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‘Write down for the coming generation what the Lord has done, so that people not yet born will praise him.’


Psalm 102:18 (GNB)















INTRODUCTION






As a journalist who has been in the business a little while now, I must have interviewed thousands of people. Often I have managed to keep the human dramas involved somewhat at arm’s length.


Not so with these interviews. As I have listened to the stories of these men, sometimes told with undisguised emotion, I confess I have been unable to prevent the occasional tear running down my own cheek.


There is nothing like personal real-life stories. That is why editors of popular newspapers reject articles about high-profile government initiatives, trillion-dollar business deals and even international wars in favour of a celebrity who gives a warts-and-all account of their own life.


This book contains fifteen such stories – dramatic, surprising, life-changing stories – with a special dimension: the astonishing and lasting change brought about through an encounter with Jesus Christ.


And what stories they are. Violent men suddenly work for peace, addicts overcome their addictions, convicts lead law-abiding lives and begin to offer hope to others …


It has not been easy for these fifteen men to speak of what has happened. On many occasions they recount past behaviour of which they are now deeply ashamed. But they have agreed to do so at my request because they long for others to know the God who changes lives.




This is the fifth in the series of books called The God Who Changes Lives. Most of the stories in some way involve the Alpha course, the introduction to the Christian faith now running in tens of thousands of churches of all denominations around the world. There will almost certainly be such a course running somewhere near you.


These fifteen stories bear witness to the reality of a God who loves us. As the psalmist writes, ‘He brought them out of their gloom and darkness and broke their chains in pieces.’ Psalm 107:14 (GNB)


Mark Elsdon-Dew
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THE STRIP-CELL PRISONER


The story of Shane Taylor






For many years, Shane Taylor was considered to be one of the most dangerous prisoners in Britain’s jails. Originally jailed for attempted murder, he had his sentence extended by four years when he attacked a prison officer with a broken glass in an incident that provoked a riot. After that, he was sent to some of Britain’s most secure ‘Category A’ prisons, where he was often held in solitary confinement because of his violence towards prison officers.


 


My father was schizophrenic and would batter my mother. When I was a baby she escaped and fled to a battered wives’ home a couple of miles from Middlesbrough. My dad would try to hunt her down. Once she moved out of the sheltered home and another woman took her room. My dad broke into the room and beat this other lady up, thinking it was my mum.


I was still a baby when mum remarried a man called Gordon Taylor and I took his name (my real name is Almond). He was like a real dad to me. When I was about six I made friends with kids who would get into trouble. I’d shoplift – pinching sweets, trainers or anything. I got caught a few times and I’d be taken home where I’d be smacked or grounded. But it didn’t bother me. We did what we wanted. My mum tried everything to keep me out of trouble, but it wouldn’t work.


From a very young age – eight or nine – I started going to court for burglaries, and robberies. But of course I was so young that they couldn’t do anything with me except send me to foster parents or to a children’s home. Then I’d just escape back home and do exactly the same things again with my friends. The police would catch me for another charge; so then I’d go back to court. It was a constant cycle.


By the time I was twelve or thirteen I was hanging around with twenty-one-year-old lads, which made me feel good. They used to do burglaries and pinch cars. All my friends stole. I didn’t realize I was doing wrong at that time. By the time I knew it was wrong I couldn’t stop. Sometimes my friends and I would run off and not go home for days on end. Our parents were obviously worried so they’d phone the police. The police would be out looking for us, but we would be out constantly, burgling as many places as we could. The main thing we used to do was to knock on people’s doors and say, ‘Excuse me, we’ve got to go all the way to Sunderland and we need a drink.’


And they’d go, ‘Oh, you’re so young. Come in while I make you a sandwich.’ While they went into the kitchen, we would run into the front room and grab a purse or handbag. Then we’d run out. We used to have thousands of pounds on us from our stealing. We’d show off to our mates, going, ‘Hey, do you want a tenner?’ We’d end up giving half of it away. We’d go out and the older lads would buy rally cars – Astra GTs, Nova GTEs and Cosworths. Then we’d go and do other crimes in the car we’d bought. I thought, ‘This is what everybody does.’


