the Family

 

It was a chance encounter that, before the day ended, would change the entire course of my life. I was an 18-year-old hippie, recently graduated from college, and was on a typical trip downtown that usually involved smoking some marijuana with friends and strolling around the second hand record shops and quirky counterculture hangouts.

From a hundred yards away, I saw there were two pretty girls, one pushing a stroller with a small toddler. Although I’d never seen them before, I recognized that they were selling black and white leaflets for 10p each. I’d bought some similar ones on previous trips, and come to think of it, nowadays they seemed to be downtown each time I visited the center of Brighton. I bought the leaflets to be charitable and then added them to the piles of records, books and other paraphernalia that made up the untidy mess that was my room. Not only was every surface covered with stuff, but large parts of the floor as well. Finally, as I’d paid for the leaflets, I decided I’d better read them. All three, ‘Look of Love’, ‘Don Quixote’ and ‘Glamour or Glory’, were written by an American guy called Moses David. I imagined him to be an old hippie in a fur coat! The 6 or 8-page A5 pamphlets seemed to be part Christian, part hippie and part reflections on life. I liked the confrontational style and anti-establishment flavour but didn’t give the matter any further thought.

As expected, the two girls approached me as I was passing by, asking if I’d like to give 10p to their cause, in return for a leaflet. No problem. The mother with the toddler carried on distributing and I found myself in a very interesting conversation with her partner, Ruth – a beautiful girl with long blondish hair, lovely eyes and a gorgeous smile. 

She told me they were living in a Children of God commune, where everybody shared everything. They were Christian but didn’t like the traditional church, instead preferring to live together as a group, like the early disciples in the Bible. I was intrigued! Living in a commune was a hippie ideal that really appealed to me, but I didn’t know that one existed right in my town. Ruth invited me to come over for dinner and to meet the other 10 or so members. I agreed enthusiastically.

After reaching home, I started having second thoughts, as I’d already been invited to visit a hippie commune by one of my drug-taking friends at technical college. Located in the countryside some 20 miles away, that one had consisted of a bunch of people bumming around while the place remained dirty and the sink was full of dishes. It was very far from the ideal utopia that I had imagined it would be.

Another good reason not to go was that I was painfully shy and hated being in the spotlight. There might be a dozen people all asking questions and looking at me! And, being a Christian group, I might not be able to find a quiet corner where I could smoke or drink to avoid the limelight.

Maybe I should complete university first, or go on some travels before looking more into alternative lifestyle communities? I couldn’t put my finger on it, but it was as though there was an opposing force at play that didn’t want me to visit this commune. I put my doubts aside and determined that I was going to go, come what may, and find out what this was all about. I told my parents that I was going to visit a hippie group I’d come across, fully expecting to return later in the evening. In fact, I never came back – at least not to stay. 

The communal house was quite ordinary from the outside, with three or four small bedrooms, in a middle-class housing estate on the other side of town, but easily reachable by two buses.

I rang the doorbell and was greeted like a long-lost friend! This place was evidently very different from the last commune I visited: it was bright and clean, and nobody was sitting around bored or stoned. The most startling thing for me though, was that there was an almost tangible atmosphere of love, peace and joy that seemed to fill the air. Everyone was happy to be here  – not in an artificial or exaggerated way, but a simple, genuine happiness that comes from finding what you are looking for after a long search.

Indeed, that seemed to be the common thread that ran through the stories that different members told. I learned that most of them had come out of a drug background and had stories of overdoses, addictions and brushes with the law, all of which I had also experienced, though to a lesser extent. A few came from more normal situations but had found that endless studies or treadmill nine-to-five jobs didn’t satisfy. Three of them were young mothers, coming out of broken relationships. All had found the answer in Jesus: not the traditional, formal one from my Church of England upbringing, where compulsory Sunday services were long, boring and monotonous affairs, but a revolutionary Jesus, full of love, peace and life-changing power!

