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The car driven by Peter Attwell rolled back a little and then swung
neatly on to the dirt track. Bill Pascoe had already opened the gate leading to
the field. Carl watched closely, as one after the other, the brothers followed
Peter's lead. They did it quickly but without panic. Bill ran back to Carl's car
and reversed it sharply - then it was Carl's turn. He tracked back along the
road, conscious of the awakening interest of the drivers all around them.
Some had already started to close up the gap left by the fourteen cars. Carl
drove the Apostle's car through the gate and the last car in the line followed
him. They didn't stop to close the gate, even though that omission ranked as
a cardinal sin in the country.
It turned out that it would have served no useful purpose to have done
so. Other drivers not of the party and no doubt, believing that the Apostolics
knew something that others did not, started to stream through the gate in hot
pursuit. Carl took a moment for grim reflection that they were likely to become
very angry when they all ended up at some unsuspecting farmer's front door.
Peter Attwell led the way. The track was in tolerable condition at first, then
they came to another fence and another gate. Beyond it cattle grazed, raising
their heads in bovine curiosity at the invaders of their pasture. Peter flagged
the Apostle's car to the front.
"You know where to go," Peter yelled by way of explanation - and with
misguided confidence.
"I'll drive from now on," Sr. Heston announced.
Carl shrugged and nodded. He looked back at the silent Apostle but
there was no alteration in the big man.
"If you feel up to it," he agreed politely.
"I feel up to it."
Her tone was uncompromising.
Bill had already functioned in his newly adopted role of gate keeper.
Their convoy was on its way through and the pursuing vehicles were drawing
closer. Carl ran to his own car and drove it through, picking Bill up as he did
so. His passenger looked happy to have him back.
"Welcome aboard, captain."
The grazing herd parted slowly, revealing the track. In the middle of
the field it forked, it was time for another decision. One way led to the right -
no doubt to the river. That was a way they wouldn't be able to cross and
perhaps the ground would be soft and they could get bogged. The other way
led off to the left, following the contour of the hill. He looked back in the rear
vision mirror, the pursuing cars had joined the end of the convoy. He lost
count of them as the curve tightened. However many there were, it was too
many for comfort or peace of mind.
"What are we going to do with them?"
"You could rephrase that question and ask what they are likely to do to
us, when they find out that we're running blind like everybody else."
"Why didn't you stay with the Apostle's car?"
"Does it matter - don't you like my company?"
"I didn't say that - I'm just curious."
"Sr. Heston preferred to drive herself."
"Ah!'



"And what is 'Ah' supposed to mean?"
"The lady has a reputation for having a sharp tongue."
"Is that so?"
Bill pressed on doggedly.
"Did she give you a hard time?"
"Not particularly - you can't believe all you hear."
The track ended suddenly in front of some farm buildings. It wasn't a
farmer's front door - just storage sheds.
"Perhaps we ought to have gone the other way."
"You'd better tell that to our unwelcome company."
"How far do you think we are from the city?"
"I don't think this is the right time for that sort of discussion - perhaps
three, maybe four hundred kilometres."
They got out of the car and inspected the buildings. They looked about
ready to fall apart. Horns started to blare from the stalled and impatient
queue who couldn't see what was happening in the front.
"Irritable lot, aren't they?" Bill murmured.
Some of the nearer drivers left their cars and moved towards them.
The Apostolics stayed inside their vehicles.
Carl sat on the bonnet of his car and tried to look nonchalant, ignoring
the group of strangers who started to yell obscenities. He felt calm and
detached, reflecting on the unmasked ugliness of human nature. With the
taking of the Firstlings, the last facade of decency was stripped away.
One in particular was more arrogant than the others. He obviously
regarded himself as some sort of leader. He glowered at Carl menacingly.
"You're trying to be funny, it seems," he challenged.
Carl had mentally edited out the foul language.
"Sorry if you wanted to go some place else - this is where we wanted
to go - I didn't realise you had other plans - You might have done better on
the highway - "
'A soft answer turneth away wrath' - or so the good book says - It was
the only weapon the defenceless Apostolics had left to them. The stranger's
lip curled, he looked as if he was tensing for a physical explosion. Carl didn't
lower his gaze, nor did he move from his perch on the car bonnet.
"So you are trying to be funny - "
Once again, Carl extracted the obscene words.
"It doesn't strike me as a time for being funny, my friend."