I got arrested hundreds of times, charged and taken to court. But I would get out and go straight back into it again. I had no fear. I thought, ‘I’m young, I can’t go to prison.’


We had these big screwdrivers to unscrew windows with, so we could get into any empty house. Once in we’d just ransack the place. There could be anything from two to five of us. We’d steal money, TVs, video machines, hi-fis, anything that would sell. We’d then take the goods straight to someone who would buy them off us. Then we’d go and do the same thing somewhere else. We’d go everywhere – Seaham, Easington, Wheatley Hill, Peterlee, Durham – wherever we could get to in the car. That was my life between the ages of nine and fourteen.


When I got caught I’d get grounded at home. To stop me running away, my stepdad nailed all the upstairs windows down. But it made no difference. I’d wait until they were in the front room before sneaking downstairs and running out.


That was when they started taking my clothes off me. So then I put my dad’s clothes on and sneaked out. It was like a constant challenge for me. I knew my parents were doing these things out of love, but I didn’t listen.


I went to school a bit but I ended up getting expelled from every single school. Eventually I ended up in Elemore Hall [a residential school in County Durham], which is where you go when no other school can handle you. You stay there during the week and come home at weekends. But as soon as I got there I was getting everybody to run away with me. We were pinching cars, going back home and getting together with all the lads. The police would catch us and take us back to the school. The following night I’d sneak out again.


At about thirteen or fourteen I was sent to a secure unit – Aycliffe Secure. I could have escaped if I’d really tried, but it was a nice place. There were TVs, a gym and everything. I used to get cannabis, dope and tack brought in, then my mates and I would get stoned. It was nothing like prison at all. I had a friend in prison who was writing to me, saying, ‘I’m in prison. Get yourself here.’ He was in Deerbolt Prison [in County Durham] and I thought, ‘I want to be with all my mates.’ I knew hundreds of people in there. So in order to get in there I deliberately ran away, for which I was sent to Deerbolt.


One day at Deerbolt I was bored so I got this big wooden table leg and pulled it off. Then I said to a friend, ‘Do you want to start a riot?’ He said ‘Yeah,’ so we went round saying to everyone, ‘Are you up for a riot?’ – and everyone was. There was a woman officer playing pool. I walked up to her, grabbed the pool balls off the table and started chucking them through the windows. Eventually we ended up in segregation and I was moved to Wetherby Prison. I was sixteen.


In Wetherby all went well until one day my pay form for working in the canteen servery arrived. It showed my payment as being £2 instead of £12, which it should have been. Soon afterwards I was putting some hot water in my cup and the officer said, ‘Hurry up …’ I held the cup up to him and said, ‘I’ll put this in your face.’ He jumped back and I was so cross that I went back into my cell, barricaded myself in, smashed the window out, kicked the door off and waited till the riot people came. Then I walked out and went down into the ‘seg’.


One day when we were in the exercise yard I said, ‘Let’s kick off. Let’s give them trouble.’ There was a metal pole bolted into the wall and I pulled it off and two of the other guys did the same. We tried to pull the barbed wire down so we could crawl up and get onto the roof. But they came in with the riot shields, screaming and shouting, got me down and handcuffed me.




Then I got moved again – this time to Moorland Prison [near Doncaster]. I was on the wing for dangerous young offenders. I kept my head down and eventually got released from there. But by now I’d started to get violent – I’d fight anybody and was up for anything. I had this motto: ‘If you want to survive in a criminal world you’ve got to become more violent than the violent.’ So my aim was to instil fear in people. I would go after whoever I felt like. If I couldn’t find him, I would go after somebody else in his family. I wanted to be so feared that people would fear the fact that I was walking near them. I didn’t have any morals like some criminals have.


