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I will 
strengthen 
you and help 
you; 

I will 
uphold 
you with my 
righteous 
right hand
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W hen our children were 
younger they used 
to talk about their 
‘life plan’. Inevitably 
this would involve 

travelling, getting a great job, meeting  
and ultimately marrying someone they 
loved, moving to live near the sea etc 
etc. What used to make me laugh was 
the ‘back-up’ plan, which was if they 
didn’t meet someone by a certain age, 
they had a loyal friend who had agreed to 
be the ‘back-stop’ partner. Happily, none 
of them have resorted to a ‘back up’ plan 
as yet!

Even if we don’t admit it, a lot of us 
have an idea of where we want to go 
in life and what the future might look 
like. But things often turn out very 
differently, especially when Christians 
start consulting God for His wisdom and 
direction.

Life took an unexpected track for REME 
corporal Phil Crosby after he had an 
encounter with God (page 8). Even 
though his life hasn’t followed his ‘plan’, 
he can look back on an amazing few 
years, far beyond what he had hoped 
or dreamed. His story is a testament to 
God’s faithfulness to provide when we 
follow His direction for our lives.

For Phil, it involved stepping out of his 
comfort zone into the unknown.

In this issue of Contact we have several 
stories about moving out into something 
unfamiliar and uncertain. Whether it is a 
long deployment away from friends and 
family, a new venture or project that we 
passionately want to take forward, they 
all require steps of faith and sometimes 
the courage to leave plan A and even 
plan B on the shelf.

I hope the various articles in this issue 
will continue to inspire you to step into 
the unknown and follow God’s call into 
the future, even if it isn’t what you had 
planned.

Editor 
email: rachel.reay@gmail.com

Armed Forces’ Christian Union (AFCU),
Unit 24 Shrivenham Hundred Business Park  Watchfield  Swindon SN6 8TZ

Phone: +44 (0) 1793 783123 
Email: office@afcu.org.uk   www.afcu.org.uk

• If you wish to know more about what 
it means to be a Christian  and/or how 
to become a Christian, find and ask your 
local military chaplain or a Christian you 
may know or pick up the phone and ask 
the AFCU office +44 (0)1793 783123  
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personal trainer 
to God’s trainer
WHEN PHIL CROSBY LEFT the Army 
and landed a job as a personal trainer, 
building a church on the other side of 
the world definitely wasn’t on his ‘life 
plan’. But just three years after he signed 
off in 2006, he and his girlfriend had 
an encounter with God that changed 
everything.

“I suppose you could say I was dragged 
up through the Church of England! My 
father was a lay reader and every single 
Sunday I was dragged along to church. 
But when I joined the Army at 16 I didn’t 
look back or consider faith again.”

Phil says he was a typical member of the 
Army. “I jumped in with my mates. There 
was a lot of alcohol going on and a lot of 
fun. I always loved the army and thought 
I would be in it for 37 years - all my life.”

A lover of the outdoors, Phil enjoyed 
an active lifestyle so the Army was an 
obvious choice for him. He said, “I joined 
the REME as vehicle mechanic. They 
told me I needed five GCSEs to get in, 
so I only worked at five subjects and only 
passed five!”

After an apprenticeship at Arborfield and 
then further training, Phil was eventually 
posted to Abingdon and attached to 3 
Close Support Regiment RLC. 

His 10 years in the army took him on 
four operational tours including Bosnia, 
Kosovo and two tours of Iraq. “All 
that time I never thought about faith 
– it just wasn’t something I gave any 
consideration to,” Phil said. 

However, the tours had taken their toll 
and he had some mild symptoms of 
Post Traumatic Stress Disorder, including 
nightmares and a bit of anger. A difficult 

boss on his last tour tipped him over 
the edge and he decided his time in the 
military had come to an end. 
“At that point I was a bit disillusioned 
and I thought I’d have a better life out in 
‘civvy street’,” he said.

Before leaving the Army Phil had 
managed to do a personal trainers’ 
course, building on his army PTI 
instructor qualifications. “During my 
training I ended up being the youngest 
person ever to become a PT instructor. 
I passed my PTI course when I was 17. 
I hadn’t even qualified for phase two 
training. I was a qualified PTI before I 
was a qualified soldier and I wasn’t even 
a craftsman in the REME at that point.”

Life seemed to be going well when Phil 
left the Army as he landed a job as a 
personal trainer. Things got even better 
when he met his wife-to-be, Lisa, who 
had hired him as her personal trainer!
“We moved in together very quickly,” Phil 
said. “We were both enjoying life and 
loving our adventurous lifestyle. We had 
a ridiculously high salary between us – 
we were in a small village in the north 
Pennines in County Durham and we were 

REME corporal swaps his comfortable life-style to plant churches in the UK and Asia

● Phil Crosby
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part of the Mountain Rescue.” 

Phil managed to set up an online 
business which was thriving and they 
both enjoyed a very comfortable lifestyle, 
going out for expensive meals, staying 
in nice hotels and travelling down to 
London when they could. “We’d been 
together for about six months,” Phil said. 
“Then one weekend we were invited to 
a family event at a church in Leicester.” 
This weekend away turned out to be a 
pivotal point in their lives.

Listening to the preacher at the service 
they were struck by what was said and 
began to sense the presence of God – a 
God they had never considered could 
be part of their lives. During the service 
a lady stood up and said that there were 
two people in the church who should go 
forward for prayer. Phil said, “I wanted to 
respond, but I was too scared. On the 
way back in the car Lisa and I talked 
about it and decided to find out more 
about the church and this ‘God stuff’. 
Although I knew many of the Bible 
stories – I couldn’t see how it related to 
me – they were just stories.”

