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This is a true story. Some names have been changed to protect the privacy of individuals. Those names are indicated by an asterisk. Excerpts from written material appear in italics and are reproduced exactly as they originally appeared, as far as spacing, spelling, grammar, and punctuation. The exception is Sarah Ferguson’s text messages and emails that were read aloud in court, during her trial. Those messages appear in italics but have been edited for an easier read.




For Lucas Benjamin Leonard, who deserved to live free.
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PART ONE


ORIGIN OF A CULT


I feel for these people that I’m about to tell you about, but you gotta listen to me. It’s like the person who comes out of a cult—the bitterness, and the anger, and the resentment they feel toward those who lied to them, especially when they find out it was a lie, and they got out of it. But if you look at it from the truth’s point of view, you’ve got an individual came over, knelt down in front of somebody and said, “Beat me. Please beat me. I wanna be beat.” Now, in light of that, you know, what right do they have to be bitter and resentful of the people they told to beat ’em after they beat ’em? 


—PASTOR JERRY IRWIN
TO THE CONGREGATION ON NOVEMBER 10, 1996




DON’T GO INSIDE


Halloween—the nightmares it represents—came early for Chadwicks, New York, in 2015. It was three weeks before little devils and monsters would march the neighborhood carrying treat bags. A warm breeze was blowing orange and yellow leaves down Oneida Street. The sun was baking carved pumpkins on porches, turning their insides black and collapsing them into oozing messes, filling the air with a pungent odor. Temperatures hit an unseasonable seventy degrees at noon, allowing folks to revel in the light and warmth before an approaching long, dark winter. They were outside in T-shirts and shorts, playing kickball in the yard, walking the sidewalks with no destination. The joie de vivre was out of place against the backdrop of macabre neighborhood decor: foam tombstones, inflatable witches, giant cobwebs.


There, at the intersection of summer’s life and fall’s death, one building was unadorned. The Word of Life Building stood out on the block as having no Halloween decorations, yet a real horror story was playing out behind its walls.


There was a strange aura around that place. That’s what neighbors said of the old redbrick building after people moved there in the early 1990s and stamped “Word of Life Building” over the front door. Another sign pronouncing it a Christian church added to the mystery. Those words appeared to be the only indication of godliness. The people at the Word of Life Christian Church didn’t welcome others. They shut them out.


The building and its new occupants became quite the curio. Many were saying it was a cult. Everyone was talking, and the rumors were more than small-town chitchat. It was intel gathered through personal experiences and grassroots espionage.


Stacey Brodeur’s* home acted as a lookout for her visiting aunt from Florida, who was constantly entertained by the comings and goings across the street. She would peek out the windows and shout, “Quick! Come look!” They’d watch a parade of cars pull into the church driveway. Someone would get out. Unlock the gate. Open the gate. Go inside. Close the gate. Disappear.


A Catholic church was on one side of the Word of Life Christian Church, and Tara Litz was on the other side. She rented the first floor of the house next door. Admittedly nosy, she was always watching from her window. From her backyard, she would climb the picnic table to peer over the wooden picket fence that her reclusive neighbors had put up along the property line.


There were German shepherds on a platform off the third story, and dogs on the roof that no one could see, only hear. Fireworks exploded from the roof at times, and there were bonfires on the asphalt shingles. One produced an odor so foul it made neighbors sick. Children could be seen in the parking lot, walking in a line. Cars pulled into the church at the same time each night, well after dark. And there was bizarre chanting. It wasn’t language, but noises—weird noises. And there was an inexplicable, deafening whoosh, like a jet, and flames were involved.


The Word of Life Building was never a tired topic among the locals. They spoke of men, beefy and intimidating, walking the grounds in black trench coats even in the middle of summer. But what was actually playing out over many years behind those walls was far more sinister than the story line written in neighbors’ imaginations.


A colossal, three-story structure, the building was conspicuous in the row of residential homes on Oneida Street, the main road running through Chadwicks, located in central New York, outside the metropolitan area of Utica. The community isn’t even large enough to constitute a village. It’s technically a “census-designated place,” documented purely for statistical purposes. Simplified, it’s a community with a recognized name. And until Columbus Day 2015, Chadwicks was invisible to the rest of the world.


What became the Word of Life Building at number 3354 in the 1990s was built in 1916 as a public school occupying almost two acres. The rectangular building had wings on either end that contained stairwells. An aerial shot would show that, with a flat roof and those wings, the building was shaped like a capital letter “I.” It got an add-on in the 1970s, a large gymnasium built in the rear, attached by an indoor ramp. The gym, which could not be seen from the road, would eventually be converted to a church sanctuary.


The path leading to the front door was a concrete sidewalk, same as you’d see at any school. At one time, hundreds of students, teachers, and parents walked the concrete slabs to the school entrance, but not long after the real estate transferred to the WLCC, no one went in that way. Few outsiders were allowed in the building at all. The new owners installed a locked metal gate at the head of the driveway. They planted a hedgerow of fifteen-foot trees on one side of the building, and there was that fence they built on Tara’s side. Sauquoit Creek acted as a natural barricade across the back property line.


Stacey’s mother, Meredith*, was pleased when the church bought the building. Of course, they called it a church, and Meredith thought that was good. The grounds had become an eyesore, but when folks moved in, the lawn started shaping up. That was refreshing. So was the idea of new friends on the block. All that, in the beginning, seemed promising. A middle-aged man mowed the lawn and trimmed the shrubs. Meredith’s husband would go over for a chat. What a nice guy, he thought.


“But nobody else we saw there ever spoke to you,” Meredith later said. “We realized after—they weren’t a friendly bunch.”


It didn’t take long for Stacey to experience her first eyebrow-raising incident with the newcomers. It was before they erected the head-high swing fence across the driveway. She was on her way home and had just turned onto Oneida Street from Elm Street, which is a few doors away from the church, when she saw a little boy waddling shoeless in the road. He couldn’t have been more than three years old.


This wasn’t long after the 1993 disappearance of twelve-year-old Sara Anne Wood, who had lived in the nearby hamlet of Sauquoit. Wood was presumed kidnapped and murdered, and the crime caused fear around the country, particularly this close to home in Chadwicks. People were hesitant to approach a child who wasn’t their own. Stacey wasn’t about to pick up the boy and take him home. She rushed to her house, but her parents weren’t there. Keeping her eye on the wandering baby, she went next door and rallied one of her aunts who was living in town. Together, they ran down the driveway of the church in pursuit of the child who’d just toddled down there. But he’d vanished. All they could hear was the rushing waters of the creek. They swallowed, and searched the property with just their eyes, fighting a sickening hunch.


A door creaked. The boy was crawling out of a parked sedan. They took his hand and brought him to the church door, where they knocked and knocked.