The mob was gathering around, too big to count but it was well in
excess of two hundred. Some were carrying weapons and looked ready to
use them. Out of the corner of his eye, Carl could see that the Apostolic
drivers and their passengers were being ordered out of their cars at gunpoint.
He knew that there was nothing he could do to defuse the situation. The
newcomers were looking for trouble.
"If someone makes fools of us, they pay the price," said the stranger.
"In your case, the price will be your cars and your gear. You won't be needing
either if this is the place you wanted to go - so, a fair exchange - you can
have this and we'll have everything else. You'd better tell your people not to
get smart, or I'll personally ensure that they will get blown away!"
There was no mistaking the tone of menace in the man's voice. There
was no mistaking the meaning of his words either. Carl was cocooned in a
fatalistic calmness - it was inevitable that this would happen. They could
expect to find themselves treated in this way. They were being taught in hard,



practical terms, the teachings of Jesus. This was what it meant to turn the
other cheek and to walk two miles instead of one. It wasn't because they
wished to do so, it was because they were on the wrong end of poised
weapons. The episode where Jesus told Peter that he would be bound and
taken to where he did not want to go, came to Carl's mind. In earlier days,
this little group of Apostolics could have willingly accepted the Sermon on the
Mount, but they hadn't chosen to do so. Now the teaching was coming in
another way, on another hillside and there was nothing they could do to
contradict it.
Of course, there were protests and one brother was knocked to the
ground before he could be persuaded to surrender his keys. Carl looked into
the triumphant, evil, grinning faces without personal passion. He made one
appeal before the mob took possession of their cars and belongings.
"At least, think of the children and the women - "
"Good idea, friend - perhaps we should think about the women - "
"We've done nothing to stop you - but I'll tell you this. You don't fight
against us - you fight against our God! Before this day is finished, what you
and we run from will catch up with you - and when you stand before our God,
your rifles and your fists won't help you! - "
The mob leader's fist buried itself in Carl's stomach. He doubled over
and fell gasping to the ground.
"There are big gods and little gods," the man snarled. ”Be thankful I'm
a merciful man and didn't make it a bullet in your guts!"
Carl tried to get his wind back as their cars screamed away in a wide
curve, lurching back towards the highway. The jeers and laughter receded
and the brothers lifted Carl to his feet. The group was stunned into silence at
first but they were not quiet for long.
"Now, we've lost everything," a sister wailed. "We'll starve or freeze to
death! We were better off in the city - at least, we had something there - even
if it might have been for a short time - And - I'm not even certain that it might
have been so short!"
"Where was this God, who was supposed to be taking care of us?
Where was He when He was needed?" someone else growled.
"Shut your mouths - all of you!" Bill Pascoe ordered grimly. "If
someone wondered why they were left behind, all they have to do is listen to
you!"
"And who the hell are you to tell us to shut up?" someone else bristled.
"I don't allow any man to be my judge."
Carl looked across at the bulky figure of the Apostle. His distinctive
white hair was blowing loosely in the stiff breeze. He stood unsupported,
staring blankly across the open field - looking at something they couldn't see
- or nothing. Carl could find no support there. The priest looked back at his
squabbling brood.
"Has anyone been killed - or has anyone been seriously hurt?"
They fell silent - of all of them, he was showing the worst evidence of
battle.
"We have our lives and we have our legs. We are strong enough to
carry the smallest children. Those louts might have stolen our cars and what
they carried but it would only
‹have been a matter of time before we would have had to abandon them. God
is still with us but they have earned judgement by what they have done. Our
God is on our side!"



"Ah! Save your preaching, Carl," someone snapped from the back.
"God doesn't give a damn for us!"
Carl glared at them, white faced.
"If anyone else feels that way, they have only one direction to go and
that's away from the rest of us! I'll be quite happy for you all to pick the way
you want to go. I for one, will take the opposite direction. I'd like to get away
from your whining self pity and complaints!"
There was a lot of shuffling of feet in the dust of the field and a few
hostile eyes glared at the ground. No one decided to accept his challenge.
"Where to, Carl?" John Prentice asked.