From the age of fourteen or fifteen I’d carried a knife. I had a fascination with guns and knives – mainly knives. They were like a god to me. Having a knife in my hand was like the thing. They’d be big, ten-inch, kitchen blade knives. If anyone came up to me or I felt threatened, I’d pull it out and use it. Eventually I had a whole set of knives strapped round my waist – the smaller one up to the bigger one. One time one of my knives led to me being set up by the police. They had caught me stealing a car and cornered me in a back garden. That was where they said that I pulled a knife out on them. But it was a set-up. I had the knife on me, but the policeman pulled the knife out and said that I pulled it out on him. So I started thinking, ‘He set me up. I hate him.’ In the interview they asked, ‘So, why did you pull a knife out on the police officer?’


I said, ‘I wish I did and I wish I’d killed him.’


And they said, ‘You don’t mean that, do you?’


I said, ‘I do mean it. Before I die I’m going to kill a police officer or somebody who has anything to do with authority.’ I got to the point where I felt no fear.


One time in prison there were these black lads from London. In the exercise yard they were challenging people and fighting with them. When they came to me I just ran at them, swung a few punches and went mad. Then the prison officers came running out and put a stop to it. The next day I walked past these black lads and smashed my dinner plate over one of them. The dinner went everywhere and we started battling on the floor. I later found out this lad was well known in the London area for being pretty hard. Another time I went to the door of a man (who thought he was the main man) and asked him if he knew if the mail had been given out. He went, ‘**** off!’ I was so mad. I went into my cell and stormed up and down, getting madder and madder and shouting to my cellmate, ‘I’m gonna kill him!’ I walked out the door and saw this guy walking down the stairs. I went up to him and said, ‘Tell me to **** off, did you?’


He went, ‘Yeah, I did. Why? Have you got a problem?’ Before he could finish I smacked him in the face and he went flying into the doorway. Then I started punching him and leathering him. Six or seven prison officers appeared and tried to get me off him but they couldn’t. I carried on hitting him, shouting, ‘I’m gonna kill you!’ That’s when one of the prison officers punched me and I let go and fell on the floor. I got put in segregation again for that. By the time I got out of that prison, I was getting into a bit of drugs and more violence.


I went to Hartlepool where there was a local hard man, well known by everybody. People said, ‘He’s a feared man. No one will dare touch him.’ He was a really big, powerful, mentally ill person. He had taken a video machine from two young lads I knew. This hard man had heard they were trying to sell it and had pulled out a hammer on them and taken it. So we went after him. One lad had a big aluminium baseball bat, the other had a knife – and I had a nine-inch knife.


When we approached him he said, ‘Come on …’ One lad ran at him and was whacking him with the bat. I thought, ‘I need to help him here, he’s only young.’ So I ran at the hard man and stabbed him. As I was doing it he hit me with the hammer. I can remember seeing sparks and then I can’t remember anything else. When I came back round I was a mile away from the scene, running away with these two lads. I thought I still had the knife in my hand, but I only had the knife handle.


I looked at the lads and they were white. I said, ‘What’s happened?’ They said, ‘You’ve killed him. You stabbed him through his head, Shane. He’s pouring with blood.’ I said, ‘Have I?’ Then we ran all the way back to Peterlee. It turned out he was a very hard man. The knife had gone right through the top of his head and come out above his eye. He pulled the knife out with his own hand and vowed that he would get me back. It was all over the news. I got caught and they tried to charge me with the offence, but in the end it got dropped and they charged me with affray.


Some time after that I stabbed a local hard man in the shoulder while we were in a pub. The police were informed, so I was on the run.


I then ‘taxed’ (robbed) a fifteen-year-old drug dealer because I needed the money. When I finally got caught, the charge was Section 20 – GBH. I was nineteen. I got Section 20 for the two stabbings, a couple of affrays and carrying offensive weapons. I was sentenced to four years. At first I was in Northallerton but then, when I turned twenty-one, I was sent to Holme House Prison in Stockton-on-Tees.


