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ENDORSEMENTS




Diane Wilson, former longtime member of the Watchtower organization, has written a veritable “spiritual thriller,” describing her dramatic journey to psychological freedom. She explores with frankness and passion her unfortunate servitude to the Watchtower Bible and Tract Society, an organization which views itself as the sole possessor of all religious truth. The fascinated reader will be swept along emotionally as Diane details her odyssey to freedom from what most former Jehovah’s Witnesses describe as a mind-control cult.


Diane spells out her initial vulnerability to the unique claims of the Watchtower Society and her fierce struggle to disengage herself from such powerfully persuasive people; in short, she reveals the dark side of Watch-tower worship.


As a former high-ranking member of the Watchtower Society, I can personally vouch for the veracity of her analysis of Watchtower methods and policies. In my twenty-two years as one of Jehovah’s Witnesses, I had attained the position of “Traveling Overseer” both in the United States and Brazil. I am a graduate of the Watchtower Bible School, “Gilead,” and have spent tens of thousands of hours attending meetings, studying their literature, going from door-to-door with the Watchtower message, and giving sermons in hundreds of Kingdom Halls (Witness churches).


Diane’s description of life in the Watchtower Society is painfully accurate. If the reader has friends or neighbors or loved ones in that organization, Diane’s moving autobiography will poignantly underscore the tragic position these individuals are in. The reader will put down Diane’s book (and I’m sure most will read it in a single sitting) with a greatly enlarged understanding of what life in the Watchtower cult is all about. And, perhaps more importantly, with deeper sympathy for those unfortunate people known as Jehovah’s Witnesses.


Donald Nelson


Former Watchtower missionary in Brazil



This is the powerful, vividly expressed story of a young woman who was persuaded to join the organization of Jehovah’s Witnesses, from which, after many years of disillusionment, she had to struggle to free herself.


Diane Wilson presents her experiences and her inner thoughts in a most effective manner. Incidents that occurred while she was in the Watch-tower organization are clearly and accurately described. The reader will quickly perceive her growing feelings of dismay, confusion, and trauma.


This is not a testimony of personal conversion to Christ; it is an impressive account of involvement with and escape from a cult.


Awakening of a Jehovah’s Witness is both accurate and revealing. I’m sure that thousands of former Jehovah’s Witness women will be able to personally relate to many of Diane’s experiences and emotions. Her story makes compelling and believable reading.


Rev. Peter D. Barnes, D. Div.


Rev. Barnes was an active Jehovah’s Witness for thirty years, including several years as a circuit overseer, and was responsible for sixteen Kingdom Halls. He is now an ordained Baptist minister with a support outreach for former Jehovah’s Witnesses.








FOREWORD



Everyday thousands of people leave the Watchtower; and although some return, a total of about a million people have left for good. Each one of these has his or her own story to tell, and each in its own way is a fascinating history of the struggle of a person’s attempt to serve God and learn the truth about the universe and its creator. A few of those people are gifted writers who have exceptional stories to tell—Diane Wilson is one of these. A thorough researcher, yet an expert storyteller, she has combined these two skills to produce a lively account of her experience in the Watchtower.


Many books on the Watchtower are theological treaties; this book, however, is a story of a real person who recounts her struggles in dealing with the turmoil the Watchtower creates in the lives of millions of people. No doubt many readers will identify with Diane’s story; also, no doubt, this story will help many readers deal with their struggles about the Watch-tower—both those who elect to leave, and those struggling with the current Watchtower leadership.


In any industry, failures are of critical importance to learn why the failure occurred. Those people who leave the Watchtower are the Watch-tower’s failures, and why these occur are critically important in understanding the Watchtower movement and its strength and shortcomings. Reading this work helps a person to know another fellow traveler and hopefully learn from the experience. Experience may be the best teacher, but it is not always the most economical one. Learning from the experiences of others can be critically important in a person’s growth to avoid repeating the mistakes of others.


This work will appeal to anyone who has an interest in the Watchtower, former Witnesses, and the many people who have made it their lives’ avocation to understand this important religious movement. Diane’s goal is not so much to convince, as to enlighten and inform to help the reader understand. If understanding is achieved, the author’s effort in this work will have been more than worthwhile.


—Jerry Bergman, Ph.D., MSBS, L.P.C.C.


Dr. Bergman has extensively studied the Jehovah’s Witnesses faith for thirty years. He is now the leading American expert on the psychology of Jehovah’s Witnesses. He has authored over 400 articles in the field of psychology, sociology, and science, and has written over twenty-five books, book chapters, and monographs. He is listed in Who’s Who in America , and Who’s Who in Science and Religion.









PREFACE



No one is immune to influence from the persuasive, seductive cultlike religious group known as Jehovah’s Witnesses under leadership of the Watchtower Society. The public needs to be warned. The public needs to be alerted to the lures that this group uses to ensnare innocent people. The public needs to be protected against wasting many years of precious life following the alluring promises about the future world government under the Watchtower Society that Jehovah’s Witnesses dance in front of their wondering eyes.


Many have fallen victim to the deceptions of this organization; the nightmare that these millions of people entered could have been avoided if they had been aware of the deceitful, entrapping, manipulative ways of the Watchtower Society.


This work is not a doctrinal treatise about Jehovah’s Witnesses; instead, it is an issues-oriented human interest story that reveals inside information about twenty-five years of my adult life in this Christian sect. It deals with many women’s issues as seen through the colored lens of the Watchtower Society. It spells out my vulnerability to the enticements that the Witnesses use, the many abuses I suffered while I was in the group, the horrendous psychological struggles I experienced while trying to escape their mind-control methods and induced phobias, and how a psychologist finally helped me to succeed in breaking free from their grasp.


My hope is that readers will take away with them an increased understanding of how extremely difficult leaving a legalistic, controlling group like Jehovah’s Witnesses can be—even when a person desperately wants to leave. Telling my story was an important part of my healing process.


As part of my endeavor to make this work easy to read, I have dealt with my references to Watchtower literature in a special way; i.e., immediately after quoting from the Watchtower Society’s magazines, I have indicated in parentheses the name of the magazine by using the abbreviation “WT” to represent the Watchtower magazine, and “AW” to represent the Awake! magazine, its date of publication, and the page numbers from which the quote was taken. Immediately after quoting from a Watchtower book, I have indicated in parentheses the name of the book, the year in which it was published, and the page numbers from which the quote was taken. I have used this method instead of footnoting these references in order to spare the reader having to repeatedly go to the end of each chapter to look up the corresponding footnote in order to ascertain from which text the quote came. I have provided a glossary at the back of the book to explain the meanings of special Watchtower terminology included in my text as well as a List of Periodicals that gives details about each of the references I have cited.


The part of this work that relates to my psychotherapy experience quotes my therapist as making various statements; these quotes are drawn from my therapy journal notes and my remembrances of my therapy experience, and thus may or may not be precise quotes of what was actually said.
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ONE

GROOMED TO BE A VICTIM



“I’m going to kill you! I’m going to kill you!” swatter furiously. The filthy wire mesh flyswatter, with its broken sharp my mother shrieked, chasing me through the house, waving her torn and tattered fly-strands protruding menacingly from its surface, was an object to be feared when in the flailing hand of my crazed mother. “I must have done something wrong!” I thought. I felt confused and frightened; where could I hide to escape my mother’s burning anger and the stinging swipes of her flyswatter?