After some time, an older woman appeared. With a yank, she pulled in the boy and slammed the door. No words were exchanged.


Emergency responders got the same reception. Alarmed by the sound of sirens one day, Stacey and Meredith ran to the front of their house to see firefighters pounding on the church door. They watched them scrambling to find a way in. State troopers arrived. One wound up on the Brodeurs’ doorstep.


“Do you know these people over here?” he asked. “We’ve got an alarm going off and can’t get in.”


But the women had no influence over there. No one did. Parishioners of that peculiar church did not interact with the neighbors—not anymore. Things had changed.


Positive brushes with the churchgoers were minimal and sporadic but had happened, mostly when the group had first moved into the building. A couple of years in a row, the church held a rummage sale. They set up tents on the lawn and, along with bric-a-brac, sold homemade breads. Stacey went over to shop. They sure were friendly then.


Tara moved next door in 2004, a single mom with a four-year-old boy and a daughter on the way. Every Sunday, WLCC members would pull into her driveway and give away cakes, breads, and doughnuts. She would take some for herself, some for people at work. Other neighbors came. They were getting freebies, and they were grateful. But it lasted only a couple of seasons.


Tara noticed teenage girls in the church parking lot but never saw them leave. When she heard her son chattering from her bedroom, she investigated and found his imaginary friends were very real. He’d been talking with the girls through the window. It was odd, she thought, teenage girls befriending a preschooler. But Tara believed the girls were glad to have someone on the outside to talk to, so she allowed it.


One teen from the church did reach out to Tara. Her name was Naomi*. She gave Tara her phone number and made her promise to call if she needed anything. Tara made that call in 2008, after she’d had surgery and needed a favor. The single mom wouldn’t forget the act of kindness, and Naomi wouldn’t stop being considerate. She eventually noticed Naomi leaving the property, and whenever a car she was riding in would pass through the gate at the Word of Life Building, Naomi would wave to Tara. She was the only one. All other contact from behind those brick walls was frosty.


No one could delineate when the total shut-off occurred or figure out what prompted it. Tara believed it might’ve happened when she called animal control after hearing dogs barking all hours of the day and night. She discovered the church was running a puppy mill.


“They would drive their van outside the gate and park it there. And then people would come. And I realized—they’re selling dogs,” she later recalled.


Someone from the church erected a “Jesus Saves” sign for an audience of one. It was a giant, handmade billboard of wood painted black with letters of bright white. Angled to face Tara’s apartment, it could be seen from only her backyard.


The strangeness increased over time. The daily car parade began happening much later at night. At one point, it appeared the cars were entering the building itself, as if into an underground garage. The vehicles would drive around back and vanish. Someone would hurry and lock the gate. Later, the vehicles would emerge at the same time and form a single file. One by one, they would exit, and again someone would hustle to the gate and lock it.


At Halloween time, building number 3354 was especially spooky. Each year, Chadwicks had a Halloween parade, and families would line Oneida Street—except for the spot in front of the redbrick building. People from the church would chase them off the lawn. Though Oneida Street was a typical stream for trick-or-treaters, no one knocked on door 3354. The men in trench coats would hide in the bushes. Other men would pace the roof, patrolling, guarding their domain. It was the scariest thing on the block.


Like a scene out of a Halloween thriller, kids would ride their bikes past the secretive church, screaming, “Don’t go inside! You’ll never come back out!”


How prophetic that would be.


Nineteen-year-old Lucas Leonard would go inside on October 11, 2015. He would never come back out alive.


Some of you still think that your mind is your own, to think whatever you want to think, whenever you want to think it. And you don’t have a right. That’s just the seed of sin that’ll lead—eventually—to death.


—PASTOR JERRY IRWIN
TO THE CONGREGATION ON AUGUST 18, 1996




SMOOTH PEBBLES IN A STREAM


Clayville, in upstate New York, was named after Henry Clay. It is, perhaps, fitting that Lucas Leonard was raised there. Clay was a three-time failed presidential candidate but a master at conciliation. The once Speaker of the House of Representatives was a negotiator in the peace treaty that ended the War of 1812. He motivated his followers with these words: “An oppressed people are authorized, whenever they can, to rise and break their fetters.”


Clayville is about halfway between Syracuse and Albany, dead center of the state, and looks like an impoverished community you’d find nestled in a remote camping area. Most annual family incomes didn’t top $40,000 when Bruce and Deborah Leonard took up residence near Church Road (appropriate, given their reverence for God). Their house was at 2347 Main Street, bought in 1993 with a price tag of $28,000. The population was 464.


The Leonard home was built in the early 1900s, but age was no excuse for its ramshackle appearance. The colonial’s baby-blue color was clouded by mold and mildew. Fingerlike black stains crept over the rain gutters. A $2 patriotic pull bow served as the rusted storm door centerpiece, and next to it was a handheld-size American flag, the kind given out free at Independence Day parades. Whirligigs hung from the porch roof, spinning in front of the paint-chipped window trims. Items from teapots to drink bottles lay scattered across the porch, forever left where they’d been set down.


The exterior of the homes it was sandwiched between were in similar decline, so the Leonard place didn’t stand out in that regard. But neighbors would one day feel it necessary to make a point: the Leonard children were always clean. They emphasized—always clean.


Main Street in Clayville had a college-dorm-living feel in the sense of neighborhood intimacy, both geographically and socially. It was barely wide enough to make a three-point turn. On the side of the street where the Leonards lived, there was but a step or two of grass from one front door to the other (across the street, houses had slightly more yardage). Neighbors would walk their dogs and get stopped by a neighbor, then two. Eventually a group would form, and people would catch up on news and gossip. Everyone knew one another’s names and business—except that of the Leonards.


There was Frances Bernard*, a grandmother with a yappy miniature lapdog whose bark competed with Frances’s stories, told with animation and the raspy voice of a chain-smoker. She was tenderhearted yet held nothing back. She’d birthed and raised seven children. For twenty-three years, she lived near the Leonards in a cigarette-smoke-filled house with a clock that gonged loudly on the hour. The coffeepot was always on. She considered Debi Leonard her friend.


Pamela Murphy* lived with her daughter next door to the Leonard home. Because they were on different schedules, interactions were brief—mostly small talk or Pamela saying hi in passing. All but one would return her greetings. The patriarch, Bruce Leonard, would make a beeline for the house.


About a half-dozen doors down is where the Livingstones* called home. Frank* and Brenda* were the neighborhood givers. Brenda would come home from garage sales with bags of clothes for children who needed them. You’d find the clothing clean and neatly folded inside paper bags on a chair in the entryway, awaiting distribution. Pictures of family, and some of the neighborhood kids, covered the walls and shelves. Theirs was a cozy home, compact and lived-in. It was open to everyone—always. Over the years, their kitchen table seated many visitors. They even invited strangers inside, four-legged ones included. Brenda would feed the wild cats that seemed to instinctively know hers was the place to go for caretaking. Frank, a senior citizen, had a neighborhood paper route. He would one day drop a Sunday paper dated October 11, 2015, on the Leonards’ porch. It would sit for years unread.