There was a guitar on the couch, so I asked whose it was. “Oh, it belongs to everybody!”, I was told to my amazement. Most members were able to play guitar and sing, and so throughout the evening, life stories were interspersed with powerful, home-grown folk songs that echoed the same themes. 

I was told that the Children of God group, also known as ‘The Family’, had about 5000 members and had originated in California a few years back. It was led by an ex-minister, Moses David – the one who wrote the leaflets I’d been getting and that were referred to within the group as ‘Mo letters.’ He had broken away from the churches and now spent his time writing to colonies, like this one, all around the world. 

The group had their own extensive musical repertoire of Bob Dylan-style protest songs, folk ballads and gypsy dance numbers, which were surprisingly good and quite unlike anything I’d ever heard in church, or anywhere else for that matter. Since I was really interested in music, they explained that quite a few professional or semi-professional musicians had joined the group, including a member of the famous Fleetwood Mac band, Jeremy Spencer, who dropped out and joined while on a concert tour in the US!

As the evening went on, some of the members opened up a Bible and started sharing different verses to show that we’re living in the last days. I vaguely knew that there were prophecies on this, but it was a taboo subject in church that nobody talked about. I discovered there were verses about a great increase in knowledge, about computers, about modern transportation, nuclear warfare, the lukewarm church, false religions, a great increase in wars and earthquakes... I was fascinated! If all of these things are written in the Bible, how come the Church never talked about them?

The grand finale of the evening came when members challenged me that when Jesus was on Earth, he called ordinary people to follow him: to give up their lives, leave everything behind and join him and his group of disciples. The early church in the Book of Acts did the same thing: they challenged people to not only accept Jesus as their Saviour, but also to ‘drop out’ and join them. Again, they showed verses that clearly demonstrated how things were in the early days of the Church. ‘All that believed were together and had all things common. And sold their possessions and goods and parted them to all men as every man had need.’ People sold everything, left their old lives behind and joined the group!

They told me, “All that wasn’t just for Bible times: Jesus is still calling today. He’s looking for people who will answer the call, who will leave everything behind to follow him.

In boarding school, at the age of ten, I had already had a religious experience in the form of asking Jesus into my heart. This was due to a ‘born again’ assistant matron who actively shared her faith with anyone interested. Perhaps since I was already a believer in my heart, all these verses I was being shown were like a direct message from God to my soul. I really felt very strongly inside that this is my calling: this is what I am meant to do. This was the Truth I’d been searching for. It was like an irresistible pull to leave everything behind, as all those in this community had, and to join them. After much soul searching, I knew what my answer had to be. I said, “Yes, I’ll join!”


Chapter 2

Settling In

 

I spent the first night of my new life in a sleeping bag on the floor. On waking up the next morning, I found that the colony was a beehive of activity: while some people were preparing breakfast, others were looking after the babies or learning their Bible verses for the day. After breakfast came ‘JJT’, which I was told stood for ‘Jesus Job Time’ – a euphemism for doing the dishes, vacuuming the floor, or cleaning toilets and bathrooms! Next on the schedule, as written on the notice board, was ‘United Devotions’ – singing, followed by Bible reading and prayer for the day. It was all very spontaneous and upbeat. I couldn’t help but notice the huge difference between the joyful, heartfelt singing, with guitar accompaniment, as compared with the hymns I had sung in Anglican churches all through my childhood. Similarly with the prayers: they were ‘live’ and from the heart, whereas the church ones were dry and lifeless, normally read from a book or printed text.

As I was new to the group, it was a requirement to read two foundational Mo letters: ‘Forsaking All’ and ‘Revolutionary Rules’ that laid out what was expected for new members, to make sure there would be no misunderstandings. Although only three pages long, ‘Revolutionary Rules’ contained no less than 67 Bible verses or verse extracts on New Testament-style discipleship.  No smoking, alcohol or drugs were permitted, and new members were expected to remain clean and tidy, always follow instructions, and be prepared to live a sacrificial life alongside their similarly-minded brothers and sisters! ‘The only things you can be sure of are the Lord, hard work, suffering, constant change, and joy!  