My mother’s state of mind was inconsistent and unpredictable; I was the victim of her erratic mood swings, as her depression frequently and without warning gave way to episodes of violent outbursts of uncontrolled anger. She would behave lovingly toward me one moment but would blaze with rage against me the next. Often my ears would ring in the aftermath of the frenzied eruption of profanities she directed at me. I was forced to do whatever she said to do, as I was beaten, mistreated, or punished if I questioned or criticized anything she said or did.

As a young child, I loved to rollerskate outdoors; at times, however, I would trip and fall, scraping my knees on the rough macadam sidewalk. My mother would laugh as she scrubbed my bleeding wounds with a stiff brush while pouring burning antiseptic over them. My screams were met with a stinging slap which often left the imprint of her hand as a red welt on my face.

A small red rocking chair became one of my favorite places of refuge; I found solace and comfort in its rhythmic movement and felt protected as I snuggled in its strong cushioned frame. The chair, however, provided but an illusion of safety, for it could not shield me from my mother’s wrath. Acting upon arbitrary whims, she would drag me out of the chair to the bathroom down the hallway, violating my body by forcing enemas on me unnecessarily, striking me repeatedly to quell my resistance. My cries of protest resulted in her thrusting a bar of soap into my mouth, grating it on my teeth if I clenched them shut to avoid its acrid taste.

She abused me emotionally and physically in other ways as well throughout my childhood and adolescence. As a result of my mother’s arbitrary moods and degrading behavior, I felt uncertain of myself and my ability “to see things right.” I learned at an early age that the world was not a safe place, and that I was powerless, helpless, and vulnerable in the face of authority.

I grew up feeling rejected and worthless: the feeling of rejection led to a compulsive desire to please others, hoping to win their approval; the feeling of worthlessness led to my thinking that I had nothing valuable to say, thus developing a dependency on the leadership of others. Because my mother treated me like a child throughout my adolescent years, part of me emotionally stayed childlike; consequently, I developed an impaired capacity to question critically anything I was told. As a result of my mother’s unstable behavior, I developed a need for absolute answers, order, stability, and rules in my life in order to feel safe and secure.

The sting of my mother’s flyswatter was later replaced by the sting of her words: “I can’t wait until you find a boyfriend, so you can leave!” Her inferred message of, “You can’t take care of yourself; you need someone to take care of you,” left its impression on my mind as deeply as if it were seared there by a branding iron. I found escape in fantasies, fanciful daydreams, and fairytale books. I envied the “magic” with which the characters’ lives were played out, for no matter how bad things became, there was always a rescuer who would come and save the “damsel in distress.” I believed that one day, I would be “magically” rescued, too.

I learned much later in my life that it was not by chance that I became one of Jehovah’s Witnesses. The desire to belong, lack of self-confidence, the inability to express criticism or doubt, gullibility, naïve idealism, and a low tolerance for ambiguity—all of which I developed while I was growing up—are the same predisposing factors that experts1 say can cause a person to be more vulnerable to being seduced into a cultlike group. My abusive childhood experiences, together with my ignorance of how groups can manipulate individuals, were also key factors leading to my involvement with the Watchtower Society.



NOTE


1. Madeleine L. Tobias and Janja Lalich, Captive Hearts, Captive Minds (Alameda, Calif.: Hunter House, 1994), pp. 27–28.










TWO

HOOKED



About of severe hepatitis in 1966 during my senior year in high school left me hospitalized, physically weak, and emotionally vulnerable. Desperate to get away from my abusive mother and unable to support myself, I fell prey to the attention and flattery of a young man who worked at the hospital; we were married a few months later.

Within a short time, I became unhappy with my marriage. My world seemed small, stale, and stagnant; thus I was inclined to listen when my sister-in-law started telling me about something exciting that she had been learning through a home Bible study with Jehovah’s Witnesses—Armageddon! She exclaimed that the battle of Armageddon will be the time when God’s heavenly forces will act to destroy all evil and wicked people.

She proclaimed that we were now living in an unprecedented time in history: “the last days” which will directly precede Armageddon!

She emphasized that my very life was at stake. She explained that since Jehovah’s Witnesses are the only true religion, only they would be spared destruction at Armageddon. As the weeks went by, the more I thought about our conversation, the more my initial intrigue turned to fear; the possibility that this cataclysmic event might really happen began to frighten me. Thoughts of Armageddon loomed large in my mind and began to haunt me. My sister-in-law had moved far away, leaving me stranded with my fears; thus, during the summer of 1968, I contacted Jehovah’s Witnesses from a number I found in the telephone directory in order to obtain more information.

Arrangements were made for a couple from the local congregation to visit me to answer my questions and discuss the issues that were causing me so much distress. The friendly couple were slightly older than me, with a baby the same age as mine. I liked them immediately. Smiling easily, with a ready sense of humor, they quickly gained my trust. I respected the depth of knowledge they possessed about life, religion, and the Bible, and I found their enthusiasm contagious.

While the babies played gleefully on the floor, the couple conducted a home Bible study with me, utilizing a new publication by the Watchtower Society called The Truth That Leads to Eternal Life (1968). They used this book as a guide in understanding the Bible; it described God’s “new system of things” on the Earth, a paradise in which sickness, pain, and death would not exist. They explained how everyone would enjoy perfect health and happiness forever; children would grow older, and older persons would grow younger, until they reached the prime of life. All would have their own house and land, and delicious food would grow easily and in abundance in the fertile land that God would bless. Boredom would be a thing of the past, as all would derive deep satisfaction from interesting work and would enjoy the fruits of their own labor. No one would live in fear, as lawbreakers would cease to exist; the world would be filled only with loving and kind people. Weather conditions that wreak havoc all over the world would be subdued; even all the wild animals of the Earth would become instantly tame! All humankind would be at peace, speaking one language, united under God’s world government as administered through the earthly organization of the Watchtower Society.

They showed me pictures in Watchtower literature of people of various nationalities all living together peacefully, in order to impress upon me that the Witnesses are gathering people from all walks of life to walk down the road leading to everlasting life on Earth. My teachers encouraged me to talk about all the things I had ever wanted to do, just to let my imagination soar with fantasies of adventures and possessions; they assured me that all my dreams would be realized in God’s new system, when living eternally would provide all the time needed to fulfill my every desire. They taught me that even the sting of death would be removed as we welcome back our loved ones who had died, when Jehovah God brings them back to live on Earth during the resurrection. The intense desire for this religion to be the truth started burning within me.

My teacher gave me an eye-catching issue of the Society’s Awake! magazine, entitled “Is It Later Than You Think?” The answer to that thought-provoking question could be found within its pages: “It is much later for this world than you may think! Indeed, it has only a few more years of existence left!” (AW 10-8-68, p. 4) This magazine pictured the world’s present system of things as a train speeding downhill since 1914 toward its destruction, imminently to crash during Armageddon; a timeline established the autumn of 1975 as the date this crash would likely occur (AW 10-8-68, pp. 5, 14, 15).

