PREVIEW
Chapter 1:

The Search Begins

I

could hear the siren blaring as it got closer and closer to our
home. Then the vehicle stopped. Red lights were flashing as
men dressed in white hurriedly entered our home. At 4-1/2 years old
I knew the excitement was all about me. Hands lifted my limp frame
onto a stretcher. Someone thrust a plastic oxygen tent over my body.
The attendants hustled me into the ambulance. Off we sped to the
hospital in Trenton, New Jersey about a ten mile trip from my home
in eastern Pennsylvania. As we hurried down the road, I gasped for
breath. When I looked up I saw the concerned face of Dr. Hiner, our
family physician.
Suddenly, without warning everything went dark, very dark:
No sounds, no light, and no commotion, just darkness. I remember
sensing complete peace; a peace so profound I struggle to describe
it. Next I saw a man surrounded by bright, white light. The peace I
felt was out of this world. “Where am I?” I wondered. I felt disoriented but still at peace as I saw a spectrum of extremely vivid colors.
Then the man spoke; “You need to go back.” His caring eyes were
like pools of deep love.
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“I don’t want to leave,” I thought.
Suddenly, I was back in the ambulance. Many faces etched with
concern stared down at me. Later my mother said to me, “Wasn’t it
wonderful how Dr. Hiner brought you back to life?”
“Mom, it wasn’t him,” I replied. “It was Jesus.”
At the time this puzzled my mother, but throughout my childhood she often repeated this story back to me. She always made
sure to emphasize my response. Somehow, I just knew the man I
had seen in the ambulance that night was someone worth knowing
more intimately.
This was my first journey into the realm of the Spirit. This glimpse
into heaven still amazes me. However, as I grew up and continued
to struggle with asthma, the reality of this experience faded into the
recesses of my memory. Still, I felt closer to God after this experience. The year after it happened, I remember sitting by our home on
the Delaware River bank thinking; I know God has a reason for my
being here on earth.
I would think these thoughts often as the river flowed by. Although
many people think a child of five couldn’t have such thoughts, I did
and I believe other children do as well. Unfortunately, it took many
years before I found clarity in life and gained perspective on this
strange spiritual experience. I can’t put my finger on the exact reasons how and why this all took place. I just know that sometimes
before life gets better, it can get worse. Much worse.
Hope Crushed
As a sixth-grader, a classmate invited me to join him for something called “Confirmation Class” at a church near my home. He
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explained it’s where we learn more about his church and the Bible.
Because of our friendship, I agreed to go, excited that I might really
get to know God.
Sadly, it was one of the most boring classes I ever attended! It
continued for six long weeks; but each week I went excitedly hoping
to get to know God. Never happened. At the end of these sessions the
pastor went around the class asking each child if they wanted to join
the church. Although everyone else nodded their affirmation, when
he reached me I replied, “No.”
“Why not”? He said with a puzzled look on his face.
“I don’t know. But I am not joining”.
Looking back, I believe my human spirit was excited but crushed
by the humdrum nature of the presentation. So I turned my focus to
football, wrestling, and girls as I entered my teenage years. I worked
out incessantly and dreamed of becoming an athletic star. My dream
came true my senior year in high school when I became a key player
on our undefeated football team and captain of the wrestling squad.
One vivid memory from that football season took place during a
pivotal game. Losing at half time, it appeared our undefeated season
was in jeopardy. To make matters worse, I had sustained a serious
ankle injury. Not knowing what else to do, I cried out to God: “Please
let me go back into the game and score the winning touchdown…”
then, “…Lord, I don’t even need credit for the touchdown!”
That’s exactly what happened! After I hobbled into the end zone,
a reporter for the city’s newspaper mistakenly credited our tailback
with the winning touchdown. Although secretly I wished I hadn’t said
the last part of that prayer, it made God very real.
Another time He answered my plea for help on a college test, literally giving me a photographic memory during a final exam. WOW!
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It demonstrated to me His miraculous nature, although this kind of
thing never happened again.
Still, He kept proving Himself real. In my early twenties, God
kept me from serious injuries when the driver of the car I was riding
in totaled his car. I should have died.
Then, at the age of twenty-six while hitchhiking through Ireland,
He supernaturally directed me to a Catholic monastery. There I met
a monk about my age who seemed to know God like a friend. He
had a powerful impact on the search that would see me go through
considerable struggle and conflict.
Ironically, I almost missed out on this experience in a rural area
of Ireland. As I walked down the road hoping to catch another ride,
huge, dark clouds rolled over my head. “Maybe I better head back
to town,” I thought. Then I said, “God, what should I do?”
Just then I looked toward the monastery. My eyes grew wide as the
clouds parted, revealing a white cross made of clouds nestled in a circle
of blue. I dove into the contents of my backpack to grab my camera,
but by the time I could get ready to snap the picture, the image had
vanished. I took this as a sign from God directing me to the monastery.
Thankfully I went in the pouring rain, and I wound up staying there for
a week talking to this monk a lot about God, Jesus, and the Holy Spirit.
Even that supernatural encounter with the monk didn’t lead me
directly to God. I continued searching desperately down dead ends.
Growing up near that small, lifeless church, I was hungry for spiritual
experiences, so one day I impulsively decided to give Zen Buddhism
a try. I signed up to attend a seminar in New York City; afterwards I
consistently meditated for forty minutes in the morning and another
forty minutes in the evening. This had a calming effect, and at times,
I could sense God’s presence.
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Seeking to Find God

