UPDATE FROM THE USA

 

 

7 May 2009

 

Dear Friends,

This update is different and longer than usual as it has in it an article I have written, so it contains some background information that some of you may know. I have had a very interesting and good weekend in Nottingham preaching in the Diocese of Southwell. We are so grateful to them for supporting us with their Bishop's Lent appeal. We are so grateful for this as the costs of St George's have escalated so much as the church continues to increase in size. We now have over two and a half thousand people and have to find $83,000 per month. Added to this we also very much want to bring over some children from the church again this summer at a cost of around $10,000, so if anybody wants to contribute to this it would be much appreciated.


For me Iraq is simply the most wonderful nation in the world. G-d must like it as well as this is where creation began in the Garden of Eden, it is where salvation history began with the birth of Abraham in Ur, it is also the place where the greatest mission in history took place. Admittedly it was led by the most miserable evangelist ever. He did not want to come here so had to come by submarine transportation and came to Nineveh. He was miserable to the end and his last demand is that he wanted to die. So Jonah may not have been very happy but to this day, Nineveh in Iraq is mainly Christian and most of my Iraqi congregation come from there. Oh, by the way, Jonah was before Christianity but another miserable person turned up on his way to India. It was doubting Thomas. He told them about Jesus the Messiah and they all believed in him. I have been in Iraq a long time. Over ten years I have no regrets about being here but at times there are problems. I have been regularly held at gun point, thrown in rooms with chopped off bits of body and received death threats. Many of the death threats have happened because of my involvement in hostage negotiations. This has not happened for over a year when posters of me were put up around Baghdad saying "wanted dead or alive". They were threatening that if I did not leave they would kill the hostages that I was working for the release of, so I left for a while but soon came back.


I do not just look after the Iraqis, I also run the coalition Anglican Chapel based in the US Embassy. Here, most of my congregation are US Military. I often say though that I do G-d on Saturday and Sunday but the rest of the week I do diplomacy and politics. The good news though, is that the Lord always comes with me.


When I was last in the UK I was preaching at my old Church in Kennington, London. Somebody was there who was at a retreat I was on with other people who were offering themselves for ordination. She shared with us a picture that G-d gave her. It showed me in a very hot country. She told me that I said I was staying in England and not going anywhere hot. A while ago I was sitting down waiting for the army helicopter. I had my body armour and helmet on and looked at my watch and realized it was twenty years ago to the day that I was asked: "where do you want to be in twenty years time?" I said I wanted to be a vicar in London with some hospital chaplaincy. Here I am in Baghdad, I love it and I do not want to be anywhere else. For us all, the Lord does not always have us be where we want to be, but he always gives us the desire to do what he calls us to do.


I did not start off my life wanting to be a minister. My one desire in life was to work in the field of Anaesthetics. I therefore went to St Thomas' Hospital in London and trained to be an Operating Department Practitioner. I loved every moment of my training and worked at the Hospital after qualifying. Then one night I was praying in the hospital garden just opposite Big Ben, I was carrying the Cardiac Arrest Bleep and waiting for it to go off. At the end of my praying I thought I ought to thank G-d for all He had enabled me to achieve. At the end of this prayer I said: "Lord what do you want me to do next?" As clear as anything I heard the Lord say you must go into the Church and the Church of England. I did not really like that thought very much. Despite going to an Anglican Church I was not even a member of the C of E. I was reared in the AoG and my grandfather was even an AoG missionary a long while ago. I grew up on stories of Donald Gee, Howard and John Carter and Smith Wigglesworth. To me the C of E was not really even very Christian. I gave in to G-d and I realised that if I did not join the Anglican Church I would not even be here in Iraq. I went to Cambridge, did my theology and worked in Battersea and Clapham, then was literally sent to Coventry Cathedral in 1998. I was the Canon there at the Cathedral with responsibility for being in charge of the International Centre for Reconciliation. It was at the beginning of this job that I started going to Iraq as I realised there that Iraq was the major nation that we needed reconciliation with. I did not feel a particular calling here but our G-d does not always make you feel like you want to be where he wants you. So I have been coming here for a decade, five years before the recent war.