The next Sunday Phil and Lisa drove to 
the Newcastle Vineyard church. After 
the service they talked with the pastor 
about what had happened the week 
before. “There was a lady standing 
near us and she suddenly said, ‘It was 
you two! I was there last weekend in 
Leicester!’ We couldn’t believe that it 
was the same lady and she had come 
to this church. We knew then that God 
was doing something,” Phil said.

Phil and Lisa gradually started to dip 
their toes into this new church family 
and found themselves in a relationship 
with God that was starting to change 
them both. As they became more 
deeply involved in church life, they gave 
up their Mountain Rescue commitments 
and gave more time to the church.
Within a year, Phil said he told Lisa he 
thought they should give up their jobs 
to volunteer with the Newcastle church 
for a year. Everything fell into place a 
few months later when Lisa was made 
redundant. 

Phil said, “That one year turned into 
three years – God took us on a journey. 
We learned lots of things about how to 
live off less, having sacrificed our joint 
six figure salary. We started leading 
compassion ministry and student 
ministry. The Army had really hardened 
my heart about a lot of things - I was 
very much of the opinion that homeless 
people and drug addicts just needed 
to sort themselves out. God taught 
me things and started to transform my 
character and soften my heart towards 

those in need.”

In 2013 Phil and Lisa’s daughter Elsie 
was born and they were still volunteering 
with the church, learning to live on 
very little. This turned out to be good 
preparation for what lay ahead.

Not long after Elsie’s birth, Phil had been 
inspired about overseas mission through 
a book he’d read and told Lisa he felt 
God was calling them to go and serve 
with the church in Myanmar in Asia. He 
said, “Lisa had just had a baby. She was 
feeling sleep deprived and knackered 
and I chose this time to tell her I thought 
we should go to Myanmar.” Lisa wasn’t 
impressed and told Phil, “Not a chance! 
We’ve got a child who doesn’t sleep, I’ve 
not heard a whisper of this from God. If 
we’re called, God’s got to speak to me 
about this very clearly as well.”

Through a strange set of circumstances, 
Lisa’s interest in supporting a charity 
making jewellery to help victims of 
people trafficking, ended up linking them 
with Myanmar. After overcoming huge 
financial hurdles, which included selling 
their house and many other financial 
issues, in February 2015, Phil, Lisa and 
Elsie eventually found themselves on a 
flight to Myanmar with three suitcases 
and £6,000 in their pockets. Phil said, 
“We’d sold everything we had and given 
the rest away so all we were left with 
was what we flew out to Yangon with, 
and a box of ‘sentimentals’ including my 
medals, which we left with my parents.”

This was the beginning of another 
leap of faith for them all. “We rocked 
up in Yangon with seven days in an 

Air B&B and no local currency,” Phil 
explained. “We had no idea where we 
would live after seven days. We had 
the financial support of 20 friends and 
family who were sending through £900 
a month, but we then found the cost of 
accommodation was almost on a par 
with London and a small apartment for 
the three of us was £600 which didn’t 
leave much for family living.”

The Vineyard church in Yangon was just 
a year old and Phil and Lisa were there to 
train and equip the leaders. “We started 
to plant small slum churches with them. 
We spent a lot of time discipling them 
and talking about prayer and healing.” 
The church also supported various 
practical education projects and skills 
training for vulnerable local women.

Towards the end of their third year 
in Myanmar the church had grown 
to support 35 staff and nine slum 
churches which would gather together 
in Yangon each Sunday at the main 
Vineyard Church. In 2018 Phil and Lisa 
began to sense their work in Myanmar 
was done and with reluctant hearts the 
family moved back to the UK. They 
were now following a new ‘call’ back to 
the North East where they are currently 
establishing a new Vineyard church in 
Darlington.

Phil and Lisa’s story is one of incredible 
provision against the odds, as they 
found that God met all their needs - 
from bags of nappies being handed to 
them at church to donations of money, 
furniture and even a home. Phil said, 
“God has provided again and again as 
we’ve been living by faith these past 
five years. It’s been the weirdest thing. 
I could tell you no end of stories, from 
someone giving us exactly the right 
money to cover a puncture on the car 
to someone giving me two Mont Blanc 
pens to sell on Ebay that helped fund 
our flights to Myanmar.”

Reflecting on his new training and 
leadership role in the church, Phil said, 
“Some of the Army leadership training 
I went through has put me in good 
stead for what I’m doing. Along with the 
resilience the Army teaches you and the 
‘get up and go’ attitude, what I like about 
military leadership is that it is generally 
quite empowering. Something we’re 
passionate about is how to empower 
people in the church. Jesus trained the 
12 disciples and then sent them out. The 
Army is great at teaching people what 
leadership really looks like and how to 
empower people to go and do it. It’s not 
about me leading a church, it’s asking 
how do we give this away and how 
do we make ourselves redundant, by 
training and equipping others?”

● Phil, Lisa and Elsie
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A FEW YEARS AGO  I was flying 
helicopters in Mozambique for retired RN 
Commodore Adrian Nance’s flood relief 
charity ‘Wings Like Eagles’ and working 
in the UK for a mapping contractor, 
writes Clive Langmead. On flood relief 
work we were often frustrated by the 
difficulty of noting where people who 
needed help were, where broken bridges 
were, where food had been left, etc. It 
was hard to read the GPS in the vibrating 
cockpit and even harder whilst flying to 
write on notepads - which then had to 
be copied out by hand on landing. We 
managed, but it was pretty scrappy.