By combining various Scriptures from the Bible, my teacher demonstrated how the Society calculated that the year 1975 was to mark the onset of Armageddon. I was amazed and excited as he showed me that in just seven years God’s heavenly forces would act to annihilate all wickedness and usher in His peaceful paradise on Earth. He contrasted this new system of things with present world conditions, explaining that all of the world’s ills—crime, violence, food shortages, sicknesses, earthquakes and other natural disasters—were in direct fulfillment of the Bible at Matthew 24:3–14, and were a “composite sign” marking our present generation as the one that would experience Armageddon.

He presented the world as a scary, dangerous place—full of bogeymen, so to speak—a chaotic world under Satan’s control. Since I had grown up in the midst of chaos, I needed little to convince me that the world was a scary place, and that I was in need of protection from it. He told me that such protection could be found in association with the Watchtower Society’s organization of Jehovah’s Witnesses. My interest was immediately piqued as I grasped the seriousness and the immediacy of the situation at hand. They were sounding the warning that only “the marked generation” would hear.

The Witness couple taught me what the Bible said about an array of subjects, using their publication as a guide to a variety of Scriptures on a given topic; these Scriptures were likened to pieces of a jigsaw puzzle which, when put together, were said to form a clear picture of God’s view of a matter and would represent the truth. Linking Scriptures together in this manner led to a set of beliefs that were very different than those of other Christian religions. The Witnesses pride themselves that their belief system, taken as a total package, is unique unto itself—thus they commonly refer to it as “The Truth.” Having been raised as a Methodist, I could readily see that the doctrines I was now learning were different in almost every way from those with which I had been brought up. The reasonableness and the urgency with which these beliefs were presented, the appeal of these doctrines, along with the fact that only Jehovah’s Witnesses were teaching them—caused me to think this religion was special.

My teachers explained that all the marvelous “truths” I was learning from them were due to the extraordinary “light of understanding” that Jehovah God transmits to the Governing Body of Jehovah’s Witnesses residing at the Watchtower Society’s world headquarters in New York City. A group varying between eleven and seventeen men, the Governing Body represented the figurative “faithful and discreet slave” of Matthew 24:45, “Who really is the faithful and discreet slave whom his master appointed over his domestics, to give them their food at the proper time?” (New World Translation) This Governing Body, “the slave,” provides “food at the proper time” by making these truths known to the world through their literature, particularly their semimonthly magazines, the Watchtower and Awake! The Witnesses were encouraged to read the Watchtower as though it were a letter from God.1

After about nine months of study, my teacher informed me that speakers at a recent international convention of Jehovah’s Witnesses announced the Society’s decision to put a limit on the amount of time Witnesses were to spend teaching their students, so as not to waste the precious time remaining before Armageddon. Students who were not progressing quickly enough in making the necessary changes in themselves to conform to the Society’s requirements and in accepting Witness doctrine after six months of study were to be dropped.

Fear gripped my heart. If my study were stopped, I would not be able to become a Witness—thus the lives of my son and I would not be spared during God’s rapidly approaching battle of Armageddon.

My teacher explained that I would be required to attend the meetings at the Kingdom Hall in order for my study to continue. He spoke with such authority and conviction about the seriousness of the times in which we were living that I never questioned or doubted what he said.

Frightened and feeling that my life was at stake in the spring of 1969, I started attending the Kingdom Hall every Sunday; there the brothers (the leaders of the congregation) gave frequent exhortation to “Come to the ‘ark of salvation’! Come to Jehovah’s organization, which will preserve you alive through Armageddon into God’s righteous new system of things on the Earth!” The Watchtower Society’s organization of Jehovah’s Witnesses was likened to Noah’s ark of ancient times, the only means by which humankind survived when God destroyed the wicked by causing a global flood; similarly, Witnesses view taking refuge in the organization, the modern-day ark, as the only means by which humankind will survive when God destroys the wicked during His war of Armageddon.

At the Kingdom Hall, I heard a talk that stressed the important role that angels play in directing Jehovah’s Witnesses to sincere people who desire to know the Truth. A tingling feeling came over me as I learned that Jehovah had sent an angel to the Witnesses to lead them to me! I was thrilled to learn that Jehovah had seen fit to extend me the invitation to be included among His people!

I liked the idea of God having a visible organization on Earth, knowing the answers to life’s most complex and perplexing problems. The Witnesses seemed so wise. They had answers for even the deepest questions about life—answers no one else had. Associating with them provided me with a sense of safety, security, and protection—a “spiritual paradise” right now! What a euphoric feeling, to be among this elite group! Becoming one of Jehovah’s Witnesses would mean having the security of knowing that I would never have to worry about making wrong choices in life—I would only have to obey the Society to have the assurance that things would always work out in the best way. The idea that there was a clear road to follow that would lead to everlasting life in paradise on Earth was very alluring and enticing.

And the thought that I would no longer have to just sit by and helplessly groan with the world’s suffering masses was very appealing; I could help people by showing them God’s splendid promises, and how they could be a part of it. Knowing this work of gathering God’s people out from the sea of humanity was an exceptional and extraordinary time in all of history—and that I could participate in it—was very exciting and exhilarating.

I felt in grave need of a rescuer. My mother was hospitalized, suffering from incapacitating mental illness, all my friends were involved in their own lives away at college, and my husband would not accept the authority of the organization or the lifestyle of its followers—our marriage ended in divorce, and he refused to accept any financial responsibility for our son. I was left totally on my own with a demanding young child, a stressful job that did not provide enough income to cover even the most basic necessities, a desperate struggle with the county’s welfare system, and the scars of an emotionally abusive marriage. Depressed and insecure, I clung to the organization and its promises about the future for comfort and hope.

The Witnesses warned me, however: “Watch out! Satan will cause people to discourage you from studying with us!” When friends, relatives, and acquaintances met my new beliefs with skepticism and ridicule, the fulfillment of this Witness “prophecy” was the culminating evidence that convinced me that the Watchtower Society was God’s organization, and that they alone possessed unique knowledge about life, the future, and salvation.



NOTE


1. “It should be expected that the Lord would have a means of communication to his people on the Earth, and he has clearly shown that the magazine called The Watchtower is used for that purpose.” (1939 Yearbook of Jehovah’s Witnesses, p. 85)










THREE

ABUSIVE LOVE



My Bible study teachers subsequently moved far away. The overseer informed me that since I had moved to a neighboring town, the Kingdom Hall that I had been attending was now located outside the boundaries of the “territory” (the geographical area assigned to each congregation to cover in the house-to-house preaching work) in which I lived, and that organizational policy was for both Witnesses and interested persons to attend the Kingdom Hall in the territory assigned to that Hall. He said a Witness from the Kingdom Hall in whose territory I now lived would be sent to carry on my home Bible study.

Reluctant to go to meetings at a Kingdom Hall where I knew no one, I went to the next meeting at the Hall that I had been accustomed to attending; I was shocked at the reception I received there. I was chastised with, “What are you doing here?” The Witnesses I was acquainted with had become aware that I had received counsel from the overseer to attend the Kingdom Hall in my own territory; my presence meant I had ignored the overseer’s counsel—thus I was considered disobedient and therefore not a desirable person with whom to associate. Learning my lesson from this experience, I started attending the designated Kingdom Hall the following week.

The Witnesses at this Kingdom Hall near my home took more of an interest in me. Some of the women even volunteered to baby-sit my son for free so that I could continue to work. What a burden was lifted off of me! With this new “family” providing me with assistance and emotional support, I was finally able to cope with life’s pressures.

