
 
[image: Image missing]







DELIVERANCE


Everyday investigations into poltergeists, ghosts and other supernatural phenomena by an Anglican priest


 


Jason Bray


 


 


 


[image: Image missing]

www.hodder.co.uk









First published in Great Britain in 2021 by Coronet


An Imprint of Hodder & Stoughton


An Hachette UK company


Copyright © Jason Bray 2021


The right of Jason Bray to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by him in accordance

with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


Cover image: Max Miechowski


All rights reserved.


No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library


Hardback ISBN 978 1 529 33625 2


eBook ISBN 978 1 529 33626 9


Hodder & Stoughton Ltd


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ


www.hodder.co.uk









For Laura, Thomas and Benedict, with love and thanks.









Chapter 1


When is a cold house more than just a cold house? The fear on my wife’s face was the first real clue. After two days on the road, I had returned home to find a bothersome but apparently prosaic problem had twisted into something more puzzling – and a very logical person struggling to come up with logical answers.


‘The baby was crying in the night,’ said Laura, her voice wavering. ‘When I went into his bedroom, it was like walking into a freezer. And it was icy by his cot. I was really frightened. I don’t know what’s going on …’


Laura and I had moved into our new home the previous summer, just before my ordination and when she was pregnant with our first child. It was an old council house that the Church felt was ideal for a curate. We first viewed it on a dull January afternoon, when it had been empty for six months, so we thought nothing of the fact that it was so dark and dank. And clergymen and women, especially newly ordained ones, accept the houses they’re given.


The house remained cold throughout the long, sticky summer, at the end of which Tom was born and installed in the small bedroom at the front. When winter arrived and the weather took a turn for the worse, the old-fashioned two-bar gas fire in the living room was regularly employed and the heating set to full throttle. But the house refused to thaw. And Tom’s room was coldest of all. I borrowed some keys and discovered that the radiator in the room next to Tom’s was full of air. But even when every radiator in the house was ferociously hot, the temperature remained stubbornly chilly.


In those days before roving telephones or mobiles, calling family and friends could be an uncomfortable experience for us, owing to the icy draught that seemed to snake down the stairs. This was particularly weird given that the house had new, PVC double-glazed windows. Furthermore, when we tried to locate the source of the draught using a candle, the flame didn’t budge. We hung internal curtains throughout the house, but they made no difference. One day, I attempted to drill a hole in the wall, only for the bit to melt because the bricks were so hard. The house was built from solid slag bricks, chilly to the touch, which we decided must be the root cause of our problems. It seemed as good a reason as any.


We considered moving Tom to a different room (the nursery had two external walls and was immediately above the front door), but he didn’t seem troubled by the cold and his room had been lovingly decorated especially for him. So there he stayed. It seemed there was nothing else to be done. It was, alas, simply a cold house.


We’d just have to live with it. Then something happened that shook my trust in rational explanations, however thin on the ground they were.


I was reading in bed one night, when I decided that I should go to the bathroom before getting settled. Off I padded down the landing, before doing what I had to do. Having washed my hands, I turned towards the door. It was closed, but I sensed there was something – someone – standing on the other side, staring straight at me. A prickling sensation ran through me, from top to bottom. But it wasn’t just a sense, it was a concrete vision. He – and I knew it was a he – was about my height and wearing a wooden mask, roughly twice as wide as his face, with sunrays shooting off in all directions. The mask had holes cut for his eyes which were drilling into mine. It was as if he was on tenterhooks, calculating whether I would react in a hostile manner. I realised instinctively that he was almost certainly a priest like me, although not a Christian priest. After a few seconds, I began to feel his malice towards me. I was absolutely terrified, rooted to the spot and unable to breathe. After what felt like minutes, but must have only been a few seconds, I summoned the courage to raise an arm, place limp fingers on the handle and pull the door towards me. There was nobody there.


I bolted across the landing, ran into the bedroom, threw myself under the covers and tried to tell Laura what I’d seen. I was a gibbering mess, in a state of breathless panic. And I kept insisting that what had happened couldn’t have actually happened, because that would be ridiculous. But Laura suspected otherwise. She put a comforting arm around me and said, ‘I think it’s time we spoke to the vicar.’


I was still only a curate, and the vicar was my boss, so I was a little apprehensive about confiding in him. I worried that he’d think I’d lost my senses or was being melodramatic, and that he would dismiss my story as a figment of an overactive imagination. At the time, I suspected it was a figment of my overactive imagination. When I sidled up to the vicar at a cheese and wine party the following evening and said, ‘There’s some strange stuff going on in the house,’ I was prepared to be embarrassed. I expected him to tell me to pull myself together and to recommend a good heating engineer. But, to my surprise and relief, he listened intently to my story and took me seriously. I think the fact that Laura also sensed a presence persuaded him that something other-worldly might be going on. Whatever the reason, his willingness to believe was a lesson I’ve never forgotten.


At first, the vicar suggested I bless the house myself. Then he paused before adding, ‘Actually, maybe not. Given it’s your house. I’ll do it.’


I didn’t know anything about the processes involved, so I was fascinated. 


The vicar turned up to the house the following day with a Bible, a bottle of holy water and a sprinkler. Once inside, he walked from room to room while praying silently and blessing the house. When he entered Tom’s room, he banished me and muttered prayers that he wouldn’t let me see, possibly in Latin. Finally, we all gathered in the living room and said the Lord’s Prayer.


The change was almost instant. Balance was restored. The house was light, and it was warm. Suddenly, we were having to turn the thermostat down. Some days we’d turn the heating off completely, in order to avoid melting. The draught on the stairs had gone. But it wasn’t just that the house had become lighter and warmer. The atmosphere, which had been almost murky, felt less oppressive. Whatever had been there, with its focus on our baby’s cot, was gone. Suddenly, the house was a nice place to be.