Returning to the UK I was recounting 
my adventures about flooded crocodile 
country when a young mapping engineer, 
Dr McMillan, stopped me in full flow. 
“You really have nothing better than 
paper and pencil?” Dr McMillan was 
shocked.

Privately she set to work to develop a 
mapping ‘app’ to work on a tablet. There 
followed a fair bit of testing. I flew it in 
my group Cessna and Wings Like Eagles 
hired a Jet-Ranger for me to fly it round 
the Severn Valley. Results were good. 
Every time the screen was touched the 
fix was nailed, at flying speed, and 
the nature of the problem noted 
from a slide out menu. It seemed 
so simple! The Disaster Relief 
Operations Plot logging system - 

DROP logger for short - was born.

In 2017 I saw on the television a sight I 
knew well from Africa. But this was in the 
Caribbean - hurricanes Maria and Irma 
had swept disaster over the West Indies. 
My old ship HMS OCEAN was heading 
to help. I knew with DROP logger we 
had a system that could vastly speed 
up search and rescue, turning days of 
sorties, into hours, and thereby saving 
lives. But it was not developed for the 
military. 

Although I received funding to help with 
development from the MoD Innovation 
Fund, it wasn’t plain sailing. In fact 
almost every obstacle practical and 
procedural was thrown at me. The 
purchase of the kit, the opportunity to 
fly it, the approval to fly it in different 
aircraft, the opportunity to field test 
it over floods in Bangladesh - all was 
opposed by systems ancient and 
modern in MoD. The development of this 
life saving system became a school for 
prayer, as I asked God to help overcome 
each hurdle. A barrier would be thrown 
up and I would be on my knees, I would 
be going forward in church, I would be 
putting emails on the 

prayer line, 
I would 
be fasting 
(still not 
that 

much, sadly). And then, just in time, 
the barrier would break. Time and time 
again. I know. I have kept a diary. It runs 
to many pages. 

The now militarised system is excellent 
and a lifesaver. It is simple, cheap 
and saves massively on SA (Situation 
Awareness) sortie time. Combined with 
other loggers it quickly shows a clear 
unclassified picture of what is happening 
in a disaster to all responders civil and 
military locally, and can also be seen 
by agencies around the world (on the 
internet) in real time. All on a tablet, there 
is no training required. It is remarkable. 
It has been featured in innovation 
magazines and in MoD open days. It 
was deployed to Beira in Mozambique. 
In August I took it to the ship deploying 
to the Caribbean with the new HMS 
Queen Elizabeth. The hope is that it will 
be tested and used there in the event of 
a hurricane. It simply needs to be used 
and I continue to pray!

You can view a video of the DROP 
logger in action here: https://www.
youtube.com/watch?v=W44yDLCFql0

Clive Langmead was part of the Navy’s 
Executive Branch and as an Amphibious  
Warfare specialist in HMS OCEAN, he devised 
the RN Ship To Objective Manoeuvre (STOM) 
training system. He received the Queen’s 
Volunteer Reserves Medal for this work in 
2009. 

plotting 
a rescue
Lieutenant Commander Clive Langmead RNR, 
Maritime Advisor DE&S (Niteworks), has 
been part of the development of a lifesaving 
air search and rescue system helping 
pinpoint stranded victims and deliver aid 
effectively. But getting the new system into 
operation has proved a challenge ...

● Lt Cdr Clive Langmead
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“LOOKING BACK, MY 20-year-old self 
really couldn’t see the future at all. I had 
three different options and MAF was the 
bottom of the list, until God came along 
and put it at the top! It’s unbelievable to 
think what finally became of my first step 
of faith all those years ago. 

Like many young aviation enthusiasts, 
all I really wanted was to be a pilot. I 
volunteered as one when I graduated 
at 19, after completing a condensed 
wartime degree, but the RAF simply 
said, ‘no’. My engineering degree was 
more valuable to them than my desire to 
sit in the cockpit, and I found myself on 
the ground at RAF Duxford as a Chief 
Technical Officer. Not even the rumble 
of our formidable, single-seater Hawker 
Typhoons flying over the hazy, war-torn 
Normandy coastline to join war efforts in 
1944 would compare with what God had 
in store for me. 

I had served in the RAF for six years 
when I finally followed God’s call into 
mission.  Like many others, I wanted to 

see lasting peace when the WW2 finally 
ended, but even more than that, I wanted 
to see people find the peace of God in 
their hearts. It was this life-changing 
vision that resulted in MAF’s birth. 
Between Jack Hemmings – a former 
RAF Squadron Leader – and myself, we 
managed to secure a rattling twin-engine 
Miles Gemini and launch a six-month 
survey flight across Africa. 

Our mission: to explore whether aircraft 
could assist the work of humanitarian 
missionaries, so that remote and isolated 
people could hear the Good News of 
Jesus and gain access to the basics they 
needed to survive. Some called us crazy. 
Others called us ‘the heavenly twins’. 
But everyone knew that, with God as our 
compass, and His flight plan to follow, 
we were stepping out in faith – even if 
things weren’t always clearly plotted out. 

Now, nearly 75 years later, MAF is the 
world’s largest humanitarian airline, 
its fleet of 131 light aircraft serving 27 
developing countries across the world. 