A few weeks later during my home Bible study I exclaimed to my new teacher how excited I was about the prospect of soon living in the new system. He paused as he looked at me squarely, and then with deadly seriousness he spoke: “You might not be there.” His words pierced my heart. He said that since I attended the meetings at the Kingdom Hall only one day each week, I was not showing proper appreciation for Jehovah’s many “spiritual feasts”—the bounty of spiritual food and wealth of information presented at the other meetings, all of which was needed to survive Armageddon. He warned that my life and that of my two-year-old son were in peril, and that we might not survive Armageddon unless I showed respect for Jehovah’s congregational arrangements by attending all the meetings. Frightened and fearing Jehovah’s anger, I immediately started going to all five of the meetings weekly, my son in tow.

Four of the hour-long meetings ran conjointly on two different days, making them each two hours long without any breaks, and were difficult even for adults to endure. The Society counseled parents to refrain from bringing toys to the Kingdom Hall to help their young children remain quiet, but advised them instead to do everything they could to make sure their children paid attention to the instruction at the meetings. I often noticed children falling asleep, and I frequently observed parents pinching them to wake them up or to remind them to pay attention to the speakers. I felt it was unreasonable to expect young children to sit still and be quiet for two hours of an adult meeting that they could not possibly understand, but the Society made no provisions for children to be taught in small classes at their own level, as many churches do. Instead, the Society insisted that the Bible puts the responsibility on parents to instruct their own children about God—which they interpreted to mean that parents must bring their children to the Kingdom Hall meetings with them right from infancy, so that they would come under the protection of their parents’ righteous works at Armageddon. The overseer told me that I was to make it more pleasant for my son to be inside the Kingdom Hall than to be outside of it; I was soon to learn the meaning of his statement.

An older Witness woman was assigned to sit with me during the meetings in order to instruct me how to properly discipline my two-year-old son; whenever he made any sound whatsoever, she immediately escorted us outside the Kingdom Hall. She instructed me to strike my son’s bare leg repeatedly with a stick, while chastising him to be quiet inside the Kingdom Hall. She stood right next to me to make sure that I did as she directed, even helping me to pick out the “right” stick to use from those that had fallen from a large tree in the parking lot outside the Kingdom Hall. Despite the old adage of “spare the rod, and spoil the child,” I disagreed that inflicting pain on my toddler with a switch was proper discipline for his failing to be totally quiet during the meeting; however, she told me that Jehovah knew best, and that my obedience to this command would mean I loved my son, whereas refusing to beat him when he made noise in the Kingdom Hall would mean I hated him, as his failure to learn obedience now would cause his death at Armageddon—a death for which Jehovah would hold me accountable.

The Society based this form of discipline on the Bible at Proverbs 23:13–14:


Do not hold back discipline from the mere boy. In case you beat him with the rod, he will not die. With the rod you yourself should beat him, that you may deliver his very soul from Sheol [death] itself. (New World Translation of the Holy Scriptures)



Though I was not one to take issue with Jehovah over this matter, watching children being literally dragged down the aisle of the Kingdom Hall repeatedly—kicking and screaming in anticipation of their “discipline”—continually distressed me. The intensity and frequency of these beatings grew to such proportions that the neighbor across the street from the Kingdom Hall called the brothers and threatened to notify the police if they did not cease. Consequently, an announcement was made at the next meeting that parents should discipline their children in the Kingdom Hall library instead of outside in public view.

The theme of “We are the Truth, and there is nowhere else to go” was emphasized constantly at all the meetings. The world outside was pictured as a big black hole under Satan the Devil’s control and that we would be sucked into it if we let our guard down for even an instant. The Society claimed that Satan was “the god of this system of things,” and symbolically portrayed the world’s organizations and people as marionettes, controlled by Satan as the puppeteer. The only way to avoid getting tangled in his strings was to stay active in every aspect of organizational activities.

My teacher soon told me that I needed to do more, as admonished in the Bible:


Strip off the old personality with its practices, and clothe yourself with the new [personality], which through accurate knowledge is being made new. (Colossians 3:9-10, New World Translation)



“Accurate knowledge” meant the Watchtower Society’s interpretations of the Bible; “the new personality” meant accepting those interpretations and conforming my life to them, making them an integral part of my personality. This “new personality” was to be the identifying mark for salvation at the time of Armageddon.

One aspect of this identifying mark required Witnesses to “keep separate from the world”; this included limiting their friendships to only other Jehovah’s Witnesses. Instructions were given to impending converts to preach the Kingdom message to any friends they may have; if their friends failed to agree to accept a home Bible study with Jehovah’s Witnesses, before they could be baptized into the organization, then the relationship must end. Failure to do so brought severe counsel and ostracism from the overseer and the congregation members. This requirement created an aura of aloofness among the Witnesses and an air of superiority toward all who were outside the organization. The Society viewed their prohibition of socializing with anyone outside the organization as a form of protection for the group. It was a deterrent to being influenced by others; thus, it helped to ensure that the Witnesses would stay within the safe confines of the organization. My world thus narrowed to include only Jehovah’s Witnesses and a few relatives who I visited only occasionally.1

Another aspect of this identifying mark was abstinence from voting in any political election, or from commemorating any holiday declared to be such by the government—i.e., Thanksgiving, Independence Day, Memorial Day, and days set aside to honor various presidents—because the Society believes that the Devil controls the governments (Reasoning from the Scriptures [1985], pp. 182, 365; You Can Live Forever in Paradise on Earth [1982], pp. 17, 20–21). A further aspect was strict adherence to the Society’s views of all other holidays as well. Celebrating birthdays was not appropriate, as Witnesses are taught that the Bible mentions only pagan people celebrating them, and that such observations idolize humans—as do Mother’s Day and Father’s Day—which is contrary to Bible principles. Valentine’s Day was objectionable because Witnesses are taught that its origin is linked to an ancient Roman festival called Lupercalia which honors Juno, the Roman goddess of women and marriage. New Year’s Eve parties were considered occasions of revelry and drunkenness, and therefore were deemed improper for Witnesses to celebrate. Observance of Easter was impermissible, as the Society said it was laden with pagan practices and honored the goddess Astarte. “Consider … the Christian festival of Easter, in which the ancient fertility rites of the spring equinox are today cunningly disguised as chickies, eggies, and bunnies. Indeed, the very name Easter is a corruption of the name of the great Near Eastern Earth mother goddess, Astarte.” (AW 4-22-75, p. 29) Astarte is the Greek name given to the goddess Ashtoreth, who is thought to be another manifestation of the ancient Babylonian mother goddess of fertility. I remembered as a child how much fun I had with my brother at Easter time, dipping eggs into swirling pots of bubbling colors for Easter egg hunts. The Society, however, condemns this activity, claiming the origin of this custom is linked to celebrations of the spring equinox, the colors of the eggs representing the rays of the returning sun. I was amazed that the Witnesses do not celebrate the resurrection of Christ. Celebration of Christmas was not allowed because the Society said its date and customs are of pagan origin and are patterned after the Roman feast of the Saturnalia. Purportedly the favorite festival of the Romans, the Saturnalia was marked by feasting and gift giving. It took place at the time of the winter solstice; according to the ancient Julian calendar, that day was December 25. Participation in Halloween festivities was forbidden due to its association with ghosts, goblins, witches, the Devil, and the like. Additionally, Witnesses avoid Halloween because the Society teaches that it is a festival that propagates false ideas about life after death. (School and Jehovah’s Witnesses, [1983], p. 20)

Obeying the Society’s mandate regarding Halloween presented practical problems when costumed children came knocking on my door expecting me to give them candy. I prepared in advance—not by buying treats, but by photocopying articles from the Society’s literature that explained why God does not approve of celebrating Halloween—and dropping one of these pages into their trick-or-treat bags instead. I found that rather than educating the children, this practice only made them angry, which caused me to worry that they might feel justified in “playing a trick” since they didn’t get a treat, and do some damage to my house or property. Thereafter, I solved the dilemma by turning out the front porch light, as well as all of the house lights that could be seen from the street, and quietly hid out in the back of the house for the evening. Fortunately, the trick-ortreaters assumed no one was home and would simply pass on by to the next house.