Soon after the vicar had done his work, a friend told me that he had never liked being in the house. Whenever he went upstairs to the toilet, he always found it creepy. Other visitors thought we had made alterations. They would look around and say, ‘What have you done in here? It feels different.’ I didn’t tell them what had taken place, but it was nice that they now felt as welcome as we did.


We asked the next-door neighbour about the history of the house, more specifically if anyone had ever died within its walls. As far as she knew nobody had, and she had lived there since the houses were built. Apparently, the first people to live in the house had bought it from the council and sold it to the Church. The subsequent occupants had all been curates, like me, and were all very much alive. A chat with one of the church wardens proved more fruitful. Suddenly and out of the blue he said,


‘Do you like the house?’


‘Yes. It’s quite a nice place to live.’


‘Interesting history. When they were digging the foundations for the house, they disturbed a Roman graveyard, next to the main road out of town.’


I affected nonchalance, but the warden’s words got me thinking. I didn’t know what was going in our house. And I was happy not knowing. But maybe something had attached itself? More specifically, maybe that something had had a particular attraction to our son.


Whatever might have been in our house, it hadn’t seemed particularly harmful. But it hadn’t been pleasant to live with either, not least the masked ‘priest’ making unscheduled appearances outside our bathroom. However, because it was my house, my family and my story, I was now determined to find out as much as I could about the possible causes. Perhaps there really were more things in Heaven and on Earth than we already knew about.


The deliverance minister


This all happened over twenty years ago. Since then I have had many more experiences of dealing with what you might call the paranormal, but I am, at heart, your classic Anglican vicar. I am the person at the front of the church on a Sunday dressed in a white robe and a coloured poncho who sings weird chants at you and tells you how much God loves you. And I am the person who then stands at the back by the door, listens to people’s problems, shakes their hands and, if I have the chance, sits and drinks coffee with them. I am the priest who will baptise or christen your child, pouring water over their heads, hoping they are not going to scream. I am the vicar who will conduct your wedding for you, who will guide you as gently as possible through the vows, and then invite you to kiss one another for the photos – I’ll even get out of the way at this point, so that I’m not in shot! I am also the priest who will come and see you when you have lost your loved one in order to arrange the funeral, and who will then officiate at it. But I do a whole load of other things too. I sit through endless meetings of the church council, where we discuss people, money and buildings, and I go to lots of other meetings too. Some are to do with the church either locally or nationally, and some are to do with charity and community work. I also work extensively with local government departments. Over the course of an average week, in addition to the people who come for church services, I meet all sorts of people: tourists who are wandering round the church, people who have dropped in for a coffee, the church volunteers, the folk who come in for one of the community activities we run, as well as the people who have come to book in for a wedding or a christening. And, yes, we go to cheese and wine evenings, and, yes, the annual church fete is one of the highlights of the year. That would all be pretty standard for the vicar of a busy parish – and in case you’re wondering, ‘vicar’ is the name we give to Anglican priests who are in charge of parishes, although it does tend to be used as a general term for all Anglican priests.


Most vicars are full time, so almost by tradition we often have specialist areas of interest. Over the years, for example, I have done a lot of teaching, lecturing and training of other priests and of people who are interested in ministry, but don’t necessarily want to be priests. I have also trained as a spiritual director, which means people can come to see me to discuss what is going on in their spiritual lives. And I am also a deliverance minister.


Deliverance ministers are experienced priests who are trained and given special permission to deal with the paranormal: in other words, we are exorcists, although we tend not to use the word. Very often it conjures up the wrong image and most of what we do doesn’t necessarily fit into the category of exorcism as such – if by that you mean expelling demons from people who are possessed. We call what we do ‘deliverance ministry’ because we believe that what we are doing is delivering them from whatever it is that is afflicting them, although often the solution is not quite what they were expecting.


Dealing with expectations, to be honest, can be difficult. Despite the fact that I always dress entirely in black (although I also have a sideline in garish waistcoats), that I often wear a long black coat, and I sometimes sport a black trilby – oh and I also have a black bag I take round with me – when I arrive to talk to people about whatever is happening in their lives, I never walk in and say, ‘I am the exorcist.’ I usually say something along the lines of, ‘Hi, I’m Jason, I’ve been sent to sort out your problem,’ more like the gas man than your conventional Hollywood exorcist. These people will probably already be frightened of what’s happening around them, the last thing they need is to be frightened of me too. But they do need to have enough confidence in me to believe that what I do and say will help them deal with the issue.


Each Anglican diocese will have a team of people like me who act as consultants when they are needed, to go out with local vicars to deal with cases that come in, or simply to deal with them and report back to the bishop. We are specifically recruited by the bishop who oversees the diocese, and we conduct this ministry in the bishop’s name and with the bishop’s permission. This means that we are also covered by his or her insurance. We are never very busy. In fact, months will frequently go by without any cases coming in, and then we will be called out three or four times in as many weeks.


Despite the fact that there is a huge amount of public interest, the whole field of deliverance ministry is veiled in secrecy, to the extent that even well informed people are surprised when they discover that there are exorcists in the Anglican Church.


The exploding vase


‘Hello? Is that the vicar?’


The woman’s voice sounded harsh and raspy.


‘My house is haunted. I’ve tried everything. I need you to come round.’


When my phone rings, it could be about dozens of different things. Often it is somebody wanting to book a wedding, christening or funeral. The stuff vicars generally do. Sometimes, it is somebody complaining about the state of the churchyard or telling me that their grandmother has been admitted to hospital. Some of those comedy vicars you see on TV are incredibly true to life. Indeed, the sitcom Rev is so true to life that I mentioned it once – probably at a cheese and wine party or jumble sale – and somebody said, ‘You mean that fly on the wall documentary about the vicar in London?’ It was hard to convince them it was actually an unerringly accurate satire.


I feel myself going into Rev mode occasionally, largely because most of the situations he encounters are genuine. But every now and again, somebody will call to inform me that something supernatural is happening in their home.