The Leonards found themselves lucky to have a thrift store right across the street. The fire department was a two-minute walk in one direction, the library a two-minute walk in the other. Cindy Kellam was a librarian there. She also spent time at her in-laws’ place, next to the thrift store. She’d been friends with Debi back when they were kids in the same youth group, but they lost touch with each other when Cindy went to college. Sometime in the late nineties, while at her in-laws’ house, Cindy spotted Debi in her front yard across the street. It was a complete surprise. Cindy gave a single-armed wave as broad as her smile and shouted, “Hello!” But Debi wasn’t the same. She was standoffish. She gave no indication of wanting to resume a friendship; quite the opposite. Debi had always been somewhat quiet, thought Cindy, but not cold.


Debi was born in Springfield, Massachusetts, in 1956, the oldest of Richard and Nancy Wright’s four children. Her brother Rick was born the following year, followed by Jeff*, and then Susan, who was twelve years younger than Debi. In 1969, Richard moved the family to New Hartford, New York, just outside Utica, and took a job as an accountant at Duofold, Inc., a maker of thermal underwear. Debi’s family was loving and supportive. She and her siblings attended public schools, and the extent of their worship, for a while, was going to church once a year on Easter.


Debi acted as a mother to her youngest sibling after illness forced their own mother bedridden. She took on the role with a loving hand and heart. Coming of age was difficult for Debi. She was more insecure than the average high school girl and didn’t stand up for herself. She got through her teenage years a little more scarred than the rest of her peers and fell into a volatile relationship with a longtime friend. Debi ended up marrying that friend, and they had two children. Tragically, their third child, a boy, died of sudden infant death syndrome. After some years, Debi fled the marriage with her children and returned to live with her parents, who had moved to Clayville. Her brother Rick lived next door, and he’d become heavily involved in a local church run by a man named Jerry Irwin. Rick persuaded Debi to try it out. She didn’t have a job, or a focus, except her children. Debi was a stay-at-home mom at the time she began attending the church around 1986, not long after Jayden* was born, and when Sarah was three or four years old. Just a few years later, she would meet Bruce Leonard.


Bruce was born in 1950 and grew up near Cooperstown, home to the National Baseball Hall of Fame. He spent time working at the Cooperstown Farmers’ Museum and labored on a nearby dairy farm owned by his family.


Bruce met his first wife, Ellen*, when they were both students at the State University of New York at Oneonta. He married her in 1973, after graduating with a degree in education. It was around that time Bruce landed a position as a high school teacher for a small school district, Owen D. Young Central School District in Herkimer County, east of Clayville. His mild manner made it difficult for Bruce to keep control in the classroom, so he left the job after a short time and went on to pursue a master’s degree in plant and soil science.


In 1979, Ellen gave birth to Kristel.


Though Ellen was a firm believer in God, Bruce wasn’t particularly religious. He started attending church with his wife and began showing more interest over time, eventually being seated on the board of directors.


In December 1987, with problems plaguing their relationship, Ellen left the marriage after fourteen years, taking their only child with her. The divorce summons came just four months after Ellen’s abrupt departure. His wife was awarded custody of Kristel. Bruce’s future had been ripped away, and now he didn’t know where his life was headed. That’s when Bruce met Jerry Irwin.


Bruce later reflected on his frame of mind. I was at a very low point and had stopped attending the local Methodist/Presbyterian church. It was too depressing to go without my wife and baby girl.


A family friend took a lost, lonely, and broken Bruce to Pastor Jerry’s fledgling congregation, operating out of the basement of a home in Bridgewater, New York.


It was just in a living room with some friends, Bruce recalled. [Jerry] said something to me, (I forgot the specific) regarding my situation which there was no way for him to know so it got my attention, as to “hey, maybe God is showing him things.”


Bruce began regularly attending Jerry’s services in 1989. That’s when he started interacting with Debi. At first, she was just one of the new friends he’d met. But three years later, Bruce and Debi married in the church, a move that more firmly established their roots with Jerry’s flock.


When the couple moved to the Clayville neighborhood, Debi brought her two children from her interracial marriage, now ten-year-old Sarah and seven-year-old Jayden. Bruce came with thirteen-year-old Kristel, the daughter he affectionately dubbed “The Eldest.” By this point, Kristel was back to living with her father full-time.


Bruce and Debi, exceedingly God-fearing and dedicated to Jerry’s congregation, which would later be named the Word of Life Christian Church (WLCC), naturally expected their children to attend the church and develop the same covenant to God. Bruce formed a positive connection with the group, because it was small and comprised mostly of family members. He was also beguiled by the pastor’s messages.


I was very impressed with Jerry Irwin’s preaching/teaching. He stuck to the Bible, pointed out what was plainly written and also noted things which sometimes people assume but which are not written. Many of the messages were tough—He started preaching years ago about having our thoughts under control, specifically under God’s control, being renewed in the spirit of mind.


Only Jerry heard from God. His followers did not. Leaving Jerry’s group meant losing their cherished link to God. Bruce and Debi would do anything to keep in God’s favor. Capitulation to the one who ruled over you demonstrated faithfulness to God. Deeply loyal to the Word of Life, the couple honored Jerry with complete submission because Bruce considered faith and loyalty as one and the same.


The Leonard children spent inordinate amounts of time at the church. Sarah was eventually pulled from Sauquoit public school to complete her education in the Word of Life Building, followed by Jayden. Though she’d been attending public school and doing quite well, Kristel also went on to be schooled inside WLCC. Eventually, the Word of Life Building would be not only Kristel’s school but also her home.


The kids were restricted by the parameters of their parents’ faith but were allowed some typical childhood experiences. They could watch certain movies, play video games, and listen to the radio.


Bruce was a patient man who could tune out the chaos of the house if the kids got to acting crazy. He spoke slowly and measured his words. He put so much thought and time into making decisions, it became a running joke in the family: ask Bruce if he’d like a cup of coffee and guess how many minutes it would take him to answer. It drove Kristel nuts. If she asked for help with a decision, he would have her create a list of pros and cons.


Kristel wouldn’t learn the value of carefully weighing decisions until later in life, when she was old enough to appreciate it, but other lessons she cherished from the start, like when her father gave impromptu science lessons wherever, whenever. Any plant they came upon was an opportunity to learn how light affects growth, or which plants rely on insects to spread their pollen or seeds—anything biology related. Bruce was an excellent teacher who enjoyed sharing his enthusiasm of nature. He took his children on outings once or twice a month to the farm that had been in the family for decades. It was there that Kristel received a lot of her lessons. Sometimes, they’d bring city friends, prop them on horses, point out indigenous plants and wildlife, and teach them about cattle and farm machinery. Bruce engaged with those around him, and with gusto.