Contrary to media accusations, kissing, dating or any kind of sexual interaction with other single members was strictly forbidden. All this would change dramatically in a few years, but at the time I joined, there was no sex outside of marriage, and single members had to remain celibate until they found the right partner to marry.  ‘Forsaking All’ made it clear that to join the group, it was required to leave everything from one’s old life behind, just like the New Testament fishermen by the Sea of Galilee left their nets and boat behind to follow Jesus, when called by him to follow. Similarly, another of Jesus’ disciples, Matthew, left behind his job as a tax collector to follow Jesus, never returning to his old life again.   

It was a period of soul searching as I was asked what I would be giving up or ‘forsaking’. I didn’t have a boat or tax collector job to give up, or a house or business. I was only 18, so what would be difficult for me to part with?

I made a mental list of what I would be giving up, moving from easier to more difficult:


	4) My family. I knew my parents and one younger brother loved me, and I had a comfortable life at home, but disagreements were frequent and so I knew it was time for a change. 




	3) My career. I had passed college exams and was accepted to study for a degree in physics/electronics at either Kent or Keele University. However, my technical college had recently taken our class to visit a major pharmaceutical company where we could see firsthand what kind of jobs we could get as research scientists, technicians or lab assistants. While some students were quite turned on with the prospects, I looked at the faces of the workers: they all looked so robotic. “What a miserable bunch”, I thought! “That’s what I don’t want to do with my life”. However, I had no realistic alternatives in mind, except that it should be something with real purpose and that would make the world a better place. I’d already taken a year off – a gap year – to try to get more life experience, but in fact I felt pretty lost and in need of direction.




	2) Smoking, drinking, drugs and the hippie lifestyle. I was really into marijuana and even made a greenhouse to grow cannabis plants in some dense woods near to our house, (found by a police helicopter and destroyed!). I also took LSD quite frequently and really liked hanging out with hippie friends. However, the hardest drug to give up would be nicotine, as I was smoking 20 cigarettes a day and had already tried unsuccessfully to quit several times.



1) Music. Believe it or not, this would be by far the biggest sacrifice as I almost lived for music. I worked part-time in a record shop so I could listen to music, and I spent all my money, (after drugs, drink and cigarettes), on buying LP vinyl records or on going to rock concerts! I’d saved up and bought a great hi-fi sound system, along with high quality tape recorder to record all my friends’ music, as well as records from various libraries that I joined just for that purpose. I owned both an electric and a steel string guitar, and had composed some of my own music. I had also had had years of training to play classical guitar and could play concert pieces. I subscribed to music journals, and the purple and orange walls of my room were covered with posters of idolized rock musicians. Music was the love of my life and now I would need to give it all up, permanently and forever. That would be by far the most difficult thing for me! Nevertheless, I was at a crossroads and desperately needed a change of direction… and now this once-in-a-lifetime opportunity had suddenly appeared. It was now or never! 

Later in the day, I went over to my parents’ house to get all my possessions, accompanied by two members: Obed, the colony shepherd, and Jordan – an ‘older brother’. They were there to lend moral support and to help explain my strange decision to my family if needed. 

My mother and father were pretty surprised, to say the least. My dad, an electrical engineer by profession, had sent me to expensive boarding schools and certainly hoped that I would go to university, finish my degree and get a good job. On the other hand, my parents were worried about me: they knew I was taking drugs, and so were both greatly relieved and comforted that this group had somehow persuaded me to quit. In the end, it was this sentiment that prevailed. Just as well, I learned, as apparently there had been cases of irate parents going to the newspapers or to the police in various towns to try to get the Children of God group thrown out.