This dynamic, innovative and life-saving 
mission has far outstripped my wildest 
dreams. But it took a single step of faith 
to get this vision off the ground. 

It’s as relevant today as it was 75 years 
ago - and as it was more than two 
thousand years ago. For youngsters 
looking for a way to set out on an 
adventure and serve God, or even 
Christians who’ve worked faithfully in the 
same role at the same desk for years, 
revisiting the words of Hebrews 11 
might be the single prompt they need to 
consider God’s calling into mission. ‘By 
faith Abraham… obeyed and went, even 
though he did not know where he was 
going’ (Hebrews 11:8).”

Former RAF Flight Lieutenant and charity co-founder Stuart 
King reflects on the adventure of flying into the unknown...

into the unknown
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operation 
lifeline
For over two years, the British Army has been heading up the eFP 
(Enhanced Forward Presence) battlegroup in Estonia and sending 
a company to the USA led battlegroup in Poland to strengthen Euro 
Atlantic security. From day one, a Chaplain has been there with 
the troops. Padre Gary Birch was deployed with the King’s Royal 
Hussars to Tapa Camp, Estonia.
THE TEMPERATURE WAS -17 degrees 
C when I arrived in March 2019 and this 
was beginning to warm up! Within two 
weeks it was mid-teens and now in June, 
we’ve seen late 20s. 

The weather is certainly changeable here, 
and right now as the Estonians celebrate 
victory day on their midsummer day, we 
have very few hours of darkness too; 
which can make sleeping a challenge.

NATO troops are here at the request of 
the Estonian and Polish Governments 
to help deter any hostile activity against 
their countries. Remember, an attack 
on one NATO country is considered an 
attack on all, so we are here to support 
and reassure our partner countries. 
Getting involved in numerous joint 
exercises along the way, this helps 
produce well rounded soldiers who train 
in all sorts of environments.

In Tapa, as well as the KRH there are 
some Artillery, Infantry, Logistics, Medics, 
Signals and many more, including the 
Army Air Corps, who are down the road 
at Amari airbase with their helicopters. 
Also supporting are some French military 
including the French Foreign Legion and 

in the past there have been Danes and 
Belgians too. So it is a multi-skilled and 
multi-national force out here.

As Chaplain, I am here to support them 
all, primarily offering pastoral care 
alongside spiritual and moral guidance. 
As this is an eight-month tour for many, 
this can bring up all sorts of issues and 
dramas for them or family at home. The 
tour itself is not arduous, but separation 
from family is tough for any length of 
time, let alone eight months, and while 
the old adage of distance makes the 
heart grow fonder works for some, for 
others it just highlights issues. The good 
news is that communication facilities are 
excellent here, with wi-fi throughout the 
camp, perhaps not surprising as Estonia 
was the first country to declare internet 
access a human right. Sometimes it 
might be said that too much contact 
with home can cause its own difficulties 
though! 

The Joint Casualty & Compassionate 
Cell (JCCC) does a good job of getting 
people home when needed, but lots of 
little issues can build up quickly and 
sometimes a brief chat with the Padre 

can often be the prescribed medicine for 
some. I work closely with the medical 
team here, specifically the doctor, and 
we often send people from one to the 
other.

There is a chapel on camp which  
apparently is the only one to be found 
on any Estonian Military Base, where I 
hold weekly services for those who wish 
to attend. Recently some of us have 
been jumping on the train to Tallinn to 
join another English-speaking church 
congregation. Our purpose is just to get 
a bit of a different flavour of church, and 
not least so I can also receive spiritual 
input myself, rather than always giving 
out.

I have been privileged to be part 
of various remembrance services, 
alongside my Estonian counterparts 
and church leaders. They have all 
been very welcoming and getting to 
know Christians from another part of 
the world is hugely encouraging. Here 
in Tapa Camp, there is a small group 
of dedicated Christians and we enjoy 
worshipping together. 

● Padre Gary Birch
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Cpl John Asabil was part of the Tapa 
Camp church and he talked to me about 
how his faith has been a lifeline during 
the tour ...

What are the main challenges you face 
being away from home?
Not being able to spend time with my 
wife and two children. When at home 
I would routinely read the Bible and 
bedtime stories to my children. We also 
spend time praying together as a family 
before we go to sleep. Not being there 
physically poses a challenge, and even 
though we are able to make video calls, it 
doesn’t feel quite the same and timings 
are not always favourable. (Estonia is two 
hours ahead of UK) 

How easy or difficult do you find it to 
maintain your spiritual life while away 
on Op CABRIT, and what things do 
you put in place to help with that?
In my job role on Op CABRIT there 
can be a lot happening at any one time 
although at other times it can be less 
so. Either way I occasionally find myself 
involved in some form of task or activity 
that can easily make me forget to make 
the time to spend with the Lord. To help 
me make time and continue to do so, 
I have placed reminders on my smart 
phone at 1005hrs, 1445hrs and 1900hrs 
to prompt me to pray and spend time 
with God regardless of the location.

How important are regular times of 
worship together with other Christians 
while away?
In Hebrew 10:25, the Apostle Paul 
reminds us not to ‘neglect our meeting 
together, as some people do, but 
encourage one another, especially now 
that the day of his return is drawing near.’
Being in the company of fellow believers 
and worshipping as a body of Christ is 
spiritually healthy. I find that it is a good 
environment for encouraging one another 
to share experiences of our journey with 
Christ and a good place to strengthen 
our faith as children of God.