Bruce had come of age in the hippie era. When Kristel was a baby, Bruce wore the classic long seventies sideburns with a mushroom top cut of brown hair. As Kristel grew, so did her father’s hair, slightly curling over the ears. He added a mustache. As time went on, he grew a beard. As he aged, it stayed that way—overgrown hair, full beard and mustache—but the brown locks gave way to sheer white, an unkempt, mountain-man look that didn’t help the community’s later perception of him. He stood five foot nine and had a slender frame he maintained through the decades.


Debi was a gentle person and a nurturing and caring mom. As for child-rearing, her biggest fault seemed to be that she was not a good housekeeper. Dinner would often be late, and clean dishes were hard to find. Debi was poor at delegating chores and enforcing the rules. Other than the occasional grounding or light spanking that led to tears, neither she nor Bruce was a disciplinarian. It was a common scenario: before going to work, Bruce would leave a chore list for each child, only to return and find it undone. The Leonard patriarch would call family meetings, usually about pitching in.


“The meetings were basically a combination pep rally and light chiding with a few scriptures to fortify his points about keeping up on responsibilities,” Kristel would later recall. “Everybody was quiet generally, biding their time until the snack cakes at the end. Dad never got angry, though he was certainly frustrated.” 


Two adults and the three children of their blended marriage was the family makeup for several years, and then came the first child of their union: Lucas Benjamin Leonard joined the world on November 8, 1995. He arrived looking like an artist’s rendering of a cherub, with blue eyes; delicate, straw-colored hair; a complexion of milk; and cheeks accented by perfect pink circles. Like his personality, there was a shock of uniqueness in his features. It was the hint of strawberry sheen to his hair, the bit of wild stallion that set him apart. No one could yet know the fight he would put up, refusing to be broken.


In 1998, Bruce and Debi welcomed their second son, Christopher. Grace was born in 2000, and Ezekiel* arrived three years later.


“The kids were adorable,” recalled Frances with her husky voice, strongly accenting the word “adorable.”


By the time the littlest was born, Kristel had long been gone from the Leonard household, having moved in with the Irwins, who headed the Word of Life Christian Church. Sarah flew the nest when Luke was about seven, and her brother Jayden followed. The family unit that remained, for many years, consisted of Bruce, Debi, and their four younger children: Luke, Chris, Grace, and Ezekiel.


The clan’s quiet was noted by the community. The Leonard children didn’t mingle much. Their escape was the backyard and just beyond. Their back lawn was a small patch of grass and weeds that sloped down sharply, ending at a railroad bed, where the track ballast was piled at a steep incline, like a wall. But it wouldn’t keep the kids from climbing the tumbling gray stones, kicking up white clouds of ballast dust that had a slight smell of rotten eggs. They would cross the tracks to get to Sauquoit Creek. Sauquoit is a form of a Native American word that means “smooth pebbles in a stream.”


Of the seventeen miles of creek, three flowed south directly from the Leonards’ backyard in Clayville to the backyard of the Word of Life Christian Church in Chadwicks, all the way, the gritty waters wearing down the unique facets of each stone in the creek bed, molding a foundation of rocks that were all the same. It was a fate similar to what the Leonards would experience in their church environment. The children often swam in the stream that smoothed pebbles.


They stuck to their own neighborhood, and though trite and cliché, it was true of the Leonards: they kept to themselves. Bruce was a mystery, fodder for gossip. He was termed an “odd duck” by one neighbor, seen as unfriendly by others. When out in the community, he would not make eye contact. Everything in the family had to be cleared by him. The children often called him Father and used the word “obey” when speaking in terms of what they were and were not allowed to do (“We have to obey the rules”). Debi had to run everything by him. Cindy Kellam watched with interest one day at the library when Debi had to make a decision and called Bruce to get his permission.


The Livingstones wondered why Debi stayed with Bruce. If Debi was outside talking to Brenda, one only had to count to ten before Bruce arrived. With his eyes solely on Debi, he would tell her, in a calm and barely audible voice, “Okay, you’ve talked enough. Time to come in.”


Debi would leave.


Occasionally, Brenda would be able to coax Debi inside to sit at her kitchen table for a cup of coffee. Frances had tried that, too, though it only worked once, and didn’t go well. It started with Frances and Debi talking outdoors.


“Come on in, Deb.” Frances motioned toward the house. It would be so much more comfortable. “I’ll make some coffee or tea.”


It was only a few minutes after they crossed the threshold that Ezekiel, his face framed by a home haircut, came knocking. “Father wants to know what you’re doing.”


“We’re gonna have coffee,” Debi told her youngest.


Ezekiel left. The coffee began brewing. Sarah, who had returned home to live, was next to knock on the door.


“Come on in, Sarah,” Frances greeted her heartily.


“Oh, I can’t stay,” she replied politely. “Father wants us home.” Then, after a pause, added, “What are you doing?”


“We’re havin’ a party!” joked Frances. Her voice put strong emphasis on certain words, pausing almost theatrically, as if for effect. But it was clearly just her style and not intentional. “Come on in!”


But she wouldn’t. Sarah left, and Debi followed.


Debi and Frances’s friendship developed another way. Because Frances didn’t have a car, Debi would offer to drive her to the grocery store, or Frances would call and ask, “Deb, could you take me to Reilly’s?” That was the gas station and convenience store down the road.


“Yeah,” Debi would respond reflexively. Then, as a quick afterthought, she would add, “Let me ask Father first.”


Frances would walk to their house and knock on the door. “Deb, I’m ready,” she’d say through the screen, bringing her face close so as to be heard. But she wouldn’t go inside.


Always, Ezekiel would travel with them. Frances adored him. She would lean over and look Zeke in the eye, her stiff, double-handled handbag hanging from her forearm. “You want some doughnuts or ice cream? Whatever you want, get it. I’ll get it for ya.”


He would usually pick out a box of different kinds of doughnuts.


“Zeke,” she thought she was whispering, “there’s not enough doughnuts in that one box. You got a big family. Get another one.”


Though she was fond of Debi, Frances thought of Bruce as domineering. His word was law. Those in the community used attributes like “controlling” to describe him. Add to that “strange” and “weird.”


The Leonard kids were extremely quiet, well-mannered, and respectful. Almost without variation, those were the adjectives most everyone used to describe them. And some would say “socially behind,” “sheltered,” “loners.” They weren’t allowed to play with other children.


“Luke was happy-go-lucky. Smiling. All he had was a bicycle,” Brenda Livingstone reflected. “Didn’t go anywhere. Never drove a car. Never had a girlfriend. Playing in the yard, throwing stones all the time.”