Before the war our church was not allowed to function. Tariq Aziz, the then deputy Prime Minister did let me take services there when I was present. I now have the largest church in Iraq. It is all Iraqi and not one person is traditionally Anglican. We even have our own clinic with three doctors and three dentists and a brilliant pharmacist and pharmacy thanks to the British Charity International Health Partners. Most of the patients are not even Christians but people come to church to be healed, now Jesus would have liked that!


I love my people and they love me, I know that is one of the reasons I love being here. When I started running this church it cost $600 a year. Now it costs $83,000 a month. We have to totally support our people with food, rent, money and health care. At the church we have an extensive clinic. 4 doctors, 3 dentists, a pharmacy and a laboratory. Our people have nothing, but with the help of our Lord and his people we manage. We never know each month where the money will come from but with G-d's help it comes.


Christians in Iraq have suffered much in the last few years. All of my original church staff were kidnapped and killed. Many more of my congregation have been killed in recent months. Each week I tell them that none of us have any assurance that we will not be killed in the coming week, but when we see Jesus we will be like him. Until recently I only had 6 men left in a congregation of 1,700. Now I have a few more. In days before under Saddam, Christians had it good. Saddam was a Sunni minority so other minorities were often treated well because their support was needed.


Our Church now is simply wonderful. There is such love and trust in G-d. We have hundreds of children and we love them all too and ensure they always play a central role in the services. The worship we have has Orthodox, Catholic and Charismatic components in our services so it is rather Anglican. Our services are in Arabic and Aramaic the language of our Lord. Christmas is very different here than in the West. Our biggest festival is actually Easter. Last year I asked the children what they were looking forward to at Christmas. There was no mention of presents or food, what they said was that they were going to sing a lot and worship Jesus. Last year I was a king in our nativity play. I told the children that Jesus came first to Bethlehem where I used to work. I was told I was wrong that Jesus first came to Iraq. They then told me that when Meshach, Shadrach and Abednego were in the flames Jesus was with them. Then they said that Daniel saw Jesus over the Tigris and that was in Baghdad. I could not deny any of this.


So on Monday's I return to my other work of heading up the response to religious sectarianism. This is totally funded by the Pentagon so in reality I work far closer with the Americans than with the British. I can only do this work because I was here well before the war. In reality I have known the senior Iraqi religious leaders for a long time. In addition to the religious sectarian work I continue to do a lot in regards to hostage negotiations, though I obviously cannot say much about the nature of this work.


As regards the nature of the negotiations I am involved in, I have been doing this for a long time. In reality it is the thing I know most about and have been doing for a long time. This role really developed very much when I was heading up the department that dealt with reconciliation whilst at Coventry Cathedral. My work in reconciliation though began a long time before this when I was still a student at Cambridge. In the beginning it was mainly with the Jewish community but soon developed to deal with the Islamic community as well.


So here I am with some of the most wonderful people in the world and I love it. I do so miss my wife and sons back in Hampshire though. Last summer I was able to bring over six of our teenagers from Baghdad to England. They loved their time in the UK. I told one of our young teenagers that she should marry one of my boys who are just 12 and 9. She told me she could not because they were her brothers. The children here call me daddy and I think they mean it because most of their fathers have been killed, so they just have me. I do have developing Multiple Sclerosis but by G-d's grace I just keep going. To my total surprise in January of this year an Iraqi doctor friend who runs the bone marrow transplant centre here in Baghdad came to me. He was worried that my health was deteriorating. He had researched the issue thoroughly and said to me that the only solution was to have a stem cell transplant. He said he wanted to do this. I asked him if he had ever done this before for MS. He said no. I told him to try it on me. He did and to my total surprise it worked. I have now had three stem cell transplants, taken from my blood and injected into my spine. After the last one I did go through a difficult patch but I think this was partly due to the fact that after the last treatment I was well and did not rest.

I am now back in the USA for a very intensive two-week programme. I will be in California, DC, Charlotte and DC again. The vital point for prayer is that the US Military will restart the funding for the High Council of Religious Leaders.


Blessings,

Canon Andrew P B White

San Francisco California
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