



My Journey to Orthodoxy 



       By An Orthodox Christian in UK

My first experience of God came as a 5 year old child, asking my mum why she and my dad had changed. I couldn’t understand why they had started to be kinder to me. She patiently explained how she and dad had become Christians (they had joined the Methodist church) and that God had given them so much love, they were compelled to share it with others. She then asked me: ‘Would you like to be a Christian?’ I certainly did, I had seen the power of God with my own eyes and I was deeply impressed! Before that, they had lived without any religion, which was common in the UK. During that time, I had seen a lot stress and despair.

Life wasn’t always straightforward after that, but often I was aware of God’s love with me even through very difficult times. I always liked to go to church. I loved singing and hearing Bible stories and praying. It was so different from my previous life before knowing God.

Over the years I found out that all churches were not the same, and that there were even a small minority of Pentecostal Protestants that we met who said that Catholics weren’t really Christians. I thought that was silly and was pleased to go one year to a Catholic Bible study group with my mum just to prove it! At around 10, I was the youngest person there, but that didn’t bother me. It was lent, and the nuns made us cake (my favourite type at the time!), but didn’t eat any themselves. They said they were fasting, but I thought fasting was when you ate nothing and drank only water for 24 hours or more. I wanted to find out why it meant something different to the nuns, but I was too shy to ask them and when I got home, I found my mum did not know.

When I grew up, I got married and moved house often to different towns, often attending a different sort of (Protestant) church each year. I was 26 when I met a friend from church who told me for the first time about the Coptic Orthodox Church. He was very sad that his parents no longer considered him a Christian because he was in a Baptist church. He, in turn, considered them to be Christians, but thought they were missing something in their spiritual life. I was fascinated, but he didn’t want to talk about it more. I wanted to meet his parents next time they visited, but he wasn’t keen on that! (I have since spoken to him and given him the surprising news of my entry into his previous church.)

At that time, in my circle of friends, there was no encouragement at all to further investigate other churches. We did meet one Orthodox Christian, but the others in our Bible study group tried to convince him that he needed to be more like them and so it was difficult for him to talk to them about his faith. I concluded that his faith was fine, and defended him from those who suggested otherwise. I was keen to not cause division, though, so I accepted his preference not to discuss it further. I prayed about it and left the matter with God. As the years went by, though, I began to think of ways I could visit all the churches so I could see what were the real differences and what were just different ways of expressing the same thing. I was always full of questions, and I kept looking out for an opportunity to find answers.

When the answer came, it was in a way I couldn’t have imagined. My boss was a member of another religion, but his best friend, another senior colleague, was a Christian. My boss and I often discussed the way to God, and one day he suggested I visit his friend’s church. I was very excited about the chance to do this and approached this friend to ask about the church. He explained that his church was Coptic Orthodox and it was very different to any British church and he implied that I wouldn’t like it! He apologised that the service was in Arabic (shortly before that, I had started studying Arabic, and the thought of praising God in my new language was very exciting), that it was 2 or 3 hours long (sounded perfect to me, the longest services I had been to before had usually been the best), and that we stood up a lot (I thought: ‘Why not, we are in the house of God?’). A few weeks later, I attended with my husband.

At this stage, I was content with my spiritual life; I shared my faith with my friends and I thought I had a reasonable understanding of the Bible. I told people that I went to the Coptic Orthodox Church simply because it was there. But, looking back now, I realise I had a deep yearning which I could not express and which had not been fulfilled in any of my previous churches.

I can still remember that first service. I kept thinking ‘God is here, God is here’ and knew my questions were going to be answered. I thought all my Christian friends would share my enthusiasm, but generally they did not and a few were very negative, which surprised me. I suppose they had not spent the previous 10 - 20 years full of curiosity about other churches! I then spent the next year or two thinking about all the churches and wondering if I could be a member of several of them! I visited Coptic Orthodox churches often, and found answers to all my questions. Most people were welcoming and kind, and encouraged me to pray about my spiritual journey and to look for answers in the Bible. We moved house a few times, so I had the opportunity to visit several UK churches.

The thing that impressed me most was the Holy Communion. Previously, in one town, we had been Anglicans, taking Holy Communion on our knees in reverence after communal repentance (rare in the other Protestant churches), and the Coptic Orthodox Holy Communion seemed to take this to a new level. After 2 years, I realised I was missing something. That was such a shock. To think that I had followed God for so long but could still know Him in a new and deeper way really surprised me! I wondered how was it that this knowledge had been kept from me for so long? I wanted to spread this knowledge to my Protestant friends, but as I remembered how the Catholics had not appreciated being thought of as sub-standard Christians by the Protestants, I realised I would have to be very sensitive and not make that mistake. Also I was still officially Protestant myself! 

So, I took it slowly and carefully and discussed my desire to join the church with my husband and my priest. I had to admit that I was no longer an eccumenical visitor. A year later, I had permission from both of them and was received into the church. To finally worship God in the Orthodox Holy Communion was beyond all my expectations. It is the one thing I find very difficult to express. I could explain it at purely an emotional level and so risk dishonouring the Body and Blood of our Lord. All I can say is that I have found something much deeper than I knew before. Now I know better than before that peoples’ relationship with God involves much joy and reward as well as much suffering and surrender. I am no longer afraid of suffering and I can now understand why the saints of old rushed off joyfully to martyrdom, very aware of the immense joy that grew greater and greater as they approached their creator. I am far more conscious of my sin than before and much more likely to recognise the contribution of my own faults to the conflicts of life. 

One (Catholic) friend who hadn’t seen me for more than a year remarked how peaceful I was. This hadn’t previously been something I was noted for!

The boss who told me about the church saw me again 2 or 3 years later and was surprised and pleased at the change in me, exclaiming: ‘You really are happy now!’