The woman on the phone had called me apparently by accident, having used the telephone directory (remember them?) to ring a random Church in Wales parish, but when she began to explain her problem, I realised she might just have called the right person. She explained that she was a single mother with a 17-year-old son, who had lived with her in the house since he was born. The house had held no horrors until about a year earlier, when strange things started happening.


‘It started with stupid things,’ said Mary. ‘My son kept losing his socks. I kept buying them and he kept losing them. It was driving me mad. Sometimes it was one sock, sometimes it was the pair of them. I’d put them out at night, and they’d be gone in the morning. Not always, but often enough to be worrying. Then there were the shoes. Usually, I’d find my shoes at the top of the stairs in the morning, but sometimes his. This really freaked me out, because I knew it wasn’t him that moved them. Even he wouldn’t be stupid enough to leave my shoes on the stairs at night. One night, I nearly killed myself tripping over them. I was scared. I thought about talking to a medium, but my auntie warned me against it. So, I called in a priest.’


As I listened, I couldn’t help thinking that this wasn’t particularly interesting. Who hasn’t wondered where their socks have disappeared to? And it was hardly beyond the realms of possibility that the son was moving her shoes and simply not telling her. But I have a duty as a deliverance minister not to jump to conclusions – I’ve heard untold stories about people being told they’re making things up – and what she said next certainly got my attention.


‘The priest came around,’ said Mary, who had been raised a Catholic, ‘and he blessed the house, went around the place splashing holy water about.’


‘Did that work?’ I asked.


‘No. It got worse. We were in the kitchen one night, just me and my useless son. I was telling him off for something he’d done and there was suddenly a rattling sound coming from behind us. It felt like a train was making the house shake. Then the cutlery drawer flew open and the knives started moving around. I was terrified, as you can imagine. And my son just sat there with his mouth wide open.’


‘Anything else?’


‘Yes. We were in the kitchen again the following evening and had been drinking Coke. I hadn’t put the top back on the bottle and suddenly it came straight at me. I ducked and it just missed my head and hit the wall behind me. I was screaming my bloody head off.’


‘What did you do next?’


‘I rang the priest again and told him his blessing hadn’t worked. In fact, it had made things worse.’


‘And what did he say?’


‘He asked if anyone had been playing with a Ouija board. I told him I wouldn’t go anywhere near them and my son said he hadn’t either. I had no reason not to believe him, because he never has anyone round. But when I mentioned it to my brother, he admitted that he’d used a Ouija board once with his mates, on Halloween. So, the priest thought he had his answer.’


You couldn’t blame the priest for thinking he’d solved the mystery. I assume he pictured a bunch of young men huddled around a Ouija board on Halloween, trying to contact the dead on the day that, according to folklore, the dead are said to walk. Mary didn’t know what had happened that night – whether the glass had moved around the board of its own accord, conveying a message from the dead to the group; whether the glass had smashed, perhaps because the spirit was angry that one or more of the men were laughing at it. But perhaps the priest thought the spirit had sought revenge and seen an opportunity to cross the divide that separates this world from the next. Perhaps he thought the spirit had attached itself to Mary’s brother, and then from him to her son. Thereafter, perhaps, it had spent its time trying to frighten them away.


Mary then banned her brother from her house and begged the priest to try to help her again. The priest returned to the house and said a Requiem Mass, to lay to rest the soul of the unquiet dead. Requiem Masses are common at funerals but are also part of the stock-in-trade of deliverance ministers, Catholic and Anglican. In Mary’s living room the priest, fully robed and surrounded by candles, crucifixes, holy water and incense, would have prayed over bread and wine, which would have become the body and blood of Jesus. Jesus’ presence should have banished the forces of evil and ushered the dead soul to the next phase of its existence, hopefully forever.


‘So, what happened?’ I asked, slightly puzzled.


‘It got bloody worse,’ barked Mary. ‘So, I thought I’d try you instead.’


Mary’s bluntness had the effect of turning what might have been a solemn conversation into something resembling a comedy sketch.


‘Not long after the priest said Mass,’ continued Mary, ‘I was at the bottom of the stairs and my son was standing at the top. I was giving him hell because he hadn’t done his chores, even though he’d been back from college for hours. And then it happened.’


‘What happened?’


‘Just behind me on a windowsill was my favourite vase. It was this beautiful, big blue vase that my mother gave me, God rest her soul. And suddenly, while I was shouting at my son, it exploded. Shattered into a thousand pieces. It was like a bomb had gone off inside it. I loved that vase. It was all I had left from my mother …’


Mary’s voice cracked, as bluntness gave way to raw emotion. When she had composed herself, she added,


‘Do you think it might have been my mother’s ghost?’


‘No,’ I said, in what I hoped was a reassuring tone. ‘The Requiem Mass should probably have dealt with anything like that.’


‘Probably?’ snapped Mary. 


‘Yes.’


‘Are you sure?’


‘Definitely.’


‘So it wasn’t my mother then?’


‘It definitely wasn’t your mother.’


The phone went silent for a couple of seconds before Mary added, ‘Can you help me?’


‘I hope so …’


The parish she lived in was between vicars at the time, so I had to get permission from the area dean to do this. To be honest, he was only too delighted not to have to deal with it.


It was a beautiful sunny morning when I visited Mary’s house, a couple of days after our phone conversation. As is often, I took a colleague along, in this case a woman. Mary lived in one of those small leafy Monmouthshire towns which have quaint-looking town centres and large villas in their own grounds on the outskirts. But, as so frequently with these places, there were also pockets of significant deprivation. And from her description of her circumstances, I suspected Mary lived in one of the small council estates that had been left behind while the world around them was gentrified. 


There was nothing obviously spooky about Mary’s house, which was an unremarkable 1950s semi-detached council house set just back from a main road – at least I was right about that. Mary was in her late thirties and you only had to take one look at her to know that life had been tough. Sunk deep into her hard face were two frightened eyes. They also seemed suspicious, as if she felt she was being judged and found wanting in some way.