The bottom line about holiday celebrations was that the Society felt that since the Bible commands Christians to be no part of the world of unbelievers, they likewise are not to share in any of its festivities.One by one, all holiday celebrations were eliminated from my life. A sense of self-righteousness replaced the sense of loss; a feeling of pride welled up within me, as I comforted myself that I was more pleasing to Jehovah than were people of the world who were still relishing in their pagan celebrations.

Christmas was the one holiday I mourned losing. Beloved carols I had sung all my life wafted through the air at shopping malls during Christ-mastime; often I found myself unconsciously humming along with the strains of cherished melodies. When I became aware of what I was doing, I felt so guilty that I found it necessary to avoid the malls altogether during that time of year in order to avoid sinning against Jehovah. The Christmas carols tugged at my heart and proved to be too much of a temptation to resist. I sorely missed the scent of the Christmas tree filling my house, and the enchanting, bubbling colored lights glowing amidst its branches. I felt sad, and I missed the warmth of the family gathered together to decorate the tree, sharing love and laughter. I came to cherish my memories of Christmas—trudging through the snow, the silence of the night broken only by the sound of the snow crunching beneath my feet as it glistened in the moonlight, while I walked to the midnight service at church on Christmas Eve—and of the sweet refrains of O Holy Night floating down from the balcony overhead.

Yielding to the Society’s prerequisite to stop celebrating the holidays represented a drastic change for me—yet it was really just the tip of the iceberg, for many more were yet to come, and were introduced to me gradually as I became further enmeshed in the organization.

I soon found that even offering a toast, or participating in a group toast to someone, was forbidden. I felt that to abstain from a toast would be insulting to the person being honored, so I asked a long-time Witness how she gracefully handled this situation. She responded by explaining that she respectfully listens to the warm wishes the person offering the toast is conveying to the one being esteemed; however, when the time comes for the others in attendance to clink their champagne glasses together in symbol of agreement, she suddenly feigns a coughing or sneezing spell, from which she rapidly recovers after everyone has sipped their champagne. Thus she is spared the embarrassment of having to explain why she can’t participate in the toast.

As time went on, I experienced additional pressure to give further evidence that I had put on the “new personality.” My teacher told me that I needed to volunteer answers at the congregation’s Watchtower Study in response to the overseer’s questions. Giving answers in my own words, instead of just reading the answers from the pages of the Watchtower, would give evidence to the congregation that I had truly accepted the doctrines—and so, wanting to be accepted by the congregation, I tried to comply.

Formulating answers in my own words was no easy task, for it meant that I had to first assimilate the material in the Watchtower study article in order to find another way to express the same thought back to the study conductor. Often I could not bring myself to raise my hand, as I disagreed with some of the information in the paragraphs—for example, the Society’s insistence that certain events in the history of the Watchtower Society fulfill prophecy in Revelation, it has some of the signs and symbols of Revelation represent specific books that they have written and published. Usually I could find at least some parts of the article that I agreed with, and I would enthusiastically comment on those in order to avoid suspicious jabbing little remarks by others after the meeting.

Before I could be considered for baptism, however, I was also required to participate in the witnessing work, which involved distributing the Society’s literature house-to-house and proclaiming the uplifting message of “The good news of God’s Kingdom Government which will transform the Earth into paradise within our generation.” The witnessing work was also known as “the separating work,” i.e., the work of separating the “sheep” (those who respond positively to the Witness message) from the “goats” (those who respond negatively to the Witness message). That this vital work be completed prior to Armageddon was imperative. We were often told that if we did not make our very best effort to gather all the sheeplike ones together into the organization, not only would Jehovah hold us accountable, but He would also cause the rocks to cry out His message instead. At times the brothers, in an effort to keep the congregation members duly humble, would comment: “Whenever you start thinking you are important, just remember—you could be replaced by a rock!”

Jehovah’s Witnesses also carry a message of doom. Witnesses believe that during Armageddon, God will destroy all who do not respond positively to their preaching efforts. Groups of Witnesses regularly met together briefly before engaging in the witnessing activity; one brother would often sternly admonish the group: “Remember, our work is twofold; if the people don’t want to hear our message of good news, we must then sound the warning of impending destruction upon them.” From my experience, though, few Witnesses made this proclamation of doom; doing so usually brought quite an antagonistic response, leaving the householder angry and with a negative view of Jehovah’s Witnesses, which would likely be taken out on the next Witness to call on that house a month or so later.

I realized that my salvation at Armageddon hinged on my doing all I could to help others see the urgency of the times; thus I began participating in this witnessing work. I was surprised to find that engaging in the witnessing work cost one not only time, but money as well. Each Witness and Witness-in-training had to purchase her own bookbag, and stock it at her own expense with Watchtower literature. Householders would be asked for a stipulated but modest donation to cover the cost of the books and magazines, thus helping the Witnesses recoup their initial outlay. If the magazines were not placed with interested ones by the date printed on them, they were given away for free. This arrangement worked a hardship on me, since making ends meet financially was already a struggle for me. One time a brother, who likewise was having economic difficulties, was quite enterprising when the householder expressed interest in having some literature but said he had no money to give him for it. The brother unabashedly started bartering with the man, asking him for a bar of soap in exchange for the book! Although this was not a common practice among the Witnesses in my congregation, I did hear that it does happen frequently in more rural areas.

I accompanied experienced Witnesses into the “field service,” i.e., the house-to-house preaching activity. I was teamed with a mature, capable older sister my first time out; I observed her for a while as she spoke easily with the various householders, but then came the dreaded moment: “It’s your turn,” she announced.

I felt queasy as I rang the doorbell. I didn’t feel prepared to deal with the unknown entity on the other side of the door. I prayed for no one to answer. Just as I was thanking Jehovah and breathing a sigh of relief that no one was home, the door creaked open, and there stood a very large, intimidating woman. Her earrings, laden with beads and baubles which dangled down to her shoulders, bounced and swung about wildly as she tossed her head with an air of aloofness. Her raucous, gaudy dress was decorated with golden threads that glinted sharply in the morning sun. Her jet black hair was pulled back severely into a tight bun on the top of her head, accentuating her fierce-looking eyes—dark, glaring eyes which were thickly rimmed with the blackest of black eye pencil, the outside corner of which extended all the way up to her highly arched eyebrows. Her very presence frightened me. My voice quaked with fear as I introduced myself as one of Jehovah’s Witnesses. Then she raised her arms, covered to her elbows with bright and shiny bangle bracelets; towering over me, her voice booming, she declared: “And I am a Baha’i!” She was so boisterous that brothers working the opposite side of the street two blocks away came racing to my aid. The sister, assuring them that I was not in danger, chuckled as she said, “I guess Diane has been initiated!” This taste of the witnessing work had been enough for me; however, the brothers reminded me that it was Jehovah’s requirement for us all to continue preaching until Armageddon, and assured me that the angels would always be watching over me—and so I began my long and arduous career in the door-to-door witnessing work.