They were nearly on the crown of the hill and could see in most
directions - even the highway was visible. For certain, that wasn't the way to
go - or overland to the blocked bridge. Even their cars had vanished with the
louts who had stolen them. It wouldn't take long before there would be others
taking to the fields and they would be as predatory as the others. The more
he thought about it, the calmer he became. If they had stayed on the
highway, they would have been faced with the agonising decision to abandon
everything. He looked away from the packed highway to where the alternative
track led. There was nothing else but open pasture and grazing cattle. He
decided on the track.
He led the way down the slope to where it intersected the rough path.
He didn't look back to see if they followed but he was sure that they did. Sixty
men, women and children walked silently after him. It was easy walking down
the hillside but he was forced to slow down when the track made an
unexpected detour upwards.
The river was nearer. It was wide and looked fast flowing. There had
been a lot of rain during the previous weeks, especially in the hill country
where it had its source. Perhaps they were not intended to cross over -
perhaps their sanctuary was on this side. He didn't know - he knew nothing at
all, except that they had to keep moving. They walked for four hours and it
grew warm in the afternoon and the pace was slower. He would have liked to
hurry them but he could not. The older children were tiring. What had started
as a great adventure, was no longer such. He could hear them complaining to
their parents. Those who carried the little ones were exhausted, even though
all were taking a turn.
The sun was slowly sinking and they were confronted with the
inevitable question of where they would spend the night. They had no food
and no bedding. They didn't even have a map, everything had been in the
cars. Carl had no idea of where they were, except that they were following the
course of the river upstream. He kept them moving for another hour, by that
time the light was almost gone. John Prentice quickened his pace and moved
up along side of him. Carl waited, resigned to the questions.
"What do we do now?"
Carl didn't answer, mainly because he was already out of patience with
the deacon. He was always ready with the plaintive question but he done
precious little to provide constructive suggestions. Carl looked up at the
darkening sky and then back to the shambling group of weary walkers.
"We pray - "
He stopped and waited for them to gather round. He dropped to his
knees, facing them and waited until the last one had done the same.
"Dear Father we are in your hands - we have nothing and we are
nothing. You have seen fit to deprive us of what we had. We thought, in our



prudence, we needed what we had brought along. You decided otherwise,
perhaps to test our faith. Now we call on you to provide for us in our need.
Once you moved the heart of the father of faith Abraham, to listen to
the insistence of his wife Sarah, who had grown angry with the presence on
her handmaiden Hagar and her son Ishmael. Abraham drove them out into
the desert. He sent them away with little and soon it was all gone. Hagar and
the child laid down to die in the wilderness - to die of thirst and hunger but
instead, you provided for them in a marvellous way and sustained them.
Father - are we less than Hagar? Are these, Thy Children, less than
Ishmael? Will you see us die of cold and starvation? Have you not promised
to sustain the Woman Clothed with the Sun, in the wilderness? We wait on
Thee in trust, knowing that you will not fail us."
He doubted whether he had ever prayed so fervently before. He was a
little amazed at what he had said. It was almost like holding a pistol at God's
Head and saying - Deliver! Carl rose to his feet and the rest followed suit.
There was no immediate heavenly response to his plea and he hadn't
expected one. The Father would answer when He was ready.
"Now we will wait," he called out, forestalling any further questions.
He was glad that they didn't argue - perhaps they were too tired to
argue. The sun was almost gone but the air was still warm. It wouldn't remain
so, it would become bitterly cold on the open hillside. The family groups sat a
little apart from each other. The younger children already sleeping, too tired
to feel hungry. He heard the older ones from time to time, asking for food -
and then, the low insistent voice of a parent telling them to be patient.
Carl waited for a miracle - a sign. Silently, he pleaded for a miracle,
something to show that they were not forsaken. When the last glimmer of the
sun was gone, he got to his feet. Some of the other men wanted to do the
same - he waved them back.
"I want to be alone for a while - do you mind? I'll be back - "
He wondered if they thought that he might run out on them. It would be
so easy to do so. He walked to the brow of the hill, facing directly into the
after glow of the sunset. He knew that they could see his silhouette against
the dark red sky. He stopped abruptly on the crest and stared down into the
valley beyond. His heart quickened to the point that he nearly suffocated.
Two small lights bobbed back and forth, drawing nearer as the carriers toiled
up the hillside towards him. As they drew closer, he could see that the lights
were old fashioned storm lanterns. When they came nearer still, the faces of
those carrying them were visible in the small halo of light they were shedding.
Long afterwards, he wondered why it had never occurred to him that
they might be people who wanted to do him mischief - it could easily have
been so, for by this time the fields would have been infested with roaming
bands of desperate people from the towns. He could answer his own
question, only by saying that he was expecting a miracle and it didn't seem
possible that it could have been anything else.
He stared eagerly into the faces revealed in the lantern light. They
were bearded and serious and bore no resemblance to what he thought
angels should look like. He wasn't sure how he should address angels, so he
settled for:
"Good evening - "
The nearer of the two men nodded curtly.
"We had a phone call telling us that sixty people were heading our way
- and a request to render assistance - "



The Lord was moving in mysterious ways, His wonders to perform and
for some reason, didn't want the two men to be treated as angels - so be it!
"I'm Carl Steinbecker and I'm leading a party of New Apostolics - "
If he thought the statement would provoke a reaction, he was
disappointed.
"We're the Bryants - I'm, Roy and this is my brother, Henry. We run a
farm in these parts - We're also members of the Big River Search and
Rescue Group. You'd be surprised how many people get into trouble on the
river - must say though - we've never had to rescue people from our own
fields before. Still, these are strange times."
If that was the way they wanted to explain it, Carl wasn't inclined to
argue.
"My people will be very happy to see you."
"You've walked from the highway? Rescue Control said a lot of people
had taken to the fields - that's before they got the blockaders of the bridge."
"They got the bridge clear?"
"About mid afternoon - the police had to come in with choppers and
shoot it out - then they had to get the traffic moving again - people aren't
reasonable anymore - "
Carl swallowed Hard.
"It might be a good idea - if you didn't mention the highway being open
again - you see - we were held at gunpoint and lost our cars and
possessions. Some of my people might get upset, if they thought it was for
nothing."
"I guess what you tell your people is your own business - you'd better
get them on the move."
The man was a typical countryman, rather brusque and inclined to say
all he had to say in as few words as possible. Carl's identification of them as
angels started to
waver.
"Yes - all right - they're down on the other side of the hill - wait here -
don't go away!"
"We're not about to - "
Carl ran down the other side of the hill and hoped he
‹hadn’t lost his bearings in the dark. He stumbled over a reclining body.
"Sorry! - Come on everybody - get moving - we've got some help!"
There was a chorus of questions which Carl ignored. Instead, he urged
them to their feet and got them moving in the direction of the two beads of
light on the brow of the hill. The two farmers had already started down the
other side before all of the party had reached the top. There was no time to
pause for breath.
"How did you find them, Carl?" John asked.
Carl sighed mentally - the perpetual questions!
"Believe me - they found me."
The two farmers/angels kept ahead of them, as the group stumbled on
the uneven surface. They walked for another half hour before emerging on to
another track. A thin crescent moon was beginning to rise, giving a little light.
After another ten minutes and after they had negotiated a small copse, they
saw the single light of a small shack. Carl's heart sank. Sixty men, women
and children couldn't possibly be housed there. They straggled to the front of
the dwelling and assembled as an exhausted group. Some of the children
were wailing. The two farmers turned and confronted them.



"There isn't room for you all in here," the one named Roy said. "But
you're welcome to share the barn with the horses - it's the best we can do - "
"Not exactly the welcome of angels," Bill muttered into Carl's ear.
"How would you know!" Carl hissed in reply, then louder. "Can you
help us with some food?"
The hesitation was noticeable. One of them scratched behind his ear.
"Well - we've got the Rescue rations - I guess we could boil up some
soup - "
He sounded doubtful of the outcome.
"That will do fine - and the barn too," Carl hastened to assure them.
Henry disappeared within the shack while Roy led the way around the
small dwelling to a barn. He hung a solitary lantern on a hook suspended
from the centre of the roof.
"Not exactly luxury - especially for city folks but it's better than the
open fields."
He sounded defensive.
"It will do fine," Carl enthused and wished that someone else would at
least make thankful noises.
"Right - I'll see to the soup then - "
Their host went off in the direction of the shack. Two horses stared at
them inquisitively from stalls at the far end of the barn, The floor was well
covered in straw and it looked clean.
"Mary and Joseph had no better," John pronounced.
It was the first constructive thing he had said all trip.
"We can thank God that he heard our prayers," Carl agreed.
"I'm not having my children sleep here," declared Belinda Pride.
Carl's patience snapped - it had been a long and trying day.
 