M

editation alone couldn’t turn aside the natural impulses or
temptations of my youth. After college I got involved with
psychedelic drugs like LSD and mescaline, and smoked massive
amounts of marijuana. It may sound like some kind of lame excuse
for partying, but deep down I did this in hopes of finding God-or at
least escaping the meaninglessness of life. I was so hungry for the
supernatural (which I had not seen in a church) that I plunged into
this search with even greater passion. I even attended séances where
spirits would come back from the dead and talk.
At that time I had no knowledge this was deceptive. My spiritual
emptiness reflected my physical wandering. I hitchhiked across the
country to California. I drifted and lived in different places. There I
came under the influence of a woman from San Jose who was a key
leader in the New Age Movement. The author of books on mystical
topics, she told me I was gifted with psychic powers. She also trained
me how to channel “ancient spirits,” which I found quite exciting.
Like millions of others, I was hungry for the supernatural, and not
knowing where to find it I looked in the wrong places. Later, through
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a tragic personal experience I realized just how deceived I had been.
A girl I was living with got pregnant and was weighing whether or
not to have an abortion. Naturally, I turned to the “ancient spirit
guide” for answers. He convinced both of us that it would be best to
“free” the child from a hard life. This demon, disguised as ‘ancient
wisdom’, went on to explain in flowery language that keeping the
baby would be selfish. As a result, I took her to an abortion clinic. (I
deeply regret this and still feel the pain of this error.)
Many have asked me why I tried to find God in a religion like Zen
Buddhism – a religion that doesn’t even believe in God. I know now
that wasn’t too smart, but in the midst of doing so many drugs I just
couldn’t see church as an avenue to God. The only ones I had ever been
in seemed to have no spiritual life, no trace of the supernatural I craved.
It wasn’t just alternative religions that drew my attention. For a
while I lived on a commune in the Santa Cruz Mountains called “The
Land.” I had hoped to find deeper meaning in life by having sexual
relations with a series of different women, but this just left me feeling
emptier. Fortunately, I met a man there named Ralph, a cowboy who
glowed with God’s love. He would stop by to help us aimless hippies in
practical ways, such as showing us how to care for our animals and raise
organic crops. I was drawn to him because of his love and lack of judgment toward us. He would often offer words of personal encouragement.
The last time Ralph visited the commune he pointed at two of my
friends, Suzanne and David, and me before saying, “You three will
come to know the Lord, but J.R., you will go through some deep darkness first.”
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Painful Reality
Turns out that Ralph was a sage and what he predicted came true.

I would continue in drugs, broken relationships, and later end up in

jail in an Israeli prison for several weeks. I had crossed the border
illegally. Had the police been able to find the drugs a friend and I

ditched in the nick of time, my sentence would have been a lot longer.