Since there was too much to carry, we decided to return in a few days for the sound system, 100 LP records, 200 cassettes and all the rest. By now I was resigned to my decision, but a few days later we went back to the house and my parents were more distressed than the first time, as they could hardly believe that I was apparently throwing away everything that I had worked so hard for through years of part-time jobs. To them, it was beginning to look precipitous and unbalanced. What if I changed my mind and left the group a few weeks later? Then I would have lost everything that was important to me! I tried to reassure them that this wasn’t going to happen as I had made a lifetime commitment. This wasn’t another ‘passing phase’: the Lord had called me to join the group and serve him, and the decision was irrevocable!

We headed back to the colony that was now ‘home’ and I stepped into a whole new life with trepidation, excitement and joy!


Chapter 3

Life in the Colony

 

Living in my first colony was busy, action-packed and never dull. Each day started with memorizing two Bible verses from the ‘set card’ which was a categorized list of 200 or so basic verses that new disciples or ‘babes’ had to learn.  

Everyone quoted their verses at breakfast, which was then followed by ‘Devotions’, featuring a Mo letter, some Bible reading and of course several rousing, inspirational songs. To finish off with, there was prayer for the day, as well as any other needs or requests. Prayer was spontaneous – anyone could pray, although sometimes volunteers were requested, for example, ‘‘Who wants to pray for the shopping trip?’’ Members prayed freely and spontaneously, as one would talk to someone who’s right there in the room. It was such a contrast with the church services I was forced to attend as a child, where prayer consisted mostly of reading monotonous incantations from a prayer book.

Nearly every day was spent on the streets ‘litnessing’, (witnessing with literature), which meant getting out ‘lit’ – Mo letters – for a small donation and talking with anybody that showed interest. Every Mo letter distributed on the street had a salvation prayer inviting people to receive Jesus as their Saviour. This was the only point of similarity to other Christian tracts. Both style and approach were otherwise entirely different; they had an unusual picture on the cover, an interesting title and looked non-conformist. With practice, it became easy to see which types of people would be interested and which ones it would be better to avoid. Litnessing could be real fun if balanced with meaningful conversations, but I have to admit that there were also times when it dragged. Sometimes nobody seemed to be interested, especially during rush hour or on rainy days!

After the long day, there would be dinner back at the colony, prepared by the team that stayed back to look after and teach the toddlers. Besides eating, dinner was the time for sharing testimonies: answers to prayer, what the Lord had done that day or any lessons learned. As with other aspects of colony life, the language was rich in Family lingo. Everyone wanted to know how it went with the litnessing teams, and if they met any ‘sheep’ (those interested in our message). If someone was really interested, then one could say, ‘‘Wow, praise the Lord, I met this really heavy sheep today!’’ The opposite kind of person was a ‘goat’, while a real troublemaker was a ‘wolf’. Policemen or women were called ‘Romans’ – who everyone had to watch out for as litnessing often didn’t fit in with local municipality or shopping area regulations. Richer, older, influential people who were or could become supporters were ‘kings’ or ‘queens’. The world that we had dropped out of was ‘the System’ and very conformist, establishment types were referred to as ‘flatlanders’ or ‘systemites’! 

After dinner, sometimes there was ‘Inspirations’ – a combination meeting with testimonies, music and gypsy dancing. Other times there were childcare meetings or colony councils to sort out spending priorities, schedules and suchlike. TV watching was highly discouraged but not forbidden. Some colonies watched the evening TV news, but this particular colony didn’t, and in fact I don’t even remember if the colony had a TV. The simple truth was that everyone’s schedule was pretty packed, and there weren’t many blanks to fill in.

Before retiring to my sleeping bag on the floor, a final daily requirement was turning in to the colony shepherd or shepherdess a small one-page ‘tribe report’ on how my day had gone: verses memorized, Word read, hours spent litnessing, hours spent witnessing, any souls saved, any lessons learned, any needs... I didn’t mind this as it was a very good way of keeping stock and at the same time communicating any problems. For example, one problem that became apparent after a week or two was that I was seriously falling behind on sleep. I was still a teenager and was used to getting eight to nine hours of sleep each night. My new brothers and sisters were all older than me, aged between 20 and 24, and used to getting less sleep. Moreover, I had no bedroom but was sleeping in the living room, so although scheduled activities only went till 10 pm, there would always be general activity that carried on for at least another hour – discussions, teams preparing for the next day etc. Every night I was falling more and more behind on sleep. When I wrote about the problem on my tribe report, the shepherd was very understanding and apologetic, making it a rule that the living room becomes my bedroom from 10 pm onwards, with no other activities allowed.

