A prophet who wakens apostles

John Twisleton reports on a week with a Greek housewife, a cardinal, 10 bishops, 100 priests and 700 laity.

The branch theory of Anglicanism is not dead. Sometimes I need reminding beyond the heartening words of our liturgy, formularies and the teaching of our diocesan bishops.  A week in Greece following the footsteps of Saint Paul with prophet Vassula Ryden and eight hundred readers of the True Life in God messages was such a reminder. 

I had always subscribed to the church as being ‘built upon the foundation of the apostles and prophets’ (Ephesians 2.20). Since encountering Vassula