They weren’t allowed to celebrate holidays. When Frank mentioned Christmas to the littlest one, Ezekiel told him, “Oh, Christmas is bad. Real bad.”


We were encouraged to be scriptural, Bruce later explained, shy’d away from the pagan trappings of Christmas and Easter, live holy, obey those who have the rule over you, etc.


The Leonard kids took trips to the thrift store across the street, the town park, the fire station for special events, and the library, where Cindy never saw them with any friends. In that confined area of their neighborhood, within just a few dozen feet, they would stick together as a family.


Then, there was someone else. A little girl moved to the neighborhood a few doors down. She would ride by on her bicycle, and the older Leonard brothers would say hello. They were friendly. She didn’t know they didn’t play with other kids. She didn’t know their parents were considered different. She didn’t care. She was ten. Luke was a year older, Chris a year younger. And with the naivete and persistence of a child, the raven-haired little girl pushed her way into the lives of the Leonard children. She saw what others didn’t: there was so much more to Luke than his silence.


“He was supersmart, but no one really knew it because he was quiet,” Olivia* later shared.


He spent his days turning nothing into something. He once made a hoverboard out of a tarp and a piece of wood. He could rewire things to make anything he needed. He was smart in the way tinkerers are, their brains constantly turning, taking apart machines and electronics, trying to figure out how things worked. He always wanted to be outdoors, building or fixing things. He would build tents in his backyard with sticks and trees. He would cut down trees, build fires. He and Chris once built a bridge so they could walk across Sauquoit Creek. Ezekiel would snap up the remnant twigs and whittle them down to make bows and arrows. Luke would fish in the creek and clean his catches. In the winter, he liked to ice-skate.


Olivia was right there, all the time. When she got home from school, she would go see them. They would ride bicycles and skateboards, Rollerblade. Just being kids. Debi would take her children to the nearby park in the town of Paris to play at the playground, and Olivia would go with them.


Luke had a great talent and enthusiasm for art. One year, the town of Paris chose him to represent them in a countywide sidewalk chalk competition. He won first place.


The town park was also where Debi put each of her kids through swimming lessons. All the Leonard children were skilled swimmers. Olivia had a pool, and they would go to her house to use it, part of the lure being the implicit promise of treats. They would sit on her porch and talk—and eat. Because the Leonards received donations from the local food pantry, a program that provided food to the needy, the kids rarely got snacks. Olivia’s mom would make them meals and spoil them with junk food. They would go nuts over a bag of chips and salsa.


Luke and Chris were respectful to Olivia. “Complete gentlemen,” she later recalled.


Luke had inherited his father’s way of carefully thinking through his words and often paused while speaking. But he did not hold back when it came to joking with loved ones. Luke would laugh—all the time—and it was a laugh that shook his whole body, even if one couldn’t hear it. They were more like single, isolated laughs, in succession, each one producing what looked like a muscle spasm in his chest cavity. His grin shared the spotlight with his sarcastic wit. He had unparalleled, robust joy and a teasing nature.


He was funny—and fun. And quite the daredevil. In winter, with a barely measurable amount of snow on the sidewalk, Luke would climb out the second-story window of his house, onto the porch roof, and do a full flip in the air, coming to a solid landing on his feet in the street below.


Chris went on to prove himself more of a cook than adventurer. He was quieter than even Luke, but once he got comfortable around someone, he would open up and let his sense of humor shine through. He had a big heart. Olivia found him lovable and called him a “big teddy bear,” because he put everyone else’s needs before his own.


“He wanted to make sure everyone was okay all the time,” she later recalled. “If I came over, and I looked sad, he’d be the first one to ask if everything was okay and what was going on. He wanted to talk. And if his sister was sad, he’d want to make sure everything was okay and see what he could do.”


The Leonard children attended school at the Word of Life Christian Church until Luke was fourteen. Then, Debi started homeschooling them, each year submitting curriculum proposals to the school district. About a year and a half later, they joined a homeschool co-op that met on Wednesdays at Crosspoint Church in nearby Whitesboro. The other moms liked Debi. Aside from being a sweet woman, she was talented with arts and crafts, so they appointed her instructor for it. Through the co-op, the kids got homework once a week, instruction in music and art, and had science labs, field trips, and sports. Luke and Chris joined the soccer program and came to love it. But even surrounded by kids their own age, their social interactions remained minimal. The entire Leonard family would go to the kids’ soccer games but barely interacted with the other families, if at all.


At home, the kids would cross the street to the thrift store nearly every day; usually with their mother, until they got much older, and then only as long as they had permission. The clerks would sell them books for just a dime or sell Debi clothing for a quarter. They would also send her home with freebies. The kids went to the library daily. Sometimes, they would get books, but they always got movies. Chris would place holds on material and call each morning to see if it had arrived. If it hadn’t, he would stop in anyway, sometimes making several trips a day. The kids watched movies when they lay down to go to sleep at night.


The house next door to the Livingstones’ sat vacant for about a decade, but the door was unlocked, so the Leonard boys, Grace, and Olivia would go in and play. (Being the youngest, Ezekiel would often get left out). They would step without caution on the broken glass, the sound of it crunching under their feet breaking a quiet otherwise only punctuated by an occasional piercing giggle. They would press their palms on the wooden windowsills, on top of the peeling paint, careful to avoid the dead flies, and lean out the windows. They could see the Livingstones were home next door and smell the hamburgers cooking. One by one, or all at once, they’d climb the fence into the Livingstones’ yard, where they would invite themselves into the kitchen to talk—“stupid, foolish kids’ foolish talking” Brenda would later call it—and eat.


Brenda would find odd jobs for excuses to give the kids money. “Olivia,” she’d say. “I’ve got five dollars for you if you want to clean the bottom of the chair legs.” And then she’d tell her husband to turn off the TV. He knew the Leonards weren’t allowed to watch it.


The kids were at the Livingstones’ just about every day. That probably had something to do with the fact that Frank and Brenda stocked their house for them—cupcakes, pretzels, chips, popcorn, and soda. They would hunt yard sales for clothes to give the Leonard children, because they often saw them wearing the same clothes every day. The kids spent time at the Livingstones’, playing and eating ice cream, usually right up until Brenda’s early bedtime.


“It’s eight o’clock. You’re going now,” she would have to tell them. But they didn’t want to leave.


Olivia was at the Leonard house every day, but for years, she wasn’t allowed to go inside. She also was not allowed to go to their church, a church they did not speak of to their neighbors. The kids moped about having to go to church. That wasn’t unusual to Olivia. It was church, she thought—who would want to go to church? The Leonard kids would ask their parents if their friend could go along, but the answer was always no. They would have to wait to see her when they got home.