She showed us into her living room, before explaining that she had been ‘on the sick’ for years. She also explained, somewhat contemptuously, that her son should have been there to greet us as well but was still in bed.


‘Good for nothing little bastard,’ she said, ‘he’s not due in college until this afternoon.’


Even with her son asleep upstairs, I could feel the tension between the two.


For the benefit of my colleague, but also so I could be sure I hadn’t missed anything important, I asked Mary to retell her story from the beginning. By the time she had finished, tears were welling in her eyes. The only new revelation was that she and her brother were no longer speaking. She had clearly decided that her brother was wholly to blame for the ghostly happenings.


I suggested that we begin by blessing the house again, just in case there was anything still present (although I privately doubted it as I assumed that whatever my Roman Catholic counterpart had done would have dealt with it). My colleague and I lit candles, blessed some water and added some salt, which I had also blessed. I then began the prayers of the blessing, before inviting Mary to show us around the house. Mary, who had seen this all before – and probably with a bit more of that Catholic razzmatazz – replied that the house wasn’t very big and that we were unlikely to get lost. Using a small metal water sprinkler, we splashed tiny amounts of water on the walls and doors of the house, until we reached the front bedroom. I knocked and received no answer, before entering. The curtains were drawn, but despite the murk I could make out naked limbs poking out from under the duvet. There was also the unmistakable whiff of teenage boy. Mary’s son was indeed still fast asleep, snoring contentedly like a bear in hibernation. I was grateful that I had a female colleague with me although, being new to all this, she probably didn’t share my relief.


Ritual performed, it was time to address what I suspected might be a difficult subject, namely the cause of the problem and its possible solution. Even before blessing the house, I’d had an inkling as to what might be going on but I wasn’t quite sure. But it now seemed like an open and shut case.


‘Do you mind if I ask you a couple of questions?’ I asked, warily.


Mary’s jaw tensed and her eyes flashed with suspicion, but she reluctantly agreed.


‘These things that happen, do they only happen when your son is in the house?’


‘Yes. He doesn’t go out much, except to college.’


I carefully explained to Mary what I thought was going on. Being a deliverance minister is a bit like being a doctor in that we look at the symptoms, try to make a diagnosis and hopefully come up with a remedy. And this seemed to me to be a classic case of what we in the deliverance business call ‘poltergeist activity’.


Most people have heard of poltergeists, not least because of the film of the same name. Some say poltergeists are ghosts of the unquiet dead, who have somehow retained the power to throw or at least move objects. I had experienced poltergeists myself and heard numerous other people describe their activities.


The really strange aspect of poltergeist activity is that, in as much as we are able to tell, it is always caused by someone alive and physically present. It is also often associated with children, teenagers and sometimes the elderly. It is particularly associated with people who find it difficult to express themselves, because of the environment they find themselves in and/or their character. The theory is that the energy that builds up inside them – which might be described as frustration – is released into the world around them. Think of a lightning strike, which is a release of invisible static energy that can produce visible effects.


Some people refer to this as ‘psycho-kinetic energy’, which is a scientific-sounding name for something that is actually very weird.


As far as I was concerned, what Mary and her son were experiencing had nothing to do with ghosts or Ouija boards, her poor brother or dead mother.


Instead, whenever Mary yelled at her taciturn son, he felt angry, frustrated and helpless, and these visceral emotions were ‘earthed’ in the explosion of her vase, just as they had been through the rattling of knives or moving of shoes. No amount of house blessings or Requiem Masses was going to make the slightest difference.


Those kinds of conversations are never easy, because I’m obliged to explain that what’s going on is partly triggered by people’s behaviour. Mary and I talked about her son and about their relationship. I explained that he wasn’t evil or even aware he was doing anything, including breaking her precious vase. At times like these, I become something akin to a counsellor. I discussed possible ways of living together more harmoniously, how she might be able to make more time for him and show him that she loved him. I suspect that what she really wanted was for me to wave a magic wand and make it all better, but wands aren’t part of a deliverance minister’s kit.


As we said our goodbyes, she smiled for the first time and her countenance softened. I think – I hope – she understood what needed to be done.









Chapter 2


How on earth did I get here?


Now you may be wondering how I became a deliverance minister. In fact you may be wondering how on earth I managed to get to be a priest at all.


As is the case with a lot of priests, my family were regular churchgoers, but being good Anglicans (not quite as thin on the ground as you might have thought in the South Wales Valleys I called home), they really didn’t believe that religion was compulsory, and they were certainly not ‘Bible-bashers’. But they did go regularly. My mother, her mother and occasionally my father went to the 8am early service which took place once a month, and my father’s mother went to the main 9.30am Sung Eucharist on a Sunday morning.


Grandma, as we called my paternal grandmother, was one of those sweet old ladies that you can find in and around any Anglican church: she loved her church and it loved her. She also loved talking about it, so I learned a lot just by listening to her. She had spent many years as a Sunday School teacher and, as I grew up, she would share with me some of the material she had used during that time, particularly on a Sunday afternoon when we visited her as a family.


My other grandmother lived at the other end of town, and was a small Argentine lady who encouraged the family to speak Spanish at every available opportunity. Her parents had migrated with their Roman Catholic families to the Argentine (as she always called it) from the British Isles when they were youngsters. Apparently they couldn’t remember living anywhere else, although they and their families continued to speak English at home.


My grandmother had very strong views about lots of things and as a girl had refused to go to confession. So, although baptised as a Roman Catholic, she had never received her first Communion and never went to Mass – not that her parents did that often. But her life changed when she met an Englishman whose car had broken down outside her parents’ house. He was delighted to find that the señorita not only spoke English, but was also very pretty. Not long afterwards, following a whirlwind romance, they were married.


My grandfather had studied engineering and Spanish (which my grandmother said he spoke very well, but with a terrible accent) with a view to travelling to the Argentine, where the railways were owned and run by British companies. In terms of religion, my grandfather was a very devout Anglican, coming from a family of almost hereditary churchwardens in the Leicestershire village they had called home for centuries. Even though there were very few Anglicans in Argentina, his family was brought up staunchly Anglican.