Apart from the sleep problem, by far my biggest trial was giving up smoking. I was used to smoking 20 cigarettes a day and the resultant nicotine addiction was like being permanently hungry – morning, afternoon and night. There were many times when I was dying to go to the shop to buy a packet of cigarettes to relieve the withdrawal pangs, but I couldn’t even if I wanted to. I had no personal money as the 100 pounds cash I had when joining, was given to the colony and any litnessing money was turned in at the end of every day. And besides that, I was never alone but always with a partner, as it was a strictly followed Family rule to go everywhere two by two, as when Jesus sent out teams of disciples. This took some getting used to, but like everything else in colony life, it became the new normal. While the two by two rule was somewhat restrictive at times, it was great for giving up smoking! The craving started easing up after a few weeks and I felt much better in every way.

One morning, I was asked if I’d like to join the ‘provisioning’ team. I hadn’t heard this word before but found it meant a trip to the market with two sisters. I was happy to go along for a change and was astounded to see the two girls confidently explain that we’re missionaries living in a community and doing full time outreach in the area to help young people. Would they be able to donate a sack of potatoes? Within a short time, they had successfully provisioned not only the big sack of potatoes but also big sacks of carrots, onions and other vegetables as well! We managed to drag the sacks to the curb where a van looked like it was about to drive off. The girls talked to the driver and explained that we’ve received these donated sacks to help our youth mission and now we’re praying for someone that can help us take them home! The driver good-naturedly gave the OK, and within a short time we were back home with barely enough space to stack all the provisions!

From time to time, the colony sent out road teams for a few days so I soon found myself on one of these. It was expected that such teams should provision each evening meal, (lunch was usually a picnic), and also accommodation. The whole colony prayed that the Lord would supply and open doors for Jordan and me, and that’s what happened. Within an hour of arriving in a new town, I was talking to one girl about the change in my life and what we believe. She said she could invite us for lunch later so we could talk more. I said that would be great, but what we’re really praying for is accommodation for three nights! She agreed without the slightest hesitation and I was greatly encouraged – it had to be considered a small miracle, as normally such a request would of course be met with great suspicion!

By the time I’d been in the colony a few weeks, I’d been asked several times if I’d heard from the Lord yet about getting a ‘Bible name’. Everyone in the COG (Children of God) movement had adopted new names to go along with their new lives, a practice similar to that found in the New Testament. I was at a loss as to how to supernaturally get a name from ‘on high’, so finally the colony shepherd suggested that everyone sit around in a circle, as we often did for devotions, and we’d all pray and ask the Lord for a name. We prayed and then waited in silence to see what the Lord would say. A still, small voice inside my heart whispered the name ‘Peter’. However, for some reason, I didn’t like the name at first and so rejected it as a bad idea. The next name that came to me was ‘Paul’. After a minute or so, everyone opened their eyes and I was asked what name I got. I said ‘‘Paul’’. ‘‘That’s odd’’, someone said, ‘‘I got ‘‘Peter’’. Another voice chimed in, ‘‘Wow, I got ‘Peter’ too!’’ ‘‘Yeah, he looks like a Peter’’, ‘‘Mm, yeah, Peter suits him!’’ It couldn’t have been clearer: Peter became my new name, to which I added ‘Kingston’ later.

Family names could be pretty bizarre and a look through the group’s original songbook, ‘The Music that Made the Revolution’, showed musician names such as Shadrach Soldout, Cana Bird and Jereboam Sausage, to name but a few!