Finally, one day, Olivia was allowed inside the Leonard home. The only room off-limits was the parents’ room, but she did peek inside to see the floor covered with mounds of clothing. There was a bed that only Bruce used. Everyone else slept downstairs on couches in the living room. They had a lot of animals but had been taking good care of them. Except for the living room, the rest of the house was a dump. Olivia led a clean-up effort, and they tackled Luke’s bedroom first. It was a project the kids enjoyed. Luke ended up with a dresser and a bed and began sleeping there instead.


Olivia was privy to things outsiders did not see, like the method of discipline in the Leonard household. When Bruce was upset about something, he’d walk away, or call the kids into another room. “The kids never came out and had been beaten,” she later reflected. Nor did they speak of having been punished. And they likely would have told her, she believed. They seemed to trust her and confide in her most everything, like their dissatisfaction with the restrictions placed on their lives.


They began acting out in small ways. Grace was swearing a lot. Brenda’s sister had to scold her for using the f-word. Out of sight of their parents, all the kids swore. They wanted to act like other kids. They wanted to be normal teenagers. They began pressuring their parents for permission to do forbidden things, like attend public school. Olivia overheard their parents tell them they could not go to public school because they didn’t want them around people who were swearing. The boys were constantly asking Olivia what public school was like. They told her they wanted to go. They wanted to drive. They wanted to have girlfriends.


With a wink and a grin, neighbor Frances Bernard would gently rib, “Hey, Lucas. You got a girlfriend?”


Luke would look serious as his cheeks flushed and, characteristic of his long, well-thought-out replies, would eventually vocalize a sheepish no.


They also wanted to work. Luke got his parents to agree to let him work as a lifeguard at the town of Paris pool when he was fifteen. His application was given priority status because he’d gone through the town’s swim program. But the boy also proved his skills in the water, having taken lessons all the way up to level seven, the town’s most challenging course. Swimmers had to prove their mettle by mastering skills such as taking off their jeans in the water and turning them into a flotation device, and being able to tread water for thirty minutes without touching the wall. After he completed all skill levels, Luke took and passed the American Red Cross lifeguarding course.


The Leonards attended swim classes as a family. Sometimes, Bruce would be there, but mostly it was Debi. Regardless, they did not engage with those around them unless someone approached them first. That stood out to Paul Harris*, an employee of the town parks and recreation department. He found Luke to be introverted and socially delayed. He figured it was because of limited social interactions due to his homeschooling. Paul hoped the job would help Luke step out of his comfort zone and make friends, but that didn’t happen. Paul couldn’t think of a single time that Luke started a conversation, and he did not look others in the eye. But he impressed as an exceptionally polite young man who acknowledged anyone who spoke to him.


Curiously, the first season of Luke’s lifeguard employment was also his last. Paul was surprised the following year when he didn’t see an application from Luke. When he saw Debi at the pool with Ezekiel the first week it opened, he approached her. “I didn’t see Luke’s application this year. Did I miss something?”


She didn’t give a reason but vaguely suggested Luke was busy with studies or schoolwork.


Though he hadn’t earned their friendship because of what appeared to be shyness, Luke’s work ethic earned the respect of the other lifeguards. He was out on the deck doing everything required of him. He’d proven his reliability in his own neighborhood, too, by rushing to help single mom Pamela without invitation. He would shovel out her car if it got stuck in the driveway in winter. It was this level of dependability that prompted the Livingstones to hire Luke for dog-sitting.


By this time, Luke had established his place in the family as an inventor and repairman. At seventeen, he acquired a broken blue minibike. In the spring of 2013, he sat in his backyard, on a lawn that was more crabgrass than anything else, and took it apart. He torqued this, ratcheted that. As he worked, tiny twigs poking out of the lawn left lines of red on his arms that stung but didn’t bleed.


When he finished putting the bike back together, he pushed it up to the street, over a curb, and between two parked cars. He flipped open the choke, jumped on the kick-starter, and gave it a shot of gas. The bike zoomed into the path of an oncoming SUV, T-boning its passenger side. Brakes squealed. Luke hollered. The crunch of his knee was loud enough to be heard by others. He’d broken it. The bike was totaled.


Over the next two years, the injury would cause problems for Luke. The pastor of his church, self-proclaimed prophet Tiffanie Irwin, would eventually consult God and deliver a prophecy about the affliction. And it would be jaw-dropping.


In the year or two leading up to October 11, 2015, Olivia had a bonfire at her house. She invited Luke and Chris, of course, along with her friends from school. But it proved to be disastrous. Olivia’s school friends told the Leonard boys to get lost. Crushed by it, one of the brothers called Olivia the next day and told her they no longer wanted to be friends. She and the Leonard children separated. Though the Leonards’ markedly changed behavior would soon be the talk of Main Street, at the time Olivia parted with her friends, the Leonard boys were no different than they’d always been, and “Grace was still the same old Grace.”


Olivia moved on, took a job, and got busy with life. The boys’ lives remained stalled, despite their constant yearning to get out into the world.


Meanwhile, thirty-one-year-old Sarah, now with four children, moved back into the Leonard home. Bruce allowed it on the condition that she attend church at the Word of Life. It was meant to be temporary, just a few months. Sarah took over Chris’s room in the attic, forcing him to share a room with Luke, something that became a source of contention among the siblings. The big sister’s presence was like a shadow, monitoring the others’ behaviors. She also helped Bruce keep tabs on Debi’s communication with outsiders. She began going to the library, Chris’s favored hangout, to use their computers and printers, where Cindy Kellam once overheard her chiding Chris for trying to borrow an R-rated movie.


In the year leading up to Luke’s death, those around the Leonards began to notice a distinct difference in Debi’s personality, as well as the personalities of the children. Bruce remained aloof, but the rest of them got quieter. The thrift store clerk saw they’d become mysterious, their heads bowed all the time, as though they were under hypnosis. Debi stopped going into the store altogether.


Something, surely, wasn’t right.


The library director would later tell police that Luke had always gone to the library and seemed happy, except in the year before his death: “He wasn’t friendly. He wouldn’t say hi or talk to me anymore.” He went in less frequently.


Sarah’s temporary arrangement grew permanent. She remade the attic into an apartment, and, after some time, Grace moved up there, too.


Then . . . Grace vanished.


“Grace, toward the ending, you never saw her,” Brenda later recalled. “She never came out of the house. She started hiding in the house.”


“With the babies,” Frank added. “Sarah’s babies.”


Her absence led to wild speculation, and a rumor circulated that Grace might be pregnant. Brenda and Frank drove to the Leonard home to investigate, planning to drop off a newspaper when the boys were outside.


“Where’s Grace?” Brenda asked when they got there. “Where’s she been lately? We haven’t seen her in a long time.”