Is there anything you think God has 
placed on your heart recently?
To pray for people around the world 
such that people across every country, 
continent and in all corners of the world, 
that they will have soft hearts and be 
receptive to the good news of Jesus 
Christ. My prayer is that millions of 
people from all religions will seek Jesus 
and find Him and know Him personally as 
their Lord and Saviour; that He is the only 
way, the truth and the life, and there is no 
other way to eternal life except through 
Him (Jesus Christ). John 3:16

What would you ask people to pray for 
you for?
I would ask my Christian brothers and 
sisters to pray with me that God would 
grant me the courage and wisdom to 
start meaningful conversations with 
people I come in contact with and lead 
them to know our Lord Jesus Christ.

Padre Gary continues, As well as 
John, there are others who are an 
encouragement to me as I seek to 
support them in my role as chaplain. 
Wherever we go, whatever the situation 
and whoever the service person, the 
chaplain is on hand to bring some of 
Christ’s light into their lives and offer a 
friendly face, listening ear and perhaps 
a word of Godly wisdom. So, please 
continue to pray for all in the Royal Army 
Chaplains’ Department, especially those 
deployed around the world.

      
  separation    
        from family 
is tough for 
any length of 
time, let alone 
eight 
months

‘
’

● Padre Gary Birch (left) 
and Cpl John Asabil
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Former Chaplain in Chief for the RAF, the Revd Ray 
Pentland, continues his series on ethics in a Christian 
military context

WE LIVE IN A world where tolerance is 
expected, hoped for and even prayed 
for, but is tolerance ever really enough for 
those who claim Jesus as Lord? Are we 
not called to live a life of love?

United States Senator Cory Booker in 
his book, United: Thoughts on Finding 
Common Ground and Advancing the 
Common Good, contrasts love and 
tolerance like this:

“Tolerance is becoming accustomed to 
injustice; love is becoming disturbed 
and activated by another’s adverse 
condition. Tolerance crosses the street; 
love confronts. Tolerance builds fences; 
love opens doors. Tolerance breeds 
indifference; love demands engagement. 
Tolerance couldn’t care less; love always 
cares more.”

I suspect that this is why I have always 
been uneasy with the culture of tolerance 
which ‘puts up’ and accepts because 
that is more acceptable. I can’t imagine 
any good parent simply ‘tolerating’ their 
child’s unacceptable behaviour, and yet 
somehow it has become the common 
practice to ignore or to tolerate things 
under the banner of equality. Culturally, 
we have watered-down love and then 

is tolerance 
ever enough?

Boarding and day school 
for girls and boys aged 11-18

with a Christian ethos in the Cotswolds

kinghamhill.org.uk/open-days

Whole School
Open Day
Saturday 5th October

Sixth Form
Open Evening
Thursday 21st November

‘A SUPPORTIVE GROUP 
OF PUPILS AND 
TEACHERS IN AN AREA 
OF OUTSTANDING 
NATURAL BEAUTY’
 GOOD SCHOOLS GUIDE

Discounts for HM Forces 
or UK Diplomatic Service 
families, leaving parents to 
pay 10% of published fees 
af ter full CEA entitlement.

‘
’

      
 Jesus 
came to meet 
the broken 
hearted, the 
marginalised, 
those who 
are tolerated, 
those who 
are bullied, 
harassed...
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traded in our pathetic version of love 
for a very sad thing we call ‘tolerance.’  
Then, if we tolerate well enough, we call 
it love. BUT tolerating someone is not the 
same as loving them. 

Somerset Maugham suggested that,
‘Tolerance is another word for 
indifference’

Of course, tolerance may have come to 
mean more than this in everyday life in 
the 21st Century, and be considered an 
appropriate behaviour, because at its 
best it suggests, a positive acceptance 
of difference, but it can also be a passive 
acceptance of inappropriate behaviour.

What does scripture have to say? 

The Bible seems to have a low view of 
tolerance, as can be seen in Revelation 
2, where the Church of Ephesus is 
praised for not tolerating false teaching 
while the Church of Thyatira is criticised 
for tolerating a false teacher in the 
church. Tolerance has generally not been 
viewed as a Christian virtue, whereas 
true love is a Christian virtue and is at the 

very heart of our faith. Of course, such 
love comes at a much higher cost than 
tolerance. While tolerance at varying 
levels may be seen as avoiding offence 
to someone else, or just being accepting 
of everyone and everything, love goes 
much further.

In ‘The Voice’, a paraphrase of the Bible, 
1 Corinthians 13 includes this comment 
on the text:
‘Paul boils it all down for the believers in 
Corinth. Religious people often spend 
their time practicing rituals, projecting 
dogma, and going through routines that 
might look like Christianity on the outside 
but that lack the essential ingredient 
that brings all of it together—love! It is 
a loving God who birthed creation and 
now pursues a broken people in the most 
spectacular way. That same love must 
guide believers, so faith doesn’t appear 
to be meaningless noise.’

This love is so much more than 
tolerance. We are called not to tolerate 
sin, but to embrace the sinner. We are 
called not to put up with difference, but 
to love that difference in God’s name. We 

are called not to accept inappropriate 
behaviour, but rather to speak out, to 
challenge it, and to do so out of love and 
compassion.
In the recently published review into 
inappropriate behaviour in the Armed 
Forces, Air Chief Marshal Wigston (now 
Chief of the Air Staff)  rightly suggests 
such behaviour will only change “with 
everybody playing their part.” It goes 
without saying that those who follow 
Jesus as Lord have to do just that, for 
when we look at Jesus it is not tolerance 
that we see, but rather love.