Going from door-to-door was oftentimes dull and uneventful, save for the occasional doors that were slammed abruptly in our faces. One day proved especially adventuresome, as the man who answered the door at one of the houses I visited brought out a rifle, swearing mightily while aiming the barrel at me in a very threatening manner. Witnesses spend much time during their meetings practicing how to overcome householders’ objections. Needless to say, this was one householder whose objection I was not about to try to overcome! Other days brought opportunity to use the Bible, “the sword of the Spirit” (Eph. 6:17), in reasoning with various householders. One brother was particularly adept at his skill to wield the sword; like a foil in the hands of an experienced fencer, he could pierce through any householder’s arguments, shredding them into pieces. Though the elders counseled that this might not be the most effective way to win converts, he nonetheless brought some excitement to many a boring day.

Other days brought comical moments, as was true the day I accompanied an experienced brother out into the field service. This brother’s weakness was an inappropriate preoccupation with talking about sex at every opportunity. I often avoided him at the Kingdom Hall, as he had a habit of cornering some of the sisters with embarrassing personal questions. One summer day he rapped authoritatively on a householder’s door. I will never forget the look of astonishment on his face as the door opened, for there stood an attractive young woman clad only in skimpy shorts. Staring in awe, his mouth gaped open; this was the first time I had ever seen him speechless in the presence of a beautiful woman. Instead of excusing himself and immediately leaving, as Witness protocol would demand, he attempted to ignore the situation by endeavoring to present the biblical message. I could hardly contain myself from laughing as he floundered about until he finally stammered “I’m having a hard time keeping my mind on the Bible, ma’am.”

Preaching in poorer neighborhoods was always preferable, since we found more hearing ears there than in the wealthier areas; Witnesses often remarked to each other that those in the more affluent areas already had their paradise and didn’t need what we had to offer them, i.e., Jehovah’s worldwide paradise in the new system.

The preaching work was difficult for me to do, in part because I just could not believe that God would really destroy good people and their innocent children merely because they disagreed with some aspects of Watch-tower doctrine; however, my teacher firmly and emphatically admonished, “Unless you do all you possibly can to share the Society’s lifesaving message, Jehovah will hold you bloodguilty (responsible) for those who die at Armageddon!” Alarmed, I started engaging in the witnessing work every Saturday, and soon thereafter on Sundays as well. I was led to believe that fulfilling the ten hour “quota” of time spent in the ministry work each month would increase the possibility of winning Jehovah’s favor at the rapidly approaching Armageddon. The quota was later dropped, however, and was replaced by great pressure from the congregation servants (the overseer and his assistants), and in time much social pressure from the other Witnesses, to exceed the former ten-hour quota requirement.

Since walking from house to house for hours on end was so exhausting, especially in very warm or very cold weather, many Witnesses became quite creative in finding other ways to put in their time in the preaching work; one popular way was to develop a “magazine route.” This was accomplished by making a list of persons who regularly had accepted the Watchtower and Awake! magazines in the door-to-door work; then the Witnesses could spare their aching feet by driving to these houses, delivering the latest magazines to these people. I appreciated the relief this afforded, because pounding the pavement hour after hour caused excruciating pain in my feet. Our elders did not permit Witnesses to wear athletic walking shoes while in the field service. Sisters were instructed to dress as they would for a job interview; as a result, most of the sisters wore high-heeled dress shoes for hours at a time while doing this witnessing work, and silently endured the severe pain that often resulted.

One elder regularly visited a man on his magazine route for many years, even though this man never showed more than a passing interest in the Witness message. When I asked him why he keeps going there when the man has obviously not been responsive to his efforts, he replied, “Just to count the time.” I was shocked that he continued to make these visits only so he could have more time to write down on his monthly Field Service Report, regardless of the fact that the time was spent fruitlessly.

Deaths in the community brought Witnesses to the doors of the bereaved; some Witnesses I knew poked through the obituary columns of newspapers to locate families who were grieving, as they felt the loss of a loved one to be an ideal time to interest people in the message of the resurrection and eternal life on a paradise Earth. I found, however, that most of these people did not derive comfort from hearing Witnesses tell them that their loved one is not in heaven; such calls seemed to aggravate the already distraught mourner; consequently, some Witnesses wrote letters instead to these persons as a way of increasing their witnessing hours.

Other Witnesses regularly frequented the laundromats in our territory, leaving piles of old Watchtower and Awake! magazines there; they used to brag how that was such an easy way to count time and to report an impressive number of magazine placements. For many Witnesses, the preaching work became little more than a game of how to get the highest number of hours and literature placements to put down on their monthly service report, instead of a sincere effort to search out people to warn about this doomed system of things.

The monthly Field Service Report was the principal way that one’s spirituality was measured. Although purportedly used only by the Society headquarters for the purpose of keeping track of how the witnessing work is going, the elders used these reports also as a gauge of “how well one was doing in the Truth.” When a Witness starts to drift away because of having doubts, often the first sign will be a reduction in the number of hours that the person spends proselytizing. Although the Field Service Report was ostensibly for the elders’ eyes only, an elder broke confidentiality by privately warning me to keep a distance socially from a particular sister because “her hours have been low.” The Field Service Report was especially significant for Witness men, because it was the brothers with the highest number of hours and literature placements that were recommended for “higher privileges of service,” that is, for positions of leadership in the organization. Sisters are barred from serving in positions of ledership based on 1 Tim. 2:11–13, “Let a woman learn in silence with full submissiveness. I do not permit a woman to teach, or to exercise authority over a man, but to be in silence. For Adam was formed first, then Eve” [New World Translation], and 1 Cor. 11:3, “The head of every man is the Christ; in turn the head of a woman is the man …” [New World Translation]. The Society interprets these scriptures to mean that woman was created for the sake of man, and therefore she is always to be in subjection to them and not usurp their authority; and further, that women are not to teach men in the congregation, nor can she exercise authority over them (Aid to Bible Understanding [1969], p. 726).

The conductor of the Theocratic Ministry School—the congregation meeting which teaches Witnesses how to be more effective in their witnessing work—soon counseled me regarding the necessity of my joining the school. I would be required to prepare and give short talks to the congregation every few weeks. My reluctance to join the school was met with shaming comments from the school conductor, indicating that I was not showing proper appreciation for Jehovah’s educational provisions. He reminded me that sisters did not always have the privilege of participating in the school—that only since 1959 has Jehovah seen fit to allow them to take part—therefore, I should show appreciation for this opportunity to hone my witnessing skills by joining the school. With the responsibilities of a full-time job, as well of those of a mother of a young child, I felt I was struggling just to attend the evening meetings, let alone participate in the school. My son’s restlessness during the meetings took all my energy and most of my attention to keep him from disrupting the congregation; I felt I simply had no energy left to give to participating in the school.