The boys went to get her, and she emerged, showing no sign of pregnancy.


“She was holding one of the kids like she was the mother taking care of all the little kids—Sarah’s kids,” Brenda later recalled. “She come out, and she said hi and smiled.”


“Nice-looking girl,” added Frank.


“A little lady now,” Brenda interjected.


Grace was fifteen, petite, all of five foot one and barely more than a hundred pounds. She had braces and big blue eyes framed by glasses, with full, wavy brown hair past her shoulders that she often draped to one side. The older Leonard brothers were turning into men. Luke had grown to five foot eight and 130 pounds. He talked of wanting to join the army. His strawberry blond hair was darkening and thinning. He grew a chin strip and a barely evident mustache. Chris was short and slender, with wavy dark brown hair that sometimes hung in his eyes, or was sometimes gelled into a deliberate sloppiness. As he had since childhood, Chris wore glasses. He had added an earring in each ear.


The Leonard children were beloved to those who lived on their close-knit street, people who would defend their honor to the end, and beyond.


Sarah had settled in with her young children. There were now eleven people in one household. The new dynamics were about to change everything, and one person would wind up dead.


“She was my friend,” Frances would one day tell a news reporter of Debi. “May they burn in hell.”


The first couple years I was serving God, going to this Bible study in somebody’s house—I went to a lot of Bible studies in people’s houses. And I just quit doing it. Because it was just a futile waste of time. I began to learn just to do what God was telling me to do. And sure, God would send me some places and want me to attend services and get involved in home groups, and I’ve done it. But you just don’t go floating around to every invitation you’re given. It’s just a waste of time. . . . And I remember at the end of this Bible study—last time I ever went to this house that I can remember—the teacher, I’m pretty sure, was giving a reading about wives submitting to their husbands, reading out of Ephesians and other places in the Scripture. And as we walked to the door, this spiritual woman—I’m being very cynical. She was just a downright butch of a woman. She shoulda changed her name—she walked to the door, and she said, in about this tone of voice [deep and at earsplitting volume], ‘I let my husband wear the pants in the house, just so he wears the ones I tell him to!’ as we’re walkin’ out the door. Stupid. Fools.”


—PASTOR JERRY IRWIN
TO THE CONGREGATION ON AUGUST 18, 1996




GENESIS


In the beginning, what would become the Word of Life Christian Church was a Bible study group in Richfield Springs, New York, southeast of Utica. It was the early 1980s, and a man known as Pastor Reggie was in charge. He’d previously been pastor of nearby Cherry Valley Assembly of God. Two other former pastors of the Cherry Valley church—Mark Russ, and then John Mutchler—succeeded Pastor Reggie in Richfield Springs.


Jerry Irwin took over in 1984.


Jerry Dean Irwin was born in Erie, Pennsylvania, on April 22, 1957, the son of Charles and Judith Ann (Gardener) Irwin. He and his three sisters were raised just outside of Erie, in a home their family built next to a cow pasture. When Jerry was eight years old, he carried buckets of cement and mortar so his father could set blocks for the foundation. Though his parents were not churchgoers, they sent their children to Sunday school at a Baptist church. Jerry believed it was to get the siblings out of their parents’ hair. When he was eleven, he listened to an evangelist guest speaker who asked if anyone wanted to receive Jesus as their savior. Despite having no idea what that meant, Jerry walked to the front and kneeled. The preacher laid hands on him and prayed. Jerry would later say that from that moment, he felt different.


Jerry recalled his home as one of abuse, his parents continually calling him stupid and no good. He would never amount to anything, they told him. His grandmother would remark how well behaved he was, and his mother would declare, “That’s because he knows I’ll beat him if he acts up.” His father would ridicule him in front of people for not doing something correctly or fast enough. Jerry spoke of it in email years later, to the daughter he would never raise. He complained of getting hit over and over in unbridled rage, rather than being dealt a focused spanking for discipline. His family, he relayed, showed little encouragement and even less affection. Jerry suffered low self-esteem and fear of rejection. Decades later, the pain still fresh, he would describe his childhood woes to his disciples as a knife stabbing him through the heart and ripping him open, only to callus over, causing him to hate his parents. He would rebel against them. He would resent them.


When he was sixteen, Jerry was convinced a police informant was setting him up for an arrest, so he smashed out the windows of the informant’s house with a baseball bat and fled town. Hitchhiking landed him in a small town in Ohio, where he met a man with a fish tale: he’d reeled in copious cash working as a deckhand on boats in Florida. Jerry convinced the man he was eighteen and traveled south with him to Port Canaveral, where he got a job on a sixty-five-foot scallop boat. Five days a week, Jerry would leave dock before sunup and unload just before midnight. On the weekends, he would get drunk and do drugs. It was during one of those benders he met Robin* at the Pillow Talk Lounge in Cocoa Beach. Two weeks later, he asked her to marry him. He still hadn’t revealed his real age.


Jerry rented a trailer near the port and switched to a job on a swordfishing vessel destined for the North Atlantic. Robin went along, and it was during this time the two began having disagreements. In a 2005 email to his daughter, Jerry claimed that occasionally something would come over Robin, as if she became a different person who was mean and hateful. She would say some of the cruelest things, he wrote, and he usually responded with hurt and anger. Like his parents, he felt that she never encouraged him and was quick to put him down in front of others.


Always on the move, the couple hitchhiked to Jerry’s parents’ house, and then to Robin’s hometown, and married in November 1974. Jerry joined the air force, and they settled at Chanute Air Force Base in Illinois. He and Robin decided to have a baby. As time went on, tension increased, and he felt there was nothing he could do to meet her approval.


They relocated to Griffiss Air Force Base in central New York in September 1975, and Mark* was born that December. Their relationship continued to erode when Robin befriended a couple who lived in a trailer a few lots away. Jerry became convinced they were speaking critically of him. In response, his wife encouraged him to seek out his own friends, but Jerry’s opinion about friends was that they deliberately interfered with family relations and caused trouble between spouses. He refused to have a social life and pressured Robin to end hers. He started college but dropped out.


In 1977, Robin became pregnant with their second child. Their relationship strained, Jerry and Robin decided to seek counseling. Robin went to the base psychologist’s office for help, and soon after, Jerry was called in. He claimed that the psychologist remarked endlessly about Robin’s beauty in an elaborate charade to elicit jealousy. The couple went from one counselor to another, but it never got them anywhere. Jerry stopped talking his wife out of leaving and one day drove her to the airport. The event branded in Jerry a memory of Mark’s pained expression when he realized his father was no longer walking with them.


Jerry was not present for the birth of his daughter Serena*. Robin took both kids and moved to Colorado, where her parents lived. Jerry believed that Robin had arranged to have his career counselor spy on him. He became depressed, his life spiraling into a seedy world of bars and constant partying. In May 1979, he resolved to kill himself.