The best thing about colony life was the tremendous feeling of excitement and camaraderie – that you were part of a loving family of brothers and sisters, that you were called out and chosen, that you were living in the Endtime, with Jesus soon to return! It felt tremendous and made up for any problems or sacrifices along the way. Every new Mo letter brought new challenges, testimonies were thrilling, news about colonies opening in distant parts of the world was exciting. In short, the inspiration level was always high. I felt happy and fulfilled, as although I had given up a lot, I had also gained a whole new life.


Chapter 4

The Controversial Prophet

 

While everyone in the Children of God movement knew that its founder was Moses David, nobody in the lower ranks of the Family knew his real name. Neither did they know what he looked like or where he was located, and it was taboo to ask such questions. Many years later, members read in newspaper articles that David’s second name was ‘Berg’ and that his second wife Maria was Karen Zerby.

While David Berg kept his name and location top secret at all times, he was more forthcoming about his earlier life. He was born in California to parents who were both full-time Christian evangelists, usually with zealous, missionary-minded organizations rather than regular, mainstream denominations. David says he ‘was brought up in church’ as his parents were heavily involved in not only pastoring but also leading tent revivals, healing meetings, radio broadcasts and suchlike. The family traveled extensively during their mission work and eventually settled in Miami for 14 years. 

David went on to serve in the US Army during the Second World War and almost died, after which he decided to dedicate himself to full-time evangelistic work. He joined the Christian and Missionary Alliance and also married his first wife Jane, (now known in the Family as Mother Eve), with whom he had four children: Deborah, Aaron, Hosea and Faithy, all of whom would later become important figures in the COG movement. He built a new church in Arizona but his relations with organized Christianity were fractious at the best of times and in 1951 he was forced to resign his position due to his radical preaching and attempts to bring Indian converts into the mostly white congregation. Some say there was some sexual impropriety involved, but this was never proven one way or the other.  

After teaching school for a few years, he subsequently worked with Fred Jordan’s ‘Church in the Home’ show and traveled widely, booking the evangelical program on over 1,000 radio and TV stations throughout the whole US.

When that finally came to an end, he continued to travel with his family in an RV, speaking at Christian meetings and preaching the gospel wherever opportunities arose. He was basically a rebel looking for a cause, a new mission to dedicate himself to, and then in California in the late 1960s, he found it!

It was 1968, just one year before the famous Woodstock music festival, and right in the middle of the hippie era and anti-Vietnam war demonstrations. Many of America’s youth embraced the new, idealistic hippie movement, with its promises of peace, love and alternative living. Recreational drugs flowed freely and many young people were actively questioning traditional values and searching for Truth.

David Berg and his four teenage children fit right in. Here he was, a radical, maverick preacher who had always wanted to find people crazy enough to try to live like Jesus’ early disciples, utterly free of the church system. And here were all these hippies searching for answers and deeper meaning in life. All he needed to do was challenge them to receive Jesus, drop out of the System and join the ‘spiritual revolution’! 

David got the go-ahead to use a local Christian hangout known as the Light Club in Huntington Beach, California, to invite his small following of ragtag hippies. They threw out the pews and anything related to church, and transformed the place into a revolutionary youth club. David’s teens already had a singing group and shared his passion for winning youth for Christ, so all the ingredients were there for great things to happen.

David, dressed up in hippie gear, declared war on both America’s warmongering, commercial system and the compromised, lukewarm churches! He painted Jesus as a revolutionary and his disciples as hippies, and his audience loved it! The message was to drop out of the System, give up drugs, leave everything behind and live a new life for Jesus! The atmosphere was electric and many dozens of hippies received Jesus and dropped out to join the charismatic new group, which soon spread to other parts of California. 

The group didn’t yet have a name but a visiting reporter to one colony in Texas wrote an article about this new youth movement of radical, long-haired Christians, referring to them as ‘Children of God’ led by ‘Moses’, in reference to the Biblical character that led God’s children out of Egypt and into the promised land. 