My mother and her siblings were all confirmed by the missionary bishop, and my grandmother was confirmed as an Anglican with them.


Returning to the old country in the late 1950s, they settled in South Wales where they, of course, attended the local Anglican church and probably created quite a stir, but they threw themselves into the life of the church with gusto. At around the same time, their eldest daughter went off with a newly found friend to a dance where she met a dashing young man from a family famous locally for making sweets. He had just finished his national service in the Navy, and had entered the family business. They too were married not long afterwards, at the same church which most people in both families now seemed to attend. They would, in the course of time, have three children, of which I am the youngest. It was also there at church that my grandfather had begun to explore the possibility of being ordained as a priest, despite vehement opposition from his wife. After he died, my sisters and I would spend Saturday nights with his fiery Argentine widow and she would always make sure we went to Sunday School every week at 11am. Then when I joined the church choir and went to big church at 9.30am, she’d make sure I got there too. And I’ve never really looked back. There was just something that captivated me about the whole thing. For a start, I discovered a love of choral music through singing some big set piece Anglican anthems with the choir, and the priest was an excellent preacher and teacher. But there was something else too: a sense that there was something beyond what I could actually hear and see. About a month after joining the choir I was confirmed by the bishop, which meant I was able to receive the Holy Communion (the bread and the wine that so many Christians believe to be the Body and Blood of Jesus), and that became a mystical experience for me. It really was the high point of my week. In fact, it still is one of the high points of my life.


It is difficult to describe that sense of closeness with the Other that I feel, but it seems to put life into perspective for me.


One particular experience, however, stands out. When I was around sixteen, I went on pilgrimage to the Shrine of Our Lady of Walsingham in Norfolk with some friends from school. The story of Walsingham is that, during the reign of Edward the Confessor, the Lady Richeldis, who was lady of the manor had a vision of the Blessed Virgin Mary instructing her to build a replica of the house in which Jesus was brought up in Nazareth. Walsingham, with its Holy House and statue of Our Lady, then became one of the greatest pilgrimage shrines in the Middle Ages. It was famously visited by the pious King Henry VIII, who walked barefoot to the shrine and pleaded to be granted a son with Catherine of Aragon. The lack of a male heir, of course, led pretty much directly to the break with Rome and the subsequent destruction of places of pilgrimage such as Walsingham, whose statue of Our Lady was destroyed in the 1530s. The shrine was revived by the Roman Catholic Church in the 1890s, and then in the 1920s an Anglican shrine was created, complete with a recreation of the Holy House and a copy of the mediaeval statue. It subsequently became a major place of pilgrimage, where pilgrims of all ages could pray all day, and then quench their thirst with large quantities of gin and tonic. Traditionally this was known as ‘mother’s ruin’ but, because of the large quantity of very High Church Anglican priests at Walsingham, in this instance ‘father’s ruin’ might have been more accurate!


One evening during the pilgrimage I found myself in the Holy House itself. It was fairly dark, illuminated only by subdued lights and hundreds of flickering candles that had been lit during the day.


There was only one other person there, so I sat quietly at the back. I wasn’t actively praying, in fact, I wasn’t consciously doing anything at all. I don’t know how long I sat there, but strangely it felt as if someone was standing right behind me, and slightly to my left. I didn’t hear a voice. I didn’t see anything at all. But I did have the sensation of being held in love. I cannot tell you how long I was there, or how long it lasted. I do know that I sobbed quietly for a long time, and I also know that somehow my life has never quite been the same since.


It’s difficult to put all this into words. Although I felt that, somehow, I had been touched by God, it didn’t seem like a miracle at all, certainly not if you think that by miracle I mean something that alters the material world. It was more like a sense that I was being called to change the world myself in some way.


I realised that the possibility of being a priest was something I needed to explore, and was delighted to learn that my grandfather had felt some sense of calling too. My own vocation was also fostered by a teacher at school, who was a priest as well, and who encouraged me in my pursuit of academic theology. It was under his tutelage that I fell in love with the Old Testament. So when I went off to Durham to study theology, that was where my main interest lay and, not being able to get enough, I stayed to do a master’s degree in Old Testament. I then found myself in Cambridge doing a doctorate, where not only was someone paying me to write a book on the Old Testament full time, but I was also able to indulge my love of studying ancient languages.


I had studied Greek, Latin, Hebrew, Syriac and Aramaic in Durham. Now I did courses in Akkadian (Assyrian and Babylonian), Ancient Egyptian, an intensive course in Hurrian, some Sumerian and threw in a bit of Spanish, German and Italian too!


My life had changed personally as well. I had met Laura years before in the church choir in South Wales and now, to my delight, she agreed to marry me. Halfway through my three-year PhD study time, we tied the knot. By this stage, I had also been accepted to train for the priesthood for the Church in Wales, but instead I stayed in Cambridge to study at Westcott House, a ‘liberal catholic’ theological college. ‘Liberal catholic’ by the way means that part of the Anglican Church that enjoys dressing up, is happy with gay priests and women bishops, but tends to be much closer to Roman Catholics on other aspects of theology such as the theology of the sacraments.


And the paranormal? Well, as a boy I used to enjoy watching Scooby Doo, and later graduated on to other spooky stories, but despite living in an old house where things might occasionally go bump, I didn’t really give it very much thought. As a student I discovered M.R. James by accident. I was looking for a short story to read one night when I couldn’t get to sleep, and picked up an anthology of twentieth century short stories which began with ‘Casting the Runes’ – needless to say, sleep was a long time coming! But despite feeling that James was in some ways a kindred spirit, that was about as far as my interest went.


M.R. James is now best known for his ghost stories, but in his time he was Provost of King’s College, Cambridge, and then Provost of Eton, and also left a considerable body of scholarly work. Most famous is his The Apocryphal New Testament, a 1924 edition of the ‘lost’ works of early Christian groups now deemed heretical by the mainstream Church. Occasionally there is a flurry of new interest in such works, most of which exist in only one copy (which may tell you all you need to know), but very often, if you try to research them, you will find that James got there before you.