Many other dark things occurred during those years, causing me to

despair of life itself. I felt like a boat adrift in the ocean with no pur-

pose or destination. Life was so depressing any escape was welcome.
Along this troubled journey I suffered through a bad LSD trip

that vividly revealed the emptiness of my personal life. It portrayed

a lonely, painful future ahead of me. I was too drugged up to realize

I needed to make adjustments to prevent that from happening. While

still in California, I got so involved in “channeling” through my psychic mentor that it drove me deeper into despair. My life was a never-ending string of painful, broken relationships with women and

lacked any sense of purpose. It seemed like everything was headed in
a downward spiral.

At one of the lowest points in my life I received a letter from

Suzanne and John Hunter, a couple I had known at the commune.

More of Ralph’s prophecy had come true. Suzanne and John said they
had “found Jesus” while on a wandering trip through Asia, en route

to India to find their guru. I wasn’t convinced. Although their letter
described their new found faith, it sounded pretty narrow minded to

me. They wrote things like “Jesus is the only way to God,” and told
me how I needed to receive Jesus as my Lord and Savior or I would

go to Hell. They said they were coming to visit me in California.
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By then, I had married a girl I was living with, and we moved
about forty-five miles south to Pacific Grove/ Monterrey, California.
There I ran the local Buddhist meditation center. We lived upstairs
while people would come twice daily to meditate in a large room
downstairs. Even though Suzanne and John seemed a little fanatical about Jesus, I still looked forward to seeing them. Sure enough
when they arrived, they didn’t waste any time talking about Jesus.
Although John did most of the talking, I noticed a new peace in
Suzanne that I had not seen before. Still they came on so strong, I
remember arguing a lot. This went on for three hours. Later, John
told me he felt like he wasn’t getting through and was so frustrated.
He went into our bathroom, took authority over all the demonic resistance, and flushed the toilet! Thank God for crazy friends!
Well it worked! When he came out, there was a totally different
atmosphere, and that evening I asked Jesus Christ to forgive my
multitude of sin, to come into my life, and make me the person
He wanted me to be! In fact, my prayer was something like this,
“Jesus, I’m a mess; my life’s a mess. If you can do anything with this
screwed up person (me), please come into my life and good luck.”
My wife prayed to receive Jesus also. Now I didn’t hear any voices
from heaven or see any flashes of lightning. In fact I felt nothing.
But strangely over the next few weeks my life began to change in
subtle ways.
John gave me a prophecy that night saying “I would bear much
fruit.” I was puzzled not understanding Christian lingo. I thought
maybe I would be growing fruit, perhaps in an orchard. John and
Suzanne Hunter have been with Youth With A Mission (YWAM)
ever since and presently run a school and orphanage in Namibia. I
am deeply grateful to them, and they remain great friends.
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They stayed with us that night and prayed with us to find a church
home. The next day they drove back to L.A. where they were living.
I remember I wasn’t sure what to do. I told people who were coming
to the zendo that now we pray instead of meditate. This was met with
some curiosity but mostly anger and animosity.
We began to look for a church to attend. The first Sunday we
went to a beautiful little church surrounded by redwoods, but it was
pretty uninspiring. The next week after looking through the phone
book, we went to a Christian Science church. Ironically, when we
arrived, we realized they were meeting in a funeral parlor! This was
very appropriate because I could tell, as a newborn Christian, that
there was no life in that church!
The following week we traveled to Big Sur, about an hour away,
and found a large group meeting at a Grange Hall. The music was
lively; there were long haired Jesus freaks like us, which made us
feel at home. Also, I could sense the presence of God there with us
during worship. The services were very alive, and there seemed to
be something – I didn’t know what to call it then, but there was a
presence which I had never experienced in a church. It was the Holy
Spirit. The message was very practical and from the Bible. Then after
service, members would have a potluck meal and discuss a multitude
of basic things in the afternoon. Even though it was one hour away,
we traveled down there every Sunday and began to grow in Christ.
As one pastor put it: “A church alive is worth the drive!” We were
introduced to a realm of spiritual areas: prophecy, tongues, spiritual
warfare, healthy holiness (coming out of our sinful lifestyle), and
Christian Community. Wow, what a difference it was making, but I
still had a long way to go.
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