The movement continued to expand and, after a period on the road in a large convoy of assorted vehicles, David was given the use of TSC, Texas Soul Clinic, which was a very basic farm situation out in the semi-desert that could accommodate several hundred people. Here, the movement could establish a large community and consolidate its gains, with ‘Mo’, as he was now called, actively teaching and leading.

Within a few years, large-sized colonies had formed all over the USA, and pioneer teams were sent to Europe and South America, carrying the powerful message of spiritual revolution with them and achieving similar success. Unusual tactics included demonstrations and church invasions, wearing red robes and carrying warning signs, like old testament prophets! Photos from these early beginnings can be seen on the Children of God website, covering the period 1968-1978.

Running the huge operation and sorting out its many problems and challenges was getting to be an almost impossible task, as David could only devote his efforts to one large group at a time. The Lord showed him and his new wife Maria, to move out completely and just concentrate on writing messages that would reach all colonies simultaneously. Thus in 1971, they moved to Europe where they could direct things from behind the scenes with their full-time writing ministry. 

The incoming messages from Moses, now called ‘Mo letters’, became an extremely important part of colony life, and new missives were nearly always read together as a group. ‘Dad’, as he was also known within the group, delighted in ‘waking people up’ and shocking them with his fiery rhetoric and unconventional approach. If one looks through a list of Mo letter titles, one sees that they were deliberately designed to shock, with frequent use of the word ‘revolution’, and each title ending in a question mark or exclamation mark. Some notable examples would be ‘Jesus People or Revolution?’, ‘America the Whore!’ and ‘Come on Ma, Burn your Bra!’. The front cover and illustrations, although in black and white, were similarly dramatic and attention-grabbing. David used to say that he wanted his messages to make people ‘mad, sad or glad’! 

The content varied enormously but could be roughly divided into administrative, teaching, prophetic, dreams and visions. Most new disciples knew very little about the Bible, and so the primary need was to teach Christian basics. These inspirational types of letters on faith and prayer were mild in style and content, and thus were designated ‘GP’ – good for everyone, including the general public. 

Other letters were marked DFO (disciples and friends only), or DO (disciples only). These letters often contained strong anti-system or anti-church rhetoric, along with very black and white, ‘either/or’ extremist views on just about every subject. There was a book of 144 basic Mo letters that was required reading for all new disciples that was made up of David’s most important teachings, including a section on sex and marriage. Letters such as ‘Revolutionary Sex’ and ‘Revolutionary Lovemaking’, (complete with graphic illustrations), extolled sexual freedom and liberation in a married context. However, for single members complete abstinence remained the norm and was accepted as one of the required sacrifices that needed to be made. Little did we know that this would all change a few years later!

[image: Image]
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In addition to expounding on spiritual matters, David also wrote more secular messages that explained his views on politics and economics. When writing on the Mideast for example, these teachings tended to be very anti-Israel and pro-Arab, while his world view was very anti-America and somewhat pro-Russia. Political letters often mixed recent history, ancient history and Bible prophecy together, which for young teenagers like myself, made boring politics suddenly become alive and really interesting! Some messages consisted of lengthy prayers, either for or against current world leaders. As time went on, there were also many messages and dreams about the soon-coming destruction of America, along with dire warnings to leave. Every message was taken very seriously, and many Family members left the USA for far-flung destinations around the world. 

A particular leader that David admired and wrote a lot about, (also hinting that he may become the long-foretold ‘Antichrist’ from Bible prophecy), was the idealistic Muammar Gaddafi of Libya. Why was this? ‘Godahfi’, as the name was often spelled in Family literature, wrote a  ‘Green Book’ of revolutionary quotations that exalted God, world peace, and Arab unity. Moreover, he had overthrown a capitalist dictator, was anti-American and seemed to genuinely want to invest his country’s vast oil riches in health, education and eradicating poverty. Amazingly, David wrote to him and received an official invitation to visit, resulting in a Mo letter called ‘Mo meets Mo’! When the letter was read to our colony, we were told that on the last page was a photo of the two leaders together (!), however it turned out to be a drawing, with Moses David portrayed as a lion!