Most of his ghost stories feature a solitary scholar of antiquity discovering something in a lost library, and I have to admit that I once terrified the wits out of myself in the stacks of Cambridge University Library’s North Front one January afternoon as a result of one of James’s stories. 


It was getting dark, and the upper floors of the North Front are among the darkest and least visited parts of the Library, because they contain the sorts of books not very many people are interested in. These books are in long shelves with a passage at both ends, but are basically in darkness unless you turn the light on using the sort of light fitting you find in a bathroom, complete with pull cord. I was searching through the stacks for a nineteenth century edition of an ancient Jewish text which, I hoped, would shed light on my chosen field of study, or at least give me another entry for my bibliography. Unfortunately, as I looked for it, James’s short story ‘The Tractate Middoth’ came drifting through my mind. In the story, a young librarian is looking for the Talmudic Tractate Middoth in what James calls a famous library, and although he doesn’t say it’s Cambridge, given the fact that he spent most of his life in Cambridge, there is no reason to suppose it was anywhere else. When the librarian finds the right place, he notices that someone else has got there before him, someone who appears to be a priest, dressed in a dusty black, but as the priest turns to him, he realises that he is facing a reanimated corpse. Despite the fact that I’ve only ever read the story once, it is etched on my memory. Many things that have had a powerful effect can come back to haunt you when you least need them, and this was happening to me there. I told myself that the University Library I was standing in was not the same building and began to relax, until I looked around to realise that I was surrounded by editions of Talmudic Tractates, and that a (or was it the?) copy of the Tractate Middoth was just in front of me. The sudden thought that in James’s story it is not so much the building that is haunted as the books sent me scurrying for the exit, light cords flying out behind me. Once I was into the better lit parts of the building, I started to feel very stupid, but maybe that lesson in how easy it is to be spooked has served me in good stead.


At Westcott House where I trained to be a priest there was supposed to be a session on the ministry of deliverance, but for some reason it never happened: ‘Not a lot of call for it’ was the excuse. I did, however, spend eight weeks on an intensive mental health placement at the local psychiatric hospital, which has proved immensely useful over the years, so at least I came out of college with probably more than a basic knowledge of mental illness and some preparation for encountering people in extreme distress.


However, finding myself newly ordained and in a haunted house was quite a shock but, as I have already said, I was intrigued and wanted to know more. The opportunity came when I moved to the Cathedral in Newport, South Wales. Now, when you think of a cathedral, you immediately have images of Winchester or Salisbury in your mind. Newport Cathedral is not like that at all. It’s an ancient, relatively small but rather beautiful parish church, which happened to be in the largest town of the newly created Diocese of Monmouth when the Church in Wales was cut loose from England in 1920, and after various vanity schemes (putting a roof on Tintern Abbey among them), it found itself as the cathedral.


When Laura and I moved to Newport, we moved with Thomas, our older son who had been born in Abergavenny, and while we were there, our second son Benedict was born. His claim to fame was that one of the first people to see him after he was born was Archbishop Rowan Williams, who was based in Newport at the time. Benedict was born late in the evening, and, although I was there at the time, I didn’t get there the following morning until about 10am, only to discover that Archbishop Rowan had beaten me to it. The staff had told Laura that there was a priest to see her and whether she was up to visitors, and she said, ‘That’s fine, it’ll just be my husband. But, of course, it wasn’t. I explained that I had bumped into the Archbishop outside the cathedral, and when he asked me if there was any news about the baby, he’d gone straight to the hospital which was only a couple of hundred yards away, whereas I’d gone home first to change.


My job at the cathedral carried the title of ‘minor canon’ and, although I did see the Archbishop regularly, it basically meant that I was the cathedral curate. With my fellow minor canon, I helped the dean administer his cathedral with all its run of daily services, but we also ran a large inner-city parish with a massive council housing estate at the edge. So life was busy. An average day might consist of morning prayer at the cathedral, a funeral, visiting parishioners in the hospital, a meeting about a special service at the cathedral or a visit to see a churchgoer at home, followed by choral evensong, and as often as not, there might be an evening meeting after that too. If you were lucky, you might get to eat with the family, but that wasn’t a given either. To be honest, this is a pattern that most clergy will recognise in some way or other, all as part of being a jobbing parish priest. It’s what we do. Sometimes life will be very busy, but on other occasions it will be quite quiet – there will be nobody you need to visit in hospital, and no funerals or weddings. Many of us priests also have our own specialities. In my case, it was the fact that I used my academic training and lectured on the Old Testament: so for ten weeks every autumn I’d excuse myself from choral evensong on a Wednesday, and take myself off to Cardiff to St Michael’s the Church in Wales’s then theological college.


But, just occasionally, we would get a call out for a deliverance case, which, in those days, was just something that came with the job. If you were happy to do it yourself, off you went; if you weren’t then there was someone else who would do it for you. In my experience, most Anglican priests are not really very interested in dealing with the paranormal, so they are usually delighted if someone else does. But at the cathedral, it was usually my colleague, the senior minor canon, who did the deliverance cases. In fact, at first, I was never aware that any of this went on, the administrator just handed them straight to him. But one day they were having a chat about a case that had come in, and my ears pricked up. My colleague was more than happy to share experiences and knowledge with me, and recommended a series of books (including an excellent one by Bishop Dominic Walker – more about him later), and some basic equipment. Realising that he would shortly be moving on, I knew that one day soon I would be called on to go into the field on my own, armed with my own special deliverance bag, although I wasn’t quite sure what to expect. Other than the fact that I had lived in a house which was the subject of deliverance ministry, I had no knowledge or experience, and I wasn’t even sure what I believed about the paranormal. In the case of my own house, it looked like something there was causing a problem, an entity that shouldn’t have been there. My vicar asked God to deal with it, and it went. As simple as that. And now, as my colleague in Newport thought about moving on, I knew that the chances were that sometime soon I would be called on, so I needed to be prepared.