Out of love for His creation Jesus brings 
us his forgiveness and new life. Out of 
love Jesus came to meet the broken 
hearted, the marginalised, those who 
are tolerated, those who are bullied, 
harassed, or rejected, to protect and 
speak for them.

All of this, He does not out of tolerance 
but rather, love.  

Such love compels us into action, which 
is why tolerance is never enough.

the Ethics file
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“HAVE YOU TAKEN THEM yet?’ This 
was a question asked by my husband 
on a daily basis during our trip to the UK 
last month. It was the sort of trip other 
military families living overseas might 
recognise, a week in which we  had 
stuffed six months’ worth of activities 
and then wondered why we were snoring 
into our dinner every night!

We managed to make it encompass 
most of the south of England, a family 
wedding, seeing my grandma in her 
nursing home, a spot of work to deal 
with a last-minute meeting, kitting out 
our daughter for boarding school and 
visiting our poorly dog.  

I knew before we boarded the flight 
to Heathrow that I would find it 
overwhelming. The week before, I had 
worked in the shadow of the mountain 
that lay ahead of me. I fretted over 
the packing, trying to imagine in the 
45-degree heat of the Middle East, 
what clothes we needed for a British 
summer that my weather app said 
would comprise floods and a heatwave. 
Something that should have taken a few 
hours took far longer. And I kept crying. 

A therapist recently told me that living 
with uncertainty and change, even good 
change, is stressful. A seemingly obvious 
statement, yet it made me see my life 
through her non-military eyes. Isn’t that 
how we tend to live as military families, 
in a semi-permanent state of uncertainty 
and change? With the future sometimes 
as uncertain as the weather, with us 
experiencing a deluge of unknowns, 
sometimes enjoying sunnier times, but 
rarely operating with more than a short-
term forecast?  

Personally speaking, we have spent 
the last year not knowing if I would be 
packing those suitcases for a UK holiday 
or to move back permanently. It has been 
a mental state of limbo and conundrums. 
Should we apply for schools? How with 

no address? Should we buy a house so 
we have an address? If so, WHERE?!

Easter brought with it some answers 
at the promotion board, but it actually 
opened up more uncertainty and change 
than it solved. It prompted our eldest to 
explore the option of boarding school 
and it hung a huge question mark over 
the next few years.  As I packed, I 
decided all the crying wasn’t healthy. 
I arranged to see my GP and, as I 
left for my appointment, I disturbed a 
collection of insects resting in our front 
garden. Late as ever, I cycled off without 
investigating.

My GP shares my faith. A 15-minute 
appointment lasted an hour as she 
silently gave up her lunch break to talk 
to me. She prescribed anti-depressants, 
the same ones I came off five years ago 
when my husband stopped deploying to 
Afghanistan. As I was handed them, a 
peace settled on me. I could touch help, 
I could pack it in my suitcase, it could 
come with me. It seemed to be enough.  
I decided not to take them, just to keep 
them close by.

I slept badly in the UK and I found 
aspects of the trip unsettling. ‘Have you 
taken them yet?’ my husband asked 
again. I kept making excuses: ‘I don’t 
want side effects whilst we are away’, 
‘I should take them at night, not in the 
morning, in case they make me sleepy’. 
A friend texted to ask if the tablets were 
helping. I explained I wasn’t taking them. 
She texted back: ‘Would you get a cast if 
you’d broken your leg?’

Initially, I couldn’t explain my resistance 
but I finally worked it out. It felt like I was 
going backwards. I had come off these 
tablets before. As someone who has 
taken anti-depressants several times, 
who passionately believes there should 
be no shame around mental health 
issues, who encourages openness about 
our inner struggles, I wasn’t living out 

these 
beliefs. 

I felt like I should be able to manage 
without medication. I had subconsciously 
resolved to manage by my faith alone, 
to leave the pills in my packing. But it 
wasn’t really a case of by faith alone, 
more by Katie alone. And it did feel 
lonely. I realised, for me, in this particular 
set of circumstances, my resistance 
was rooted in pride. I wanted to manage 
in my own strength. I wanted to be 
able to say I didn’t need the help and  
conquered my troubles without it. 

Two nights before we flew back to the 
Middle East, I started my medication and 
a verse came to me: ‘When I am weak, 
then I am strong’ (2 Corinthians 12:8-
10). As I admitted I couldn’t cope on my 
own, I turned to a God who had already 
offered me help; help I could have had 
a week earlier, right at the point of need. 
As I accepted that I had come to the end 
of my own strength, He let me lean into 
His.

On my return from the GPs on the 
afternoon of my appointment, I disturbed 
those same insects again. I looked 
closer. They were butterflies. Lots and 
lots of butterflies. I had never seen a 
butterfly here in the Middle East until 
that afternoon. They stayed for that 
whole week whilst I packed. A symbol 
of new life, life borne out of something 
apparently lifeless, new life displayed in 
fragility, beauty, freedom. 

The butterflies weren’t there when we 
returned from our trip but the God I 
believe in placed them around our house 
- He never left.

