Why
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 only stress and dispair.

life wasn’t 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. no matter what sort of church we went to in our travels, i was keen to go. 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 10, i was the youngest person there, but that didn’t bother me. it was lent, and the nuns made us cake, 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 couldn’t answer me.
when we went on a family holiday to greece when i was 16, we peered inside an orthodox church for the first time. we saw it was quite dark inside, there were some people walking around at the back apparently not paying attention to the service, (in my culture, if you take part in something you show your appreciation by sitting still!) and we couldn’t understand what was happening as we didn’t speak much greek. there was no-one on the door to invite us in or ask us to wait, and it was so different that we didn’t go in.

as the years went by, i went to university where i attended the monthly joint Christian prayer meetings in the catholic chaplaincy and went to the Christian union (largely protestant) at other times. i still had not met an orthodox Christian. i got married and moved house a lot, often attending a different sort of church each time. i was 26 when i met a friend 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. we didn’t keep in touch very well over the years, and last year when i explained that i had joined the coptic orthodox church, he was surprised but not shocked or upset.
at that time, in my circle of friends, there was no encouragment at all to further investigate other churches, so i prayed about it and left the matter with God. as the years went by, though, i had a growing sense of discomfort about the way some Christians talked about other churches, and 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. we often discussed the way to God, and one day my boss 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 i probably wouldn’t like it. little did he know that telling me that something was too strange or too difficult was the surest way to make me determined to do 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 sent shivers down my spine), 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 (why not, we are in the house of God?). a few weeks later, i attended with my husband.
at this stage, i would not have said i lacked anything in my spiritual life, i was content, i shared my faith with my friends and i thought i had a reasonable understanding of the Bible. i thought i mainly went to the coptic orthodox church simply because it was there. but, looking back, i realise i had a deep yearning which i could not express and which had not been fulfilled.

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 past 18 years full of curiosity about other churches! i then went through 2 years thinking about all the churches and wondering if i could be a member of more than one of them! i was and still am praying to God to purify and unite His churches. 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, and the coptic orthodox communion seemed to take this to a new level. as the months went by i found i had a strong desire to join in. by then i knew 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 became determined 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. also i was still protestant myself! i took 2 years to make the final decision to join the coptic orthodox church, as i knew it was (for me, at least) an irreversible step, and one i would have to continually explain. then, once i had decided, i had to discuss it with my husband and my priest. this took some more months, but once i had permission from both, i went ahead within 3 days.
to finally worship God in the orthodox communion was beyond all my expectations. it is the one thing i find very difficult to express. it would be so easy for me to explain it at purely an emotional level and so risk dishonouring the Body and Blood of our Lord. maybe in the future i will find words for this. all i can say is i have found something deeper than i knew before, and suddenly all the theology i have studied in my spare time makes sense. 