In case you’re wondering, all deliverance ministers worth their salt have a bag where they know (or at least hope) they have everything they need. In addition to prayer books and service sheets from a variety of sources, it will usually contain vessels and containers for Holy Communion: a small chalice or cup for the wine, and a small paten or plate for the bread, as well as bottles for wine and water, and a small box for communion wafers, plus linen cloths to act as an altar cloth and for cleansing hands and the vessels, and very often some anti-bacterial hand-gel too. I usually also carry some tealight candles with me and a cigarette lighter as well as a crucifix to act as a focus. Most churches and very many clergy will have such a bag, but for the deliverance minister, as well as acting as a way of taking communion to the housebound, we also may need to use all this to celebrate a requiem for the souls of the departed – or in our case, those who are not as departed as they should be! But most of us will also carry another bottle of water which can be blessed to provide holy water and a small supply of salt that is traditionally added to this. You can never guarantee that people will have salt at home, especially in these low-sodium days. Salt, by the way, has been used by Christians for many centuries as a sign of purification, although the Bible barely mentions it, and its use is optional. In addition, my bag came with a small silver spoon, technically for Holy Communion, but it comes in very handy for holding a couple of grains of salt. A holy water sprinkler is also very useful too! As well as all this, I usually carry a small pot containing oil that the bishop blesses once a year for the healing of the sick.


In the New Testament the letter of James says that if any member of the Christian community is sick, they are to call the elders who will pray for them, and anoint them with oil, so that is what we still do. It is also quite useful to have a stock of crosses that can be left as a focus for people after a visit, and I have my own crucifix which I often hang around my neck when I’m out on a case – it makes me feel a whole lot better! As well as this, we usually take a stole – a sort of holy scarf and if I know I am likely to celebrate a Eucharist, I might take additional vestments – an alb (long white robe) and the poncho-like chasuble. They are not strictly necessary but, again, they make me feel much more confident. I know that one of my colleagues likes to use scented candles, and I’m sure there are all sorts of other adaptations deliverance ministers might feel they need.


But as well as that, I also needed a set of words to use, because to some extent all these things are props. There are two basic forms of service deliverance ministers use: one is that for the blessing of a house, and the other for the Eucharist for the dead. There are numerous forms of words that we could use, but they do the same thing: a house blessing is a formal invitation for God to be present in a particular place, and a Requiem Mass, at least according to traditional doctrine, actually allows God to be present, and we’ll look at this idea a little later.


The basic service for the blessing of a house is one that I have used from the beginning of my ministry, and begins with a sort of formal greeting, Peace to this house and to all who live here. I then say the opening prayer: Almighty and everlasting God, grant to this house the grace of your presence, that you may be known as the inhabitant of this dwelling, and defender of this household. Through Jesus Christ our Lord, who lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit, one God, for ever and ever. Amen. This is followed by the blessing of holy water and then the blessing of salt which reads: Almighty God, we ask you to bless this salt as once you blessed the salt scattered over the water by the prophet Elisha. Wherever this salt and water are sprinkled, drive away the power of evil, and protect us always by the presence of your Holy Spirit. Grant this through Christ our Lord. Amen. Once I have the water-sprinkler full of the newly blessed holy water, the blessing itself begins: Visit, O blessed Lord, this house with the gladness of your presence. Bless all who live here with the gift of your love; and grant that we may manifest your love to all whose lives we touch. May we grow in grace and in the knowledge of you; guide, comfort, and strengthen us, and preserve us in peace, O Jesus, now and for ever. Amen.


I then usually invite the family to show me around the house, and will bless it with the water in silence, although I will pray silently throughout. I then invite the family to say the Lord’s Prayer with me, and there will be a final blessing of all those present.


So, there I was all kitted up with my order of service printed and laminated (in case of holy water ingress!) and ready to go, when I had my first call while my colleague was on holiday. The cathedral administrator rang and asked me to get in touch with a council housing officer who was working with a family experiencing some sort of paranormal activity. The administrator sounded dubious about whether this was something worth bothering about, but I had no doubts, my theoretical ghost-busting skills were going to be put into practice! And so, I made the phone call and arranged to drop round to the house on the council estate where I would meet the housing officer.


My first case


The first thing that struck me was how matter of fact it all was. The housing officer seemed bored and on the phone the family didn’t seem very interested either: ‘Yeah, we saw this shadowy figure over there, and we were, like, really frightened. So, we called the council, and they called you.’ All right, I thought, this isn’t at all what I was expecting, especially as, despite what they said, the family didn’t seem frightened. But, drawing on my reading, and my conversations with my colleague about his experiences, I explained, as much for my benefit as for theirs, what I was going to do. ‘I’m going to bless some holy water, and then if you can lead me round the house, I’ll splash some water at the walls, and then we can say the Lord’s Prayer together.’


They didn’t quite shrug and say, ‘Whatever,’ but they got pretty close to it. But this was my first time, so I lit my candles and carefully placed the crucifix on the linen cloth. I made sure I got all the words right, and managed to get most of the salt into the water, and then the water into the sprinkler without any significant spillages; I proclaimed with my best ‘proclamation’ voice that we were about to drive from this house the forces of evil and darkness. And they looked on, completely indifferent. They did lead me round the house, and we did splash holy water at all the walls, and we did manage to get through the Lord’s Prayer, but that was that, although they seemed strangely bored by the whole thing. I gave them the blessing in my best ‘blessing’ voice, reassured them as best I could (although I think it was I who needed reassurances), and told them to get in touch with me if they needed to. I then made my excuses, and left.


‘Thanks, father,’ said the housing officer as he showed me out, ‘they should be all right now.’