I felt so guilty that I did join the school eventually, but preparing talks on subjects I knew little about, and the tension of delivering them in front of the congregation, caused me extreme stress. The anxiety that developed as a result of trying to fulfill the responsibilities of a mother and a Witness was becoming unbearable. I was exhausted trying to keep up the pace; the organization was controlling all of my time and every aspect of my life. The brothers told me if I tired out, my son and I would lose our lives eternally at Armageddon. I felt anger and resentment toward this God I was trying to please, Who didn’t seem to know or care how overwhelmed I felt with the responsibility of providing for my young son, while trying to minister to the ever-increasing demands of His organization. Instead of finding comfort and peace-of-mind in a relationship with God, I felt constant fear and agitation because of the possibility of His judging me adversely for not doing enough, thus not meriting His protection at the impending Armageddon. I kept on, though, for to give up in defeat would be a victory for the Devil; giving up would also mean opening myself up to be overtaken by Satan and his cohorts, a terrorizing possibility.

The organization also instilled in me a terror of demons. The Witnesses I knew spent much time talking among themselves about Satan and the earthly activities of his invisible wicked spirit followers, the demons. One evening I was at a social gathering with other Witnesses, some of whom told of persons who were studying with Jehovah’s Witnesses being attacked by demons who wanted to keep them in Satan’s realm and out of the Truth. I was assured, though, that if I were ever assaulted by demons, shouting the name “Jehovah!” repeatedly would frighten them away.

That night I laid in bed awake, my blankets pulled up to my chin, worrying if demons would ever come after me. At least now I know how to protect myself, I thought, trying to comfort myself. Just then, as if some unseen existence could read my mind, I heard a noise. I felt the presence of something under my bed. It moved. It skittered across the slick waxed hardwood floor and bumped into the wall. I was terrified—surely it must be demons! I shouted, “Jehovah! Jehovah!” but I was so frightened that I could barely utter a sound; my words were but a faint whisper. Then I heard the noise again, coming from the opposite direction this time—the sound of fingernails scraping against the wood floor. Something slid underneath my bed, slamming into the wall with a thud. I was paralyzed with fear, yet I managed to call out, “Jehovah! Jehovah!” with fervent determination. Yet still I felt something in the room with me. A chill went up and down my spine as the invisible presence now came from several directions at once, colliding with one another, then scattering in diffused directions about my room. Then I heard a loud knocking sound coming from the inside of my closet. Petrified from this unseen attack, I screamed, “Jehovah! Jehovah! Jehovah!” What was wrong? I was calling on the name of Jehovah—I just couldn’t understand why the demons weren’t frightened away.

The activity persisted for what seemed like an eternity. Suddenly I recalled a Witness telling me that demons love darkness, but hate light. If only I could reach up and turn the lamp on, I reasoned, the demons might flee. Trembling with great fear, my fingers groped for the lamp switch; finally locating it, the room was at once illuminated, and I found myself face to face with the “demons”—a horde of mice!

Some Witnesses were so fearful that they even left Watchtower magazines strewn about their homes, hoping to ward off demon attacks. Even Witnesses’ daily conversations were liberally sprinkled with the name “Jehovah” to keep the demons at bay. When the brothers prayed audibly for the congregation, many used the name “Jehovah” repeatedly, almost super-stitiously, throughout their prayer.

During assemblies, brothers often told stories about demons attacking Witnesses who left the organization, as they were then outside the realm of Jehovah’s protection. Demons were said to cause them to go crazy, to become depressed, or to lead debauched, meaningless, poverty-stricken lives full of misery and sorrow. The Society reinforced this belief at nearly every sssembly by featuring the testimony of a person who had either left the organization, or had been “disfellowshipped”2 (ousted from the organization) and had now been reinstated. Invariably, they would tell of how horrible life outside the organization had been, and how Satan had influenced them to become prostitutes, drug addicts, or to do all manner of immoral or illegal things. They would always emphasize that returning to the organization had been the only way to straighten out their lives and obtain relief from the demons. Watchtower Society literature at times even described how their missionaries in remote foreign countries were the only missionaries able to stay alive despite deadly curses put on them by tribal witch doctors.

Telling demon stories was a favorite past-time at Witnesses’ social gatherings. One sister exclaimed a demon once grabbed her while she was in the kitchen cooking dinner, and had spun her around in circles. Another said that the beautiful sofa her sister gave her was demonized, as everyone who sat on it developed an impulsive urge to kill someone. Yet another told of her Bible student who owned a blanket possessed by demons; whenever she would beckon it to cover her, it would creep up her body and snuggle itself up around her neck. All such stories were told in hushed undertones, for fear the demons would overhear. The Witnesses believed that anyone showing too much interest or curiosity about the demons would be the demons’ next target. The Witnesses lived in obvious fear of demons; these stories always ended with the group agreeing how thankful they were to be Jehovah’s Witnesses, as Jehovah would always protect them from these invisible adversaries. Telling and listening to these stories served to reinforce the need to stay closely involved in all organizational activities as a protection against these evil, invisible demonic forces. Hearing such stories about demons contributed towards my developing a phobia of ever leaving the organization.

I noticed the Witnesses’ obsessive fear of demons also manifesting itself while in the house-to-house preaching work. Occasionally a householder would want to give the Witness a religious pamphlet from her own church; while often the Witness would refuse to accept it on the basis that she already had the Truth, at other times another Witness might accept it. However, as soon as we were out of sight of the householder, the pamphlet became like the proverbial “hot potato”—the Witness couldn’t get rid of it fast enough! Some Witnesses feared that even touching the pamphlet could cause a demon to transfer itself from the pamphlet to themselves. This fear stemmed from their belief that Jehovah’s Witnesses represent the only true religion, thus all other religions are false and under the control of the Devil and the demons; consequently, they believe all literature from another religion to be contaminated with demonic forces. While some Witnesses insisted that burning the pamphlets was the only safe way to dispose of them in order to avoid demon attacks, others seemed relieved to simply drop them into the nearest trashcan. I found it odd that Witnesses, who claimed to be representatives of God in doing His work, would be so frightened of a mere pamphlet.

I observed many Witnesses become nervous and abruptly scurry away from talking to a householder who talked too much about Jesus, exclaiming: “Did you notice his eyes? He is obviously demonized!” Witnesses often frequented garage sales, as most Witnesses were not well off financially, in large part due to the brothers urging them to work only part-time so as to have more time for the witnessing work. I noticed that Witnesses were fanatical about the articles they found at these sales, worrying that demons might have attached themselves to the items; bringing such things home would be an open invitation to demon attack. Often I watched as Witnesses, before buying something at a garage sale, peered into the eyes of the people selling the desired objects to see if they had the “special look” individuals who were demonized were thought to have. If they did, the Witness would immediately put the items down in order to avoid likewise becoming demonized, and would breathlessly beat a hasty retreat.

If a Witness ever showed symptoms of “spiritual sickness” (low witnessing hours, sporadic meeting attendance, not living in accordance with all of the Watchtower teachings), usually the elders’ first course of action would be to physically go through the house of the Witness, searching for items that could have attracted demons—even helping the person to destroy any suspicious objects that they found. I puzzled over why Jehovah’s Witnesses, ostensibly God’s “name-people,” would be so worried about demons. God was certainly more powerful than demons, and surely He could protect His people. I wondered why the Witnesses seemed to have so little confidence that He would.