• Katie Kyle is married to Jack, an 
RAF Chinook helicopter pilot. They 
are currently posted abroad with their 
three children.
You can read more from Katie on her 
blog: www.eagletswings.co.uk

help has  wings
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I AM CURRENTLY GOING through the 
process of selling my parents’ flat, and 
sorting out all the various stuff that is in 
it, as they are now in a care home. One 
of the things that my dad has kept is 
his father’s trunk. Now, this is no normal 
trunk. His dad served in both world wars 
and was an RSM in the Royal Military 
Police during WW2. He worked with 
Lawrence of Arabia in Egypt and also 
served as for King George VI security 
detail when he went to Aldershot during 
the early stages of WW2. This trunk held 
most of my dad’s family possessions 
when they went to Hong Kong (by sea) in 
1936, returning late 1938. It has his name 
stencilled on it, and still has the cabin 
number and stickers on it from the return 
journey.  

When I joined up we didn’t get issued 
with trunks, but a green pusser’s 
suitcase, a grip and of course a kit bag. 
And so much stuff that you couldn’t fit 
it all in. Stuff. Masses of stuff. I went 
on draft from my first ship when it was 
alongside in Newcastle, and had to take 
all my kit with me – kit bag, suitcase 
and a couple of grips. I remember 
getting it all onto the freezing cold 
jetty in December, whilst the dockyard 
mateys watched and laughed at me as I 
struggled with all this stuff, while the ship 
went back to sea. I then lugged it all to 
the station, across London and back to 
HMS Collingwood at Portsmouth. The 
following day the ship came back into 
Portsmouth - I could have stayed on 
board one extra night, and put it all in 
service transport to Collingwood … but 
there was no way my Chief was going to 
let that sensible plan happen!  

Sometimes with all my kit it felt like I 
was carrying baggage around for no real 
reason. Why did I need my cold weather 
gear in the Gulf? Or why did I need my 
tropical rig in the Iceland – Faroes gap? 
I remember well a stoker leaving one 
ship in Dubai to go on draft back to the 
UK. He had a very specific baggage 
allowance for the return flight. One of 
his oppos went with him to the airport 
to help carry his stuff. He placed the 
main bag on the weighing scales and 
wandered off … the scales went hard 
over. The poor old stoker was looking 
at a huge bill for his bag being way 
overweight. He asked if he could check 
his bag .. opened it to find two solid steel 
anchor shackles … oh how we laughed. 

Life can be like that, we end up carrying 
around so much baggage from the rich 
tapestry of life, that we are actually 
weighed down by it. Sometimes we need 
to check what’s in the bag and see if 
there are any anchor shackles that we 
just don’t need and get rid of them. 

Life’s baggage can come in many forms, 
guilt from when we’ve messed up, 
missed opportunities, failed relationships, 
when we’ve let down our family or 
friends, feeling inadequate or keeping 
hold of a grudge and unforgiveness.
Some people seem to think that as a 
Christian this stuff will not happen, but I 
think that’s a load of tosh. 

Stuff does happen but I believe that the 
Bible tells me that, by bringing this stuff 
to God we can be relieved of the weight 
and burden of it, so we don’t end up 
struggling with excess baggage that we 
have held onto, or a huge bill for anchor 

shackles that actually someone else has 
given us. Sometimes we have to face 
up to the consequences of actions or 
words, but then once that’s done we 
need to let it go and not hang onto it.  

Jesus does not promise a life free from 
bad or difficult things happening but 
he does promise a life free from heavy 
burdens and guilt if we put our trust 
in him. I’m gonna end with two short 
passages from the Bible … 

First one is from the Bible’s hymn book, 
Psalm 55 verse 22: 
“Pile your troubles on GOD’s shoulders— 
he’ll carry your load, he’ll help you out.

And this from Jesus as recorded in 
Matthew’s gospel Chapter 11 verses 28 
– 30:

“Are you tired? Worn out? Burned out on 
religion? Come to me. Get away with me 
and you’ll recover your life. I’ll show you 
how to take a real rest. Walk with me and 
work with me—watch how I do it. Learn 
the unforced rhythms of grace. I won’t 
lay anything heavy or ill-fitting on you. 
Keep company with me and you’ll learn 
to live freely and lightly.” (The Message 
translation)
by Steve Martin,  Operations Director, 
Christian Vision for Men
email: steve.martin@cvm.org.uk

excess 
baggage?
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What is the Armed Forces’ 
Christian Union (AFCU)? 
The AFCU is a tri-Service British 
military Christian Fellowship for 
all ranks and open to all Christian 
denominations. It is a fellowship of 
Christians who wish to grow their 
faith and share it with others. The 
basis of membership is prayer and a 
willingness to pray.  
Who can join?  
All who serve in regular or reserve 
sections of the Royal Navy, Royal 
Marines, Army or Royal Air Force 
join as Serving Members. All others, 
including those who have retired, 
join as non-serving Members. Those 
serving in foreign armed forces are 
welcome as ‘honorary’ members.  
What are the benefits? 
All members receive the AFCU 
publications including Contact 
magazine and Dispatches and have 
access to information and resources 
on the web and the App. The AFCU 
is a network of Christians across the 
Armed Forces and holds teaching 
events and holidays. Serving 
members can link to a Prayer 
Support Team for regular prayer.   
What does it cost? 
There is no subscription, but 
members are asked to give as they 
can to support the work. 
How do I join? You can apply 
for membership on the AFCU 
website www.afcu.org.uk  or email 
office@afcu.org.uk or phone +44 
(0) 1793783123 the office for a 
membership form.