‘How did it go?’ my colleague asked me, excitedly. I shrugged and explained what had happened, and he started laughing. ‘Yes, I get loads of those,’ he explained. ‘They basically don’t like the house they are living in, and if they manage to persuade the council it’s haunted, they get moved somewhere else.’


‘So that explains why they were all so matter-of-fact about it,’ I ventured. 


‘Yes,’ he said, ‘you can tell if there’s something real going on because if there is, they’ll be frightened.’ Makes sense, I thought, and he was right.


Over the next couple of years, I had the occasional call-out, but there was one that stuck in my mind and pointed me in the direction of specialising in this ministry.


Are you the priest?


It was a lovely summer Saturday in Newport, and we had gone out for the day as a family, returning fairly late in the afternoon. As we were getting the boys out of the car, a nervous-looking young man approached me. ‘Are you the priest?’ he demanded abruptly.


OK, we lived opposite the cathedral but after a day on the beach with the family, I barely looked like a priest, was certainly not dressed like a priest, and was in fact looking forward to a quiet evening at home. ‘Why are you asking?’ I enquired, not really feeling comfortable with the situation.


‘Just answer,’ he asked again, becoming slightly agitated, ‘are you the priest?’


‘Yes, I am. Can I help you?’ Now, ‘help’ at the cathedral came in various forms but most often, if someone approaches on the street or at the door, it is because they want something: often food, sometimes someone to talk to, almost always money. So I was wary.


‘Great,’ he said, gesturing towards a car, ‘can you come with me?’ 


‘Wait a minute, can you just explain?’ I played for time, looking over anxiously at the family.


‘It’s my baby daughter,’ he said, ‘she’s not “thriving”, and we feel some presence has attached itself to her. My partner’s auntie is a psychic, and she told us to come here, to this church, and to talk to the priest who would be standing on the pavement, because you’d be able to help. Can you?’ He looked desperate. I looked at my wife, and she looked at me. 


‘Yes, I can help,’ I said, ‘but I need a couple of minutes to get some things together, and then I’ll meet you at your house. Where do you live?’ And he gave me an address, not that far away, but still a good twenty minutes’ drive even on a quiet Saturday evening. But I had agreed so I said, ‘Give me about half an hour, and I’ll see you there.’ 


‘Promise?’


‘Promise,’ I nodded. So I went inside, quickly explained to Laura who had taken the boys inside while I was talking to the young man what I was doing (which was a huge risk on all sorts of levels), ran upstairs, and, because it was my day off and I hadn’t already shaved, I decided I needed to do that too. I changed into my priestly black, grabbed my trusty bag, and drove off. As I was driving, I reflected on my curious encounter with the young man. Part of me felt special – they had somehow known they would find a priest there. Part of me felt a fraud – it was probably someone else they were looking for. Dismissing these thoughts, it occurred to me that I ought to have called the local vicar to meet me there, because even though it was still in the same diocese, this was not my patch. I then remembered who the local vicar was and felt even more guilty because this was someone who would never have taken this seriously.


And so, I arrived. It was about 6.30 and a classic barbecue evening, and quite clearly this family were about to have one. The young man I had encountered earlier met me at the door, now a little more relaxed, and introduced me to the family. Crammed into a small living room were his partner, his partner’s psychic aunt, and their baby.


‘Yes, he’s the one,’ the aunt declared as I walked in and, after thanking me, she began to explain. Baby Bethan had been born at around the time her grandmother had died, and the family felt that somehow the soul of the grandmother had attached itself to the baby. ‘She’s just not thriving,’ those words again. ‘She gets infection after infection, and she seems to look at you with eyes that are too old, and sometimes she will look at something or someone that isn’t there. We know you can help.’ She had more confidence in me than I had, to be honest.


‘Is anyone else in the house affected?’ I asked.


‘No.’ 


‘Have you seen anything or felt anything untoward?’


They shook their heads. ‘It’s just her,’ said the aunt again, ‘it’s not the house. I’d know.’


Being a deliverance minister is a bit like being a doctor sometimes. People come to you with a self-diagnosed problem. But this time, I believed her.


‘Has she been baptised or christened?’ I asked, not because this offers any sort of special protection, but being baptised meant that I could offer to anoint her with oil. 


‘Yes,’ said the mother, speaking for the first time, ‘we had her christened when she was a couple of months old.’


‘How old is she now?’ 


‘Just coming up for a year.’


I thought for a moment, ‘OK, what I’m going to do is to bless her, to say prayers of protection for her, and then I’m going to anoint her with the special oil for healing. Is that all right?’


They nodded quietly, and so we began. I knelt on the floor, with her father kneeling next to me, and as gently as I could I said the prayers, and anointed her with the oil for healing, and also said quiet prayers for the repose of the soul of her grandmother. The whole little service could not have taken more than five minutes, but I can still remember the moments to this day, the anxiety of Bethan’s father in particular, her mother tense and worried, and the quiet confidence of the aunt.


We were silent then for what felt like an age, but couldn’t have been more than a minute, and in that time the tension and the fear quietly dissipated. Despite the strangeness of the little group, everything felt normal.


‘That’s it,’ breathed the aunt, ‘that’s it,’ she nodded, ‘yes, she’s gone.’ I made to get up, but before I could she said, ‘I’ve bought a cross for Bethan, she’s my god-daughter you see, so I was wondering if you could bless it for her, father.’


‘Of course,’ I said, fumbling in my bag for a bottle of pre-blessed holy water from my last case, and slowly went through the quiet prayers for blessing a cross.


Bethan’s father left the room for a moment, but came back brandishing a pair of tongs, ‘We’re having a barbecue,’ he announced, smiling properly for the first time, ‘do you fancy a burger, father?’


Actually, I did fancy one, but I knew that food was going to be ready at home, so I declined full of regret – the bitter regret of a meat-eater living in a house of vegetarians!


‘Can we give you some petrol money?’ he asked and, as always, I told him to keep the money, but if he wanted to give it to his local church he could do that. And so, I took my leave, giving them my contact details if they needed me again. The aunt smiled and nodded again.
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