After completing my study of the required book The Truth That Leads to Eternal Life [1968] with my teacher, I was told that I had enough knowledge of the Truth to be responsible before Jehovah God to make the decision to be baptized as one of Jehovah’s Witnesses. Baptism would represent my choice to serve Jehovah, and it was a requirement in order to have even a chance of being spared during Armageddon. Although I did not understand or agree with all of the Witness doctrines, the course of action the brothers recommended for me was: “Put your questions and doubts ‘on the shelf’ for now. Don’t worry! Later, when you become spiritually mature, you will understand everything. Don’t let the fact that you don’t understand some of the teachings cheat you and your son out of eternal life!” In essence, their message was: It is your lack of ability to understand that is causing you to be confused or to disagree with our doctrines. It doesn’t matter if you understand or agree, just as long as you obey the Society and keep your doubts to yourself. Just trust the Society! In time, you will see that it is right.

Baptism was the symbol that would bond me to the organization, thus I would come under its protection at Armageddon. Failure to make the decision to be baptized would almost certainly mean death for my son and me at Jehovah’s hand, as the Witness teaching is that minor children fall under the protective umbrella of a baptized Witness parent if they are obedient to that parent and attend the Kingdom Hall meetings; likewise they fall under the condemnatory umbrella of an unbaptized parent. If one parent is a baptized Witness but the other parent is not, a minor child would fall under the umbrella of the parent to whose influence they have been most responsive. Though the Society was promoting 1975 as the year when Armageddon would begin, an extreme urgency was felt among the Witnesses that it could occur at any moment; therefore, the risk was too great to delay getting baptized. I was terrified at the idea of Jehovah killing me and my son; so in the spring of 1970, I put my doubts and questions “on the shelf,” confident that I would understand puzzling doctrines later, and requested to be baptized as one of Jehovah’s Witnesses.

Deep inside, however, I was struggling to suppress the doubts I was feeling about the organization. I had the feeling that I didn’t belong with this organization and this group of people. In some ways, the Witnesses seemed odd; for example, they used a peculiar “language” which had unique words that described various aspects of their special doctrines and was understood only by other Witnesses. They constantly referred to being “in the Truth” or “out of the Truth,” phrases I had never heard before, which sounded very strange. They also assigned unusual meanings to ordinary words such as “placement,” “pioneer,” “truth,” “service,” “sheep,” “goats,” “world,” “publisher,” which made their conversation puzzling. Even euphemisms such as “Golly!,” “Gee Whiz!,” “Shoot!,” “Gosh!,” “Gee!,” and “Jeepers!,” were considered to be profanity and therefore forbidden to say; they were viewed as substitutes for swear words and therefore deemed just as bad. Particularly forbidden to use were the words “good luck” and “lucky,” the latter of which was always replaced by the word “fortunate.” The Society bases this prohibition on Isaiah 65:11, “You men are those leaving Jehovah … those setting in order a table for the god of Good Luck …” [New World Translation], which refers to the Jews superstitiously turning away from proper faith in and reliance on God.

The Society changed some of their special vocabulary every few years; Witnesses who continued to use the former terminology were looked-down upon by the other Witnesses as “spiritually weak” and were frequently the subject of gossip and were avoided socially. One of the words that underwent such a transition was the term that was used to describe the period of time after Armageddon when God’s righteous government will rule over the Earth. When my children were young, it was referred to as the “new order,” later evolving to the “new system,” and—at the last convention I attended in 1992 before leaving the organization—I was amazed to hear the brothers delivering their talks referring to this time period as the “new world.” No point was made of this change; the brothers just simply started using it in their talks at the convention as if it were nothing new at all. And really, it was not new, as I later discovered that “new world” was also the term used just prior to my involvement with the organization—which is why the Society’s own Bible translation, completed in 1960, is called the New World Translation of the Holy Scriptures.

This “language” seemed to produce a sense of cohesiveness among the Witnesses, reinforcing their belief of being “separate from the world.” I felt quite isolated from the congregation members until I learned their jargon3; using it myself, though, felt unnatural and caused me to feel uncomfortable, as I was experiencing a perplexing conflict within myself. I no longer felt part of the world outside the organization, but I did not feel completely a part of the world inside the organization either.

Despite my feeling divided, however, I was greatly intimidated by the threat of Armageddon—so I went ahead and began the lengthy formal questioning process with the overseer that all baptismal candidates must undergo. During this prebaptismal screening process, much emphasis was put on loyalty to Jehovah being demonstrated by loyalty and obedience to the organization. The overseer explained that all Witnesses are responsible to “keep the congregation clean”; this amounted to a system of spying that required Jehovah’s Witnesses to “turn each other in” to the overseer for any infractions of the Society’s rules. This ever-vigilant attitude among the Witnesses caused a pervading atmosphere of distrust, suspicion, and tension, and it caused difficulty in establishing any close friendships within the organization.

Although people sporting all styles of dress and grooming were initially enthusiastically welcomed to the Kingdom Hall, they were expected to conform to the organization’s codes of dress and grooming as time passed; women were to wear dresses, and men were to don business attire. One man was denied baptism merely because he had a beard, despite the fact that the beard was short and well groomed. I couldn’t understand why a beard would bar a man from belonging to God’s organization and thus from having eternal life. For me to voice my disagreement with the Society’s decision of not allowing men with beards to be baptized, however, would mean my being denied baptism. There was just too much at stake to risk that happening, so I kept my opinion to myself and proceeded with my plans to be baptized at the next assembly.

Doubts about committing myself completely to the organization came up again during the talk at my baptism when the overseer asked the group of baptismal candidates: “Will you disown yourself?” I was horrified! No one had ever mentioned that I would have to disown myself, surrender myself to the organization! I stood silent as the crowd shouted their enthusiastic affirmative response. In my silence a resounding “NO!” reverberated through my entire being. I felt shocked, stunned, and scared. What had I gotten myself into? Driven by the fear of dying at Armageddon, I was baptized on April 11, 1970, as one of Jehovah’s Witnesses.

The baptism talk emphasized the position the Society believes Jehovah’s Witnesses occupy in relation to the rest of the world: “Look at the people out there in the world! They don’t know who they are! But we know who we are! We’re Jehovah’s Witnesses! We are the spectacles of the world! We are on stage, as it were, and everyone is watching us!” This attitude, together with the huge conspiracy the Society teaches that Satan and his followers on Earth wage to thwart God’s organization, gave proof to me of its immense importance. Unconsciously suspending my ability for normal critical judgment in order to obtain fulfillment of my need to feel secure, I cast my doubts aside, believing I would be protected by being officially part of the “mother” organization. “If we are to walk in the light of truth we must recognize not only Jehovah God as our Father but his organization as our mother.” (WT 5-1-57, p. 274)

Over time, the constant repetition of the Society’s doctrines at the meetings, the mandatory reading of the abundance of Watchtower literature, the singing of the unique songs written by the Watchtower Society, participating in the meetings, socializing only with other Witnesses, teaching Watchtower doctrines, and devoting many hours each month to the preaching work—all served to cement my identity as one of Jehovah’s Witnesses.



NOTES


1. See Appendix B, “Community and Isolation.”

2. See Appendix B, “Disfellowshipping.”

3. See Appendix B, “Witness Jargon.”
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