AS ANY CHRISTIAN SERVICEMAN or 
woman will tell you, living out your faith 
in the Armed Forces isn’t always easy.  
Being a Christian in most parts of the 
world isn’t easy, especially in countries 
where Christians are actively persecuted.  
But there’s something about the military 
environment that brings added upheavals 
and stresses, that those who have 
served in uniform readily understand.  

It’s for this reason that organisations 
like the Armed Forces Christian Union 
(AFCU) have proved so valuable over the 
decades, offering prayer and support to 
serving Christians and their families. 

Lt Col Simon Maggs, who joined the 
Army in 1995, says, ‘I owe so much to 
the AFCU, which has been like a virtual 
church to me, providing continuity of 
fellowship through many house moves 
and operational tours. I’ve made many 
lifelong friends through AFCU, including 
my wife!’

Over the past 20 years, changing 
attitudes and increasing diversity 
in British culture has led to the 
development of Diversity and Inclusion 
(D&I). The MOD now sponsors a wide 
range of Employee Networks, which 
represent a broad range of world views.  
These are all designed to support their 
members, many of whom previously felt 
unable to ‘bring their whole selves to 
work’.  

These D&I Networks are consulted on 
the lived experience of their members 
and invited to help shape MOD policy; 
in return, they help the MOD reach out 
to wider society, to ensure its workforce 
reflects the communities that it seeks to 
defend.  

These developments have led to the 
conclusion that in order to support 
serving Christians effectively, a Defence 
Christian Network (DCN) is now needed. 
Cpl Lizzie Driver RAF, who serves on the 
DCN committee, stated, “It’s been great 
to see the DCN standing up as a formal 
D&I Network this year – it will support 
existing organisations like AFCU and 
help Defence Christians feel that their 
faith is genuinely valued.”

DCN’s vision is to develop a quad-
service, all-ranks, multi-denominational 
community for all Christians across the 
MOD.  Its committee, which is chaired 
by Lt Col Maggs, includes officers, 

NCOs and MOD civil servants, as well 
as chaplaincy advisors. The DCN will act 
as a ‘hub’ for existing military Christian 
fellowships (including the AFCU) and a 
growing number of Christian workplace 
groups, which meet on MOD sites.  

The DCN’s Comms Officer, Katy Walton 
said, “I’m really pleased that the 
Christian group here at Lyneham will 
become part of  the DCN. We’ve got a 
great mix of military, civil service and 
even Defence contractors here in our 
group, all of whom are keen to be part of 
a wider Christian community”.  

The DCN will promote a range of 
Defence Christian events, including 
retreats, pilgrimages and societal 
engagement. This year, the military 
Christian stand at the ‘Big Church Day 
Out’ attracted some 170 new members 
for AFCU. These activities provide 
opportunities for individuals to find 
fellowship with other Christians.

With the full support of the Armed Forces 
chaplains, the Defence Christian Network 
will be officially launched on Thursday 7 
November 2019, as part of the ‘Service 
of Prayer and Remembrance for the 
Armed Forces’ at the Guards’ Chapel, 
Wellington Barracks, London.  

Further information may be obtained 
from the AFCU Office: Email: office@
afcu.org.uk  Tel: 01793 783123.

valuing faith
launch of new Defence Christian network
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Please send letters, captions and ideas for articles to:   rachel.reay@gmail.com
Photographs © Crown Copyright from www.photos.mod.uk are reproduced with the permission of the Controller of Her Majesty’s Stationery Office. 
All photographs are copyright.  Every effort is made to trace copyright holders of the images reproduced. We apologise for any 
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1. Pictures of service men and women and those not members of the AFCU reflect our prayers and support to all members of the Armed 
Forces. 
2. Articles do not necessarily reflect the views of the AFCU Board of Trustees. 

Contact Editorial Team: Lt Col Alex Fryatt AGC(ALS), Rhett Parkinson, Sonia Sandy, Yvonne Cobbold, AFCU staff, the Editor

The Prodigal Prophet: Jonah and the 
Mystery of God’s Mercy by Timothy 
Keller
Keller does a great job of breaking 
down the book of Jonah and comparing 
him to the prodigal son. He goes on to 
make insightful connections between 
Jonah and Nineveh and our culture 
including slavery, racism, and poverty. 
Hugely thought-provoking and filled with 
scriptural insights. 
  £12.99 Hodder & Stoughton

Resilience in Life and Faith by Tony 
Horsfall and Debbie Hawker
There is an ever-increasing focus on 
training in resilience across the Armed 
Forces today, and these authors can 
help us building our resilience across a 
range of areas. Using biblical characters 
as illustrations it looks at a resilience 
rating scale, as well as a resilience 
“creed” that is both challenging and 
inspirational.             £9.99 BRF

Wrecked Ball by Billy Vunipola 
This autobiography of Tongan born 
international rugby player, Billy 
Vunipola, highlights the importance 
of his family and faith, which shaped 
him and kept him grounded thorough 
the joys and struggles of becoming 
and being a professional rugby player. 
This book opens up a window on one 
of England’s most talented Christian 
rugby players.
                                      £9.99 Headline

Neither Bomb nor Bullet by 
Archbishop Benjamin Kwashi
This inspirational life story of Benjamin 
Kwashi reveals his life on the front line 
of Christian persecution, as he lives 
in the midst of Muslim extremism in 
Nothern Nigeria. The Archbishop and 
his wife now foster over 50 children in 
their own home. This is an amazing and 
humbling testimony. 
     £10.65 Monarch   