In fact, this was the new norm and for several years, letter covers showed an often stern or angry lion to represent David. Later on, the anthropomorphic lion head was replaced with that of an Old Testament-style king, with royal robe and crown, often holding up a proclamation! Mo letters were held in very high esteem and declarations of all kinds were treated as royal edicts. And woe betide anyone that was on the receiving end of an angry letter, of which there were quite a number! 

Letters of rebuke, in which David bawled out those that had stepped out of line, contributed to the image of him being stern and authoritarian. However, the very few people who had actually met him personally in the early days, or who had been invited to visit his house, spoke very highly of him, often recounting that ‘offstage’ he was very concerned, caring, kind and generous. 

One peculiar characteristic was David’s obsession with secrecy. Even though he and Maria and their household might be living within easy driving distance of several Homes, nobody but a very few top leaders would know his whereabouts and come for secret meetings, making sure not to park too near to his house. When leading meetings, it was noted that he always sat with his back to the wall. His first daughter, Deborah, wrote in one of her books, ‘My dad lived under great paranoia, always fearing for his life. It is true that there were people, especially in the United States, who would have liked to see Moses David locked up; but his fear and obsession with security were irrational. A second reason for his life secrecy was the development of his persona as the Prophet on the Mountain. Being separated from the disciples created a sense of mystery and awe. The less the disciples saw of Moses David, the more they would reverence the sacred image developed in the Mo letters.’ Whether from actual physical threats in the US, or his preference to remain mysteriously anonymous behind the scenes, David’s incognito character remained a big part of his identity and Family culture. 

In the early days of the Family, much was made of some usually overlooked verses in the books of Ezekiel and Revelation referring to a future endtime character called ‘David’. There was also an unusual endtime verse in the book of Hosea, chapter 3, verse 5. “Afterward shall the children of Israel return and seek the Lord their God and David their king and shall fear the Lord and his goodness in the latter days”. (Interestingly enough, this was written hundreds of years after the time period of the original King David who ruled Israel & wrote the Book of Psalms). David, who always believed that he was filled with the Holy Ghost from his mother’s womb, became convinced that he had been chosen and anointed to be God’s endtime prophet and king. There was a whole section on this, the ‘David series’, in the Basic Book, with remarkable happenings and prophecies to back up the claim. I have to admit that I always had a bit of difficulty accepting this, but the pill was made much easier to swallow by the fact that Jesus was central to all Family beliefs and doctrines, so it wasn’t like we were worshiping David or that he had a higher position than Jesus.

Although the Bible was always regarded as God’s supreme truth and the foundation of our faith, with Mo letters backing up what the Bible said, sometimes the two were put on an equal footing. There were letters where David expressed that his writings were either as important as the Bible, or held more weight or relevance than certain portions of the Bible. He based this on the belief that God still speaks to His people today. Just as ‘holy men of God spoke as they were moved by the Holy Ghost,’ when David was moved by the Holy Ghost and spoke and taught, he considered that those teachings were on a par with the inspired writings of the earlier ‘holy men of God.’  Thus it was decreed that ‘Mo letters’ should be capitalized, as in ‘Mo Letters’. 

In the 70s and early 80s, I was able to read through the whole Bible several times, along with Halley’s Bible Handbook which helped to put things in historical context. The helpful handbook had been recommended in earlier Mo letters, but then a new one came out called ‘Forget the Past’ that declared that studying the Old Testament was outdated and therefore to ‘junk’ Halley’s. This was one of many turn-arounds whereby last year’s ‘truth’ could be different from this year’s truth. Studying the New Testament epistles wasn’t greatly encouraged either, as Paul was ‘too legalistic’. As time went on, David’s writings became so prolific that it was hard to keep up with them all, along with the other Family literature, and at the same time, maintain regular Bible reading. However, it must be noted that this was partially offset by the fact that many Mo letters actually contained numerous Bible verses, which were included to lend weight to whatever was being said. 
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