A lot of people had heard about me before I got to Holme House. I was crazy, doing loads of violent and mad things. People would say things like, ‘There’s Shane over there. He’s off his head, don’t mess with him.’ There was a lad in Holme House who used to bully me when we were kids. He came up to me and said, ‘Can you remember that time when I nutted you? I’m so sorry, I didn’t mean to do it …’ I loved the attention I was getting. It made me feel like a king. I was the madman that everyone looked up to – and I had a gang of people who would do what I asked them to do.


One time I set up this prisoner who I needed to get. I got him down into the gym, punched him and smashed his eye open. Another time a prison officer refused to let me out of our wing so that I could go to the gym (after originally saying that he would let me go). So I said, ‘How come you never let me out?’ He went, ‘What a pity.’ So I went, ‘You’re dead – you’re going to get it …’ I was swearing and getting angry. And he said, ‘Oh, how many times have I heard that?’


Then I went up to this little lad who was playing pool and said, ‘Pick up them pool balls and chuck them at that screw.’ He went ‘Oh …’ I said, ‘Do you want a name for yourself? Do you want people to know you? Do you want my respect?’ He went, ‘Yeah.’ I said, ‘Then just do it.’ So he picked up the pool balls and started chucking them at this prison officer. The officer came running towards us and pulled out his baton.


I was holding a large coffee jar and I smashed the end of it and held the broken glass in my hand. As he approached me he tried to boot the glass out of my hand and then I stabbed him three times – first on his arm, then in his legs. I was in a frenzy now – my mind was blank and I was going mad. While all this was happening the other inmates were chucking pool balls at the officers – it nearly led to a big riot. While I was restrained, the officer that I’d stabbed picked up my hand and squashed it down onto the jagged edges of the coffee jar. After that I was sentenced to another four years on top of my original sentence. I was sent to Durham Prison and put in segregation. (When you attack prison officers you’re classed as highly dangerous.)


While I was there, one of the prison officers came to me and said provocatively, ‘Aaah, you haven’t got any weapons now …’ On the ceiling of my cell were these long lights. At the end they’ve got big metal things, but in prison they’re put in with a certain screw so they cannot be screwed out. But I knew how to get them out. I got one out – this big, heavy, metal thing. Then I went to the door, holding it up. About four officers all dived back when they saw me. I said, ‘Here, come and get it!’ They all looked at each other. Then one of them came over, dead slow, with his hand out, and took it off me. And I said to the one who had been provocative with me, ‘Next time you say that, I will cave your skull in. This is just a warning – don’t wind me up.’ Then I walked back into my cell and shut the door.


After that, I was sent to a maximum security prison – Frankland Prison. They put me straight into the segregation unit. They felt I was a danger to everybody. A maximum-security prison is designed for dangerous prisoners. Then you’ve got the segregation unit inside that for the really uncontrollable. Then, inside the segregation unit, you’ve got the CSC [Close Supervision Centre] where prisoners are so dangerous that there can be no physical contact between them and the prison officers.


To begin with I was all right in normal segregation. But after a while I felt the officers were winding me up, so I started kicking off and battling with them. They’d come with their riot gear and fight me. I shouted at them, ‘When I get a chance, you’re a dead man. I want to stab you.’ They couldn’t take the chance – I’d already stabbed a prison officer – so they put me in Close Supervision.


At the bottom of your cell door you’ve got a hatch through which you get a big metal square box that they put your food in. You’re not allowed out of your cell and there’s no physical contact. My door couldn’t be opened unless there were six to seven prison officers with riot shields and riot gear. For my exercise they’d handcuff me and take me into this little caged exercise yard. They’d take my handcuffs off, then leave me in this cage. I was in the CSC for about a year.