“What is love? And who loves me?” Jerry spoke out loud, alone, on the way to get it done. He believed at that moment, the road he was walking disappeared in front of him, and he was weightless in a sky of not azure but rose. He saw God sitting on his throne with Jesus at his side and felt the presence of the Holy Spirit as he had the day he went before the altar as a child. The revelation changed his life.


In 1980, Jerry went to Colorado to find his children. He ended up living with them in their grandparents’ home for a short time, but Robin eventually took the kids and left with another man. Their daughter would later write Jerry and tell her mother’s side of the story: Robin thought Jerry was insane. He would stare at her just to make her crazy. He would talk to demons and paint weird stuff on the walls. Robin had said she’d left to protect the children. She feared Jerry’s parents, claiming his mother had once tied Mark to a tree while babysitting. It was after they moved to New York that Jerry got mean, Robin had told her daughter.


It was all so confusing to Serena, because her maternal grandparents had always said Jerry was “really nice, gentle, and soft spoken.”


In 1984, Jerry met another woman.


Traci Prim was raised with her two younger sisters on a farm in Richfield Springs, where she was a hard worker, up with the roosters and then to school. She helped her mother birth and doctor animals. She was gentle-voiced and obedient, a follower.


Traci was book smart, a gifted learner and voracious reader, but lacked common sense. She got good-natured teasing for thinking there was a paint color called camouflage that came out of the can multicolored. She was gullible, for sure. And, her mother, Diane Griffith, later said, “She was the best kid in the world.” Mother and daughter had a special bond, so close that Traci’s sister was jealous of their relationship. Despite that, the middle daughter, who shared a room with Traci, considered Traci her best friend.


Traci was raised a devoted Christian. She was active in church and busy with school, where she was involved in sports and played clarinet in the band. She had a close group of girlfriends and was popular with the boys.


Diane once took her eldest daughter on a road trip a half hour east to a large dairy farm in Sharon Springs. She was delivering a Jersey cow and would get a horse in return. A guy Diane had gone to school with happened to be on the farm—with Jerry. Jerry, who was almost ten years older than Traci, exchanged his address with her, and the two became pen pals, getting to know each other through letters. In one letter, Jerry wrote that God told him Traci was going to be his wife. Only about two months after meeting, they married. Traci was eighteen. Jerry started his church on their wedding day.


Jerry was cool to Traci’s family, who had visited his church in Richfield Springs a couple of times. When Diane talked to Jerry, he wouldn’t look at her. “He’d look down. He’d look away. He’d look next to me,” she later said. “He’d look every place but me.” She noticed he didn’t do that with others.


Jerry told Traci that her middle sister was a bad influence on her because she watched TV. Neither attended that sister’s high school graduation in 1986.


But Jerry’s new bride was interested in connecting with family—Jerry’s. Traci, and the children who came of her marriage to Jerry, would spend a decade searching for Jerry’s children Serena and Mark. When they finally found them on a reunion website, it took a lot of coaxing to get Jerry to reach out to them. He was not happy—rather, downright upset. Traci’s children would exchange pictures and emails with them, but it was only after persistent nudging, and the passage of many months, that Jerry would follow suit. In the end, Mark and Serena chose not to reestablish a relationship with their biological father.


Maybe because people are self-deceived, they have this thinking, brother. They think that I don’t see it, and I don’t know it. And they think they can act one way in my presence, but I don’t know how they really act when my back is turned, when they’re someplace else. I know it! It’s just uncanny ability. It haunts me sometimes. I know what people think. Say, “Why would God tell you what I’m thinking and tell you what I’ve said to my wife or my husband when you’re not around?” It’s because I’m the pastor of the church, and I need to know.”


—PASTOR JERRY IRWIN
TO THE CONGREGATION ON AUGUST 18, 1996




THE GOSPEL ACCORDING TO JERRY


Jerry moved the Bible study into the basement of his home. There were just a handful of participants now, down from the early days of “twenty-five or thirty disgruntled people,” as he later characterized them. He once used these words to tell his congregation the attrition was due to an ineffectual pastor: “We had a real compromiser for a pastor at the time who had some real hypocrites for the music leaders and, you know, they lived disgustingly ever after until he didn’t see any more glory, and then he tried to dump it on me.”


Years later, Jerry complained that the pastor sent preachers who tore him apart and told him the congregation would be sunk with him at the helm. Now, here it was, the group a Noah’s Ark in its own right. They were a chosen people, part of something special, building from the ground up. Carving a path to God was in their hands. They invited pastors from other communities to speak. Enhanced by cellar acoustics, these evangelical preachers electrified the room with their fast-paced talking, voices rising as they spoke of everlasting life, of who would be given passage and how they would get there.


One such spellbinding speaker was the Reverend Peter Puleo, from Mount Zion Ministries in Herkimer. His arms would whip around in time with his preaching, his hands outstretched until the webs of his fingers showed. When listeners were desperate for the next word, his voice would hush. They would hold their breaths to gain the silence needed to hear it—that one word that could mean their salvation.


Jerry was so impressed with the traveling minister that he named his congregation City on the Hill: Mount Zion Ministries. Perhaps following the lead of that pastor, he adopted preaching methods to gain center stage, though he fell short. He had the quality of a preaching voice but a backwoods vernacular, using “set” instead of “sit” and a lazy pronunciation of “to,” instead saying “tuh.” He would chop off the last letter of words ending in “ing.” He wasn’t the most fluent speaker, prone to using fillers like “um” and cutting off his own sentences while searching for the correct word or thought. He would ramble in spots where he’d lose his train of thought and have to stop speaking until he figured it out.


But he did have an advantage over the other preachers: he knew the intimate, behind-the-curtain details of his parishioners’ lives, and the information was coming from the Lord God Almighty himself.


“I know,” he told his flock, drawing out the second word, making it seconds long, and he waited before emphasizing the next line: “I do.” The rest was a continuous thought. “I know how you live in your house, and I don’t even have to call you. Sometimes it’s a plague for me, and sometimes it’s a curse for me. But I know how you live.”


His was a mostly monotone voice until the jolting “hallelujah!” that made babies cry. He sprinkled his sermons with “Are you hearing me?” And when he prayed, his body moved a lot, his head bobbling. He would close his eyes just enough so his lashes acted as drapes, and his eyelids would flutter rapidly, as though receiving a divine message. His body would twitch, like muscle spasms all over. He would clench his teeth, causing his jaw muscle to swell and release, swell and release. Add to the intrigue, Jerry could speak in tongues; a holy language with no discernible words but sounds that listeners could interpret for themselves.


The man was a mystery, heaven-sent. Members of this tight group felt a spiritual awakening and, perhaps more importantly, a sense of belonging. This was their place.
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