Letter written to all the missionaries in All Souls - 1994 / 1995
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         6 February 1995

Dear
(All Souls missionary)

Hello. I am a member of All Souls Church and I just thought it would be good to write a general letter to all the All Souls Missionaries intending to offer support and encouragement for 1995. 1994 passed away fruitfully here - it seems a while ago now, but I do hope you enjoyed the spirit of Christmas and appreciated some further aspect of what God has done in the gift of his son, whether or not you were able to be with your family and friends back in the U.K or elsewhere.


Well, I haven’t really written many prayer letters or sort of given my testimony before, so I thought I might more or less just tell you something about myself and write about life in All Souls. If you wish to pray in some way about anything that would be great - You know it really works!  


First of all a verse: 1 Thessalonians 5 v 10 He died for us so that, whether we are awake or asleep, we may live together with him. This great verse sums up the reward that Jesus death on the cross has brought to us as Christians, and is available to all. Sometimes as we try to appreciate fully what he has done we sometimes lose a little perspective of the enormity of the result and the true excitement we can feel for what we have to look forward to: perfect eternal life with Jesus. The middle of the verse is a sub-clause assuring us that when the Lord comes again, it matters not if we have departed this life or are still alive (will not it be exciting to meet all other Christians!) The verse almost has more power if this is left out: He died for us that we may live together with him. And he of course is God! Well I could dissect this sentence more fully, but at least be sure that all your unfulfilled prayers and all your sufferings will be fully compensated for when he returns. (2 Thessalonians 1 v 7)

I was born in Luton on 25 February 1966 and lived first in Hertfordshire. We moved to Northamptonshire when I was 7, and then to Leicestershire when I was 13 at the same time as I started at Malvern College, Worcestershire. I developed a natural talent for Mathematics and played Cricket, Hockey and Bridge for the School. Life was not easy to start with, but I really enjoyed the 6th Form. It was a time of considerable change in the school, which I think was significantly beneficial. (Millions were spent in refurbishment, the Combined Cadet Corps became voluntary and girls were around a lot more!) On leaving I spent 8 months with IBM in Welwyn Garden City, before I went up to St. John’s College, Cambridge. After trying hard, unsuccessfully, for a First in Mathematics in my first year, the syllabus leapt beyond my intellectual limit. I did not adjust easily to being in charge of my time and making my own friends, but I did have some sporting success.


Up to then I was a pretty strong Atheist I suppose. My mother is a Christian, and was at All Souls in 1960/61. She had met an All Souls member on a skiing holiday in Norway and later remembers being invited to a guest service and going up to the front after a John Stott sermon. My father is from a more liberal Methodist tradition. My upbringing and schooling had little persuasion on me and as sometimes happens it took a rather unpleasant experience to push me in the right direction. In my second year at Cambridge, after a long period of not sleeping at all, I became ill and was in hospital for more than two months. This was a turning point as, although it was impossible to understand what was happening, it did cause me to think about God. Then I met a good Christian friend up at Cambridge and although I probably over-focussed on her, she was a marvellous example and really made me want to know more. She also introduced me to some valuable Christian friends. It was part of the maturing, broadening process leading me towards finding faith and also giving me balance and perspective.


After further periods of ill-health and being more out of work than in, I went to City University to do a Diploma in Actuarial Science. It was a hard course and just right to get me going again. A friend from college, John Shepherd, was a lay assistant at All Souls around that time and I met a few of his friends, so when I started my course going to Open to Question seemed conveniently appropriate as the right way to investigate, as I had felt that I had promised myself I would. I felt really welcome there appreciating the informality and the genuine responses without feeling any particular pressure. In particular one could see that Janet <surname> and Jane <surname> were living their faith and their example was worth as much as what they were saying. Jane has become a good friend and I met up with her a couple of times over New Year. Anyway, I progressed steadily and gradually, having been given the label of being a ‘devil’s advocate’, which is still a characteristic that applies somewhat, I found my mind altering its stance from wanting to ask questions to wanting to answer them. I continued through until Christmas when there was a Mission with John Chapman. I do not remember much but I was pleased to hear him preach again as a believer recently. I then went to the mission follow-up before I started going through Open to Question again. Around February/March I started coming to the services at All Souls. Although I rather simply like to think of my victory for Christ as down mainly to women, curiously whose Christian names all began with J (apart from my mother), the arrival of the curate Chris <surname> and Piyush <surname> into Open to Question also around this time must have been part of the equation. In the final moments I think I was resisting quite hard and trying to bargain with God; if I become a Christian will you not do this or that for me, not realising it did not work like that and that the blessings come afterwards. On the tube home after Easter Sunday Evening Service 1992 I finally surrendered and felt a moment of lifting. I just rang my mother and decided to let almost everybody else find out over time. It was not such an exciting moment; I felt perhaps that my heart had known the truth for some time and it was just time for my mind to become synchronised to it. I knew that I was committed, and had permanently found the truth. A hard won battle, which has brought many rewards, but most of all the privilege of serving him.


After completing my Diploma gaining a distinction I found that I was over-qualified for an actuarial job and again I was unemployed for around 18 months. I do not quite know where the time went or how I kept going, but in hindsight it was probably good to have the time to consolidate my faith without being in an existing employment situation. My parents did not pressure me and although I could have more usefully spent my time, getting through the day was enough. I went to Beginners group, Root and Shoot - a course for putting down roots in one’s faith and beginning to grow and evangelise and other courses. I am not at my best in the brief encounters that happen frequently at church, but I gradually got to know people and after about 18 months I began to feel really settled.


Finally on 20th December 1993 I joined my present company a money brokers situated near Liverpool St. in the City. I work with spreadsheets on PCs attached to mainframes with live feeds of interest rates and exchange rates coming in. I manipulate the data to provide product prices to help the brokers upstairs to do deals. We also allow them interaction with the spreadsheet for example to put in different dates. The room I am in has a very pleasant atmosphere and the brokers are not as bad as all that doing a very strange job. The company concentrates on matching buyers and sellers, so business fluctuates from the very hectic to the often very quiet. It is a funny sort of place to be a Christian, but I have opportunity and I am sure that if I want to stay here for another year I will be in a good position. The only drawback is frequently doing shifts starting at 7.00 a.m. which really affects me. I recently spoke to my boss about it, telling him about my health, so I hope he may be able to help and my career will not suffer unduly. I am looking at the possibility of moving jobs, but I would rather stay on.


I think 1994 was another very good one for All Souls. The highlight must be the mission in October led by Roger <surname>. He had given us a taste earlier in the year and we had been praying, preparing and proclaiming in anticipation. I went to the Tuesday gathering, Wednesday Cheese and Wine and Sunday service. Roger seemed very real and convincing, able to put things in perspective with anything from a very funny joke to telling of the death of a very committed young couple in his congregation, in a car accident. You could imagine having him round for coffee in your living room. Most events were sold out and Christianity Explained was kept busy in the following months. John Stott’s commentary on Romans came out. Rico <surname> joined the staff, adding to the effect of his sermons by crashing a joke coke can to his head or throwing a Rugby football into the congregation. Christine <surname> left for Bible College to be replaced by Diane <surname>.


There was the wonderful All Souls marriage of Paul <surname> and Sue <surname>. The training courses and particularly the brochure are ever more professional. (I intend to go for Pastoral Care and One to Another, this year.) The massive refurbishment of Church House at the back of the church went from planning through approval to completion. The musicians have been particularly busy, including a tour of Ireland, during which Noel <surname> became a father again. He has become something of a media person recently, often appearing on television. There was an expedition to South Africa to build a roof, while evangelising and providing health care. And of course that is in addition to all the regular activities, in particular the prayer gatherings fortnightly on Tuesdays, where there is a strong missionary slot. Quite a year!


I am very privileged that Steve <surname> has been able to offer me one-to-one Bible Study, fortnightly. We went through Just for Starters, a 7 lesson run through of aspects of faith and now we are going through Philippians. It is really great to escape from the day to the word and to pray, as well as discussing sport and other topics. I have now joined a Fellowship Group, having been hesitant and it is working very well. My other frequent fellowship activity is to meet for tea before church and/or go to the nearby pub The George afterwards. Tea or Coffee can be taken in a civilised fashion in various establishments nearby; they do a good Hot Chocolate with a refill at the top of the St. Georges, The Langham Hotel is smart and Aroma, the first coffee shop in upper Regent St. uses colourful crockery and is also open on a Sunday.


My two main hobbies are playing Bridge, and watching Arsenal. Bridge is a classic game, which when played in a club, involves a high degree of skill with a balance of luck. I play with my father and this is fine for 95% of the time, but discussions can occasionally get a little heated. I can really enjoy concentrating on the cards, whatever else is happening in my life. In a rash moment 3 years ago I purchased 2 Arsenal Bonds for the right to tickets for two seats in the new stand they were building, for the next 150 years.  In truth they are an almost unjustifiable luxury, but I have had some good times going with different people. I joke that being an Arsenal supporter was my first life-long decision, but I am really not that bad, it is just a hobby. About 6 or 7 people from All Souls came last season and more have been interested this season so I do pray for such fellowship opportunities and also the possibility of some chances to witness.  Unfortunately Arsenal is having a poor season, but they are still in the European Cup-Winners Cup, which they won last year in Copenhagen. I might even go mad and go to the final, wherever it is held, if they get there this year.


My local pub has reopened after refurbishment. It has been renamed from The Park Royal to Phae Tingos apparently after a racehorse the owner has. It is looking very green now. I have spent a bit of time there and had the chance to be a Christian amongst people who are not blessed with a lot of advantages in life and although I do not think I have helped convert anyone yet, it has been rewarding and I can see God at work.  Some came again to my Garden Party last September and there was some interaction with my Christian friends. In particular there is a Mick and Kathy. Mick assaulted me a long time ago for which I received £1500 compensation, but he has been a good friend since - we have some good conversations. I enjoy the different atmosphere and am partial to a game of pool occasionally. A wine bar opened up locally last year, which offers an alternative though neither drinking establishments appear to be popular enough to be making money.


Until recently my main ambition was to give up work to go travelling around the world. Financially I have been saving money since I can remember which means I am in a very fortunate position. I would have to go with someone and it may be that I could even pay for a nurse to go with me, although it might be a rather strange relationship. I have been around South America in a University holiday and that was brilliant and I am sure travelling would be very enlightening, but I have a feeling when the time might be right in about 18 months I might be settling in nicely to a career and the status quo will pervade. At the moment the main alternative would be to buy a flat in Central London. Although financially expensive the main drawback may be living independently. It is quite a joke that I would not be able to look after myself - quite unfair, of course! I would certainly enjoy being closer to work and closer to All Souls, but it might be quite a pressure to have a mortgage.  Anyway these thoughts are with God and I am sure he will be strongly evident in any life changes in the next couple of years. I have not ruled out studying the Bible full time at some point, but I am not sure that a more Christian occupation is right for me, for the time being anyway. Being some kind of missionary abroad at some point may not be out of the question, but again I am not thinking I will be called in this way in the short term. Of course it might not be impossible for me to meet a prospective wife in the next couple of years and all my plans could change! 


This brings me to relationships, which is probably the most difficult area for a number of Christians. I suppose the first strong statement ever made to me was in response to the question ‘How would you know Jesus?’ and the answer came ‘He would be capable of being friends with everybody’. I could see both how awesome that would be and how it would be something to aim for. It is only recently that I have begun to question this and suggest that one should be more selective in making friends. Still, I believe that if we could all behave like brother and sister to each other, thinking that each Christian relationship is God-given, permanent (not just temporary) and on-going then I think that is the best outlook to have. I have found that I have had to battle hard in relationships, but it is rewarding. I am fortunate to have some good friends, but sometimes I probably try too hard. It is a pity there seems to be more male-female tension than is necessary, but it is difficult. I hope people, as I say, could concentrate on being friends and leave anything further to God. 

Sometimes I feel people might be missing out on fellowship opportunities, perhaps being concerned about their image, or feeling things can easily go wrong. At the end of the day we are here to be Godly, which means taking risks sometimes and not always avoiding the chance of suffering. Of course personally, I have no idea whether I will marry, and I may over-estimate my health difficulty or under-estimate the qualities, which some people are looking for. There is much to be said for being single, but one cannot help wondering. One is allowed to believe one has something to offer and that in one’s own humble opinion marriage would seem a desirable part of the plan for one’s life. Other Church relationships, work relationships, non-Christian relationships and family relationships are all just as worthy of prayer and in the end it comes down to being unequivocal in matters of faith, but as caring, open-minded and tolerant as possible otherwise. Do pray for wisdom in relationships.


There are so many things I could ask you to pray about, I will just pick out four. <name> is a very dynamic Christian, who I knew at Cambridge. After working in churches, she went on the popular Cornhill Course, with a focus on preaching, which is based in the city. However her ministry was interrupted by a car accident after which she suffered post-traumatic stress syndrome. Nine months later she is still suffering. She had a good day in October. She has many bad days. She is spending much time at L’Abri Fellowship, although eating alone on her bed. Do pray that she recovers quickly to make use of her many strong gifts. <name> recruited me to my job and after unsuccessfully moving to be a broker will be working near me again soon. She could make it to a Christianity Explained dinner this year. It is a long shot as she is living with her boyfriend, but God must have made greater conquests. Elaine is one of my closest friends and she is uncertain of her future thinking that she might move back to be nearer her mother in Scotland. She was one of the first people I got to know at All Souls and we have shared some good times. For the New Year she wanted a job back in Scotland, a flat, a car and a man! She could be deserving of all four. <name> was our JCR President at college and is now <company> correspondent for Venezuela. I am spending my main holiday with him there from 26 May - 13 June. He is a great bloke and was a good Christian at Cambridge, but has now fallen away. I have only seen him once in the last few years. Please pray for me as I spend quite a lot of time with him, and that I could point him back in the right direction, while enjoying my holiday.

Well, I hope you might have got something out of this letter. Please do not feel under any pressure to respond, but I would welcome any prayer requests. Possibly if there were any modest financial assistance I can offer you in answer to prayer I would consider doing so. Anyway have a fruitful rest of 1995 and if you are an All Souls missionary in 1996 I intend writing to you this time next year. It is great to know you are doing the Lord’s work around the globe.





God be with you,






Nigel Bird