The officers that work in the seg get bored, so they try and wind you up – physically and mentally. As a result of this I’d end up smashing the toilets. Then I’d get put in a strip cell. They take all your clothes and put you in a little box with no window. It’s dark and freezing cold and there’s nothing in there but a little cardboard thing to wee and poo in. You’re too cold to sleep, so you just curl up into a ball. You are put in these strip cells for as long as you choose to be. It’s like a burning-off thing to calm you down. If you’re still kicking off in there, then they leave you there for a few days.


I did these kinds of things in a whole lot of different prisons. Eventually, when I was about twenty-six, I got moved into Parkhurst on the Isle of Wight. I’d been in prison since I was 19. This time, instead of taking me to the seg as they would usually do, they said, ‘We’re going to give you a chance.’ The prison officer said to me, ‘Look, we’ll be sound with you if you be sound with us.’ I respected that and I was sound with them.


I ended up selling drugs in the prison (smack, etc) and making a bit of money every now and then. A few months later I met a lad called Robert Bull. He was in prison for murder, but since getting inside he’d become a born-again Christian. He was saying a load of things that sounded mad to me. But the one thing that stuck in my mind was when he said this: ‘I’ve been in prison for fifteen years and am probably never getting out – but I’m free.’ I used to think, ‘What’s he on about? How can he be free if he’s never getting out?’ He was on the same wing as me and he kept coming to me and giving me little booklets like Why Jesus? by Nicky Gumbel. I used to chuck them on the side but every now and then when I was bored, I’d pick up the booklet and read through it. I thought nothing of it.


I began to realize that fighting the system by violence only made me lose because I ended up staying in jail for a longer time. That way, I’d never get out. But I didn’t want the system to win so I thought the way to beat it without them getting me was to ‘disturb’ the place. So with my drugs money I started paying people to set the riot alarm off. As soon as it went off, the officers would all come running. Then a couple of minutes later another riot bell would be set off in another part of the prison. This disturbed the prison in a big way and I knew it was upsetting them – they were getting mad. Then I started paying others to set bins and cells on fire. Soon the prison was chaos.


They eventually sensed that I was behind it all. They called me into the office and threatened to bang me up for a couple of days. So I said, ‘That’s only going to make people even angrier – great, that’ll just start a riot!’ Eventually I got put in seg – they said it was because of my ‘subversive behaviour’. They knew I was smuggling drugs and they knew I was using some kind of power to overthrow the prison system – or at least to disturb it. When I was in seg I went on a dirty protest. I smashed the front window out in the door and stayed on a dirty protest for a couple of days. Then I relaxed, chilled out and they gave me a TV – I was still in seg. I think they gave me a TV because they know that once they give you things, you don’t want to lose them, so you start being good.


As I was sat there in my cell I got a big vision of that Christian prisoner, Robert Bull, and an urge telling me to write him a letter. The urge was so strong that I got up and walked up and down my cell, talking out loud to myself, ‘How can I write to him? I don’t even know who he is.’ This urge remained in my head for three or four days. Eventually I wrote this letter to him (he was in the normal wing), saying, ‘Look, I don’t know why, but I’ve got a strong urge telling me to write you a letter and a vision of you in my head, so I’m writing to you …’


He wrote back, ‘The Lord’s trying to open your eyes, to get to your heart. Just let go.’ I thought, ‘He’s crazy,’ but I continued writing to him. I even started to read the Gideon’s Bible in my cell a little. I was segregated and there was nothing much to do. Four months later they moved me to a maximum-security prison at Long Lartin in Worcestershire.


I got to Long Lartin and walked onto the wing towards my cell – and there, standing right outside my door, was a church minister. I said to him, ‘For some reason I’ve been reading the Bible.’ He went, ‘Have you? Have you heard of the Alpha course? Why don’t you go on it?’ I’d never heard of the Alpha course but I said, ‘Yeah, put my name down’ – and thought nothing of it at all.


A few months later my door opened and I was told to go to the education department. So I went. I walked in and sat down and discovered it was the Alpha course. A lady asked me my name and I said Shane.


She said, ‘Are you meant to be here?’


I went, ‘Don’t know.’


She said, ‘Well, your name’s not down. Do you want to stay?’


All the lads there were saying, ‘Shane, you get free chocolate biscuits, gateau and coffee.’


So I said, ‘Yeah, get my name down.’ My intention wasn’t to find God. I was thinking, ‘Free coffee, chocolate biscuits and gateau!’ I settled down quite quickly and began to turn up to each of the sessions. For each session we had a talk on video with Nicky Gumbel preaching. But I was mostly interested in getting the chocolate biscuits and having little debates, saying things like, ‘Science proves that it’s wrong …’


Eventually we got to the Holy Spirit day. After we’d watched the videos and had our discussion everyone sat down and we each got prayed for. The minister Eddie Baker put his hand on my head and prayed for me but nothing particularly happened.


Later on I was making a cup of coffee when he came up to me and said, ‘I’ve never done this in all the years I’ve worked here, but I think God is telling me to tell you to come back here this afternoon.’


I said, ‘All right then, I’ll come.’ I remember saying to myself, ‘If it’s real then prove it.’ I went to the church that afternoon and Eddie was there waiting for me. He picked up a Bible and opened up a few verses where it said something like, ‘Jesus Christ died on a cross for you. He died for your sins and you can be forgiven.’


Then Eddie put his hand on my head and prayed for me. Then he took his hand off and said, ‘Now you pray.’


I said, ‘What about?’


And he said, ‘From your heart – let it out and pray.’


I said, ‘Jesus Christ, I know you died on a cross for me. Please, I don’t like who I am, please forgive me, please.’ I said a few other things, which I can’t remember now. And then I sat back and we started talking. As I talked I started to feel a weird feeling in my belly. I thought, ‘What’s that?’ But I kept talking to him. Then I started to feel this bubbly feeling slowly coming up my body – through my legs, my chest. When it got to about halfway I started to feel tears coming into my eyes.


I tried to hold it back. I stopped talking, thinking that was going to stop it, because I didn’t want to cry. Here I was, a hard man in prison – I didn’t want to cry. But it rose up and up and up until suddenly I began crying my eyes out. I hadn’t cried in years. I cried for about five minutes and I could feel a weight being lifted off me because I felt light. Eddie said in a nice voice, ‘That’s the Holy Spirit. It’s Jesus.’


I looked up and said, ‘Don’t tell anyone I’ve been crying.’


And he went, ‘If it’s God’s will, you’ll be telling them.’


I felt like I was in this room where although there was natural light, somebody had switched on another light and everything suddenly became clearer than before. It felt as if I’d had an invisible layer covering my eyes and it was rubbed away. In that split second I knew it was real. I knew God existed, I knew Jesus had touched me and that I was going to live for him forever.


The first thing I did after that was to go back to the wing and run into my friend’s cell. He was sat eating his meal. I said, ‘I’ve been crying. Jesus is real. He’s just come to me. He’s real!’


He thought I was mad and chucked me out of his cell. I ran up to these prison officers and said, ‘It’s real!’ They looked at each other and said, ‘What’s real?’


I was going, ‘Jesus Christ is real!’ And they were like, ‘All right, then, see you later.’


Everything changed overnight. My behaviour changed so much that I went from being in the segregation to getting a trusted job in the chaplaincy within a few weeks.


Within months I ended up on the enhanced wing, which is where you get extra privileges for good behaviour. My behaviour changed – if I was challenged, I was like, ‘Oh it’s all right, no problem.’ The prison officers were definitely sceptical of a man like me suddenly changing his ways – so they used to challenge me. One day I was sat on the wing and two or three prison officers came down and one of them said to me, ‘Jesus Christ, he’s a ****ing this, he’s a ****ing that …’ swearing and swearing. I stood there for a bit and let him say it. Then I turned round, pointed at him and said, ‘Would you have spoken to me like that a few months back?’ He put a face on as if to go, ‘Phwaor, no!’ I went, ‘Well, that proves the change, doesn’t it?’ And I walked into my cell.


That was definitely the Holy Spirit giving me that answer – it didn’t come from me. Later when I went round the office to get something, the woman officer who was there came up to me, shook my hand and went, ‘Well done. I can’t believe how you reacted to that. Keep it up!’ So I started getting praises off the officers – I couldn’t believe it. I no longer saw the officers as representatives of ‘the system’ – I started to see that they were just human beings who make mistakes, like I have. I started talking to them, having full-scale conversations about God with them. The officers began to see that I was doing the right things. I started sending money to this charity in Africa. I prayed constantly. I used to pray to get the gift of tongues, which I got, and I prayed for the officers and for my enemies.


Not long after all this, I was lying on my bed in my cell. All the bad things I’d done to people flicked through my head and all the times I’d upset people – and I started crying. I realized that for many years I’d been aggressive towards people without even realizing it.


There was an Islamic man in the prison who was suspected of being a police informer. That is very dangerous in a maximum-security prison. One day when we were out on exercise I walked straight up to him and said, ‘All right, mate?’


He went, ‘You do know, don’t you?’


‘What?’


He said, ‘You don’t need to walk around with me. You know your life’s in danger, don’t you?’




‘No, why?’


He went, ‘Because they think I’m an informer, so if they’re going to come after me, they’ll come after whoever’s with me. That’s why I’m all on my own. You don’t want to be around me.’


The exact words I said to him were, ‘I don’t fear man. I love Jesus Christ and I know he’s with me.’ We talked away and I said to him at the end, ‘God’s going to deal with this. Jesus is going to sort this out.’


He went, ‘How do you know?’


I said, ‘Because I’m going to pray.’


After that, I prayed every night, ‘Father, let them forget about it and let them be his friend again.’ A week later he came running into my cell and said, ‘Nothing’s happened, Shane.’ I had so much faith in this prayer I said, ‘Don’t worry, trust me. I promise you Jesus is going to sort it out. Just go.’ And he walked off.


I kept praying and about four days later he came running in and went, ‘I don’t believe it!’ I went, ‘What?’


He said, ‘It’s as if they’ve forgot about it. They all just suddenly started talking to me again. It’s as if it never happened.’


And I went to him, ‘Can I tell you what I’ve been praying for now? I prayed that they would just forget about it.’


And he was like, ‘Whoa …!’


By this stage I was reading the Bible loads and going to chapel every Sunday. The only reason I’d ever been to chapel before had been to pass a few drugs to somebody. I also helped on some Alpha courses with Eddie – and I did a basic Bible study course in prison, using tapes.


After I’d been a Christian for a while, a lad came to me and pulled a knife out on me. I flipped and tried to grab him and said, ‘I’m going to do you!’ But then I went into my cell, shut the door, dropped to my knees and said, ‘God, please forgive me, I didn’t mean to do it. Please forgive me.’ It broke me, so I went to Eddie and said, ‘How have I changed? I’ve still committed violence.’


And he said, ‘Two years ago what would have happened to that person?’


I said, ‘I would definitely have seriously hurt him.’


‘And what did you do this time?’


I said, ‘I dropped to my knees and asked God to forgive me.’


Then I realized I’d changed. From then on it got better and better. I prayed to God that he would enable me to meet the man that I’d stabbed in the head, so that we could sort it out. He ended up in the same segregation, a couple of doors away from me. He came to the window and said, ‘Shane, let’s just forget it.’ God made that happen – that’s not human nature. If somebody stabs you, especially in the criminal world, your instinct is for revenge, no matter how long it takes.


Almost exactly a year after the Holy Spirit day that changed my life, I was freed. Not long before I got out of prison I went before a board where there was a governor, probation and all that. They asked me, ‘So do you think you’ll go back to prison?’


I said, ‘No, I’m not going back to prison.’


They said, ‘Why?’


I was so on fire for God I said, ‘Because the Lord Jesus Christ’s touched me, I’m telling you it’s real … I know I’m not coming back to prison because God is with me.’


When I went out Eddie the minister said to me, ‘You’re not even out yet and God’s already using you.’


I got out in May 2007. My mum and my Auntie Cath were there to meet me. I’d been writing massive letters to my mum, saying things like, ‘The Lord’s touched me …’ When I got out my mum said to me, ‘I think it’s just a put-on. Now you’re out you’ll go back to what you normally do.’


But I didn’t. Immediately after coming out of prison I started going to church at the One Life Church. It’s a free church. The first time I went I knew it was the right church for me. I go every Sunday. I’ve helped on some of their Alpha courses. I was struggling to find a job. So I prayed to God, ‘Look, God, I need a job, because if I don’t I’m going to end up going back to my old life …’ I was struggling with everything. A couple of days later a woman who’d recently moved in over the road came to the front door and said, ‘I’m a manager at Monitor [a local store] – could your son work for us?’ So I ended up getting a job there.


About seven months later I met Sam. Sam used to be a real rebel – she took coke and did criminal acts. I ended up going out with her and I fell from God a bit. Eventually I started talking to her about Jesus and saying, ‘Why don’t you come to church?’ She finally did come. During the service a woman got up and said, ‘I woke up at 4 am and was told to say that there’s somebody here who’s suffered …’ and she named some things. Every single thing she said related to what had happened to Sam. Her life totally changed after that – she became a Christian and our relationship continued to grow. That put me properly back with God again.


We got married on 11 October 2008 at South Bank Baptist Church. There were over 100 people there. We weren’t allowed more because of the fire regulations. Eddie preached during the service. It was an amazing day – I cried my eyes out. Everyone did.


Jesus has changed my life. He’s changed me beyond belief – almost as if it’s not me. Now I could stand in front of a criminal who’s committed a bad offence and love them. I don’t care what anybody’s done. I couldn’t have done that before. Jesus has showed me how to love and how to forgive. I talk to him on a daily basis; I speak to him as if I’m having a normal conversation. I see him do things in front of my eyes that I’ve prayed for. Before I was a man of pure hate and anger. I blamed the world. Everything was always the world’s fault or the system’s fault. Now I realize it’s not the world’s fault.


Since becoming a Christian I’ve never committed a criminal offence – never pinched a car, never burgled a house and never stolen. I did struggle with a bit of anger, but that has gone. I used to swear constantly but not now. A lot of things changed in me. I wanted to make peace with the man I’d stabbed through the shoulder. He didn’t believe that I’d found God so I spoke to someone he knew and said, ‘I’m not the same person. I want to shake that man’s hand.’ He came to the pub, shook my hand and said, ‘It takes a man to do what you’ve just done. Thanks.’ And that was that. That is God.


Almost all the people I’ve upset, all the people I stabbed, all the people I hurt have forgiven me and now we talk. The only one thing that I hope and pray for occasionally is for the prison officer that I stabbed. I’ve written to him, asking him to forgive me for what I did. At this time he doesn’t want to have anything to do with me – and I can understand that. But one day …


I thank Jesus for coming to Nicky Gumbel and helping him set up the Alpha courses, because otherwise people like me wouldn’t get the chance to hear about God.


Now I’m helping with Alpha courses in prisons. It’s a miracle that I’m allowed to go visiting prisons when I’ve just been released from a maximum-security prison. Now I’m able to tell other prisoners about Jesus – it’s amazing.


My mum texted me recently, saying, ‘Even though I don’t believe in God, I thank him for taking you out of the grasp of the devil.’ Another text she sent made me cry. It said, ‘I am so proud of you … You’re the best son ever.’


Jesus has saved me. He’s forgiven me for what I’ve done. He’s changed my life around. It says in the Bible he came to give ‘fullness of life’. He’s giving me things that I never thought I’d have.


 


Shane Taylor and his wife Sam now have two daughters, Angel and Grace. They attend a local church. Shane says, ‘I never believed God would give me a lovely family. God is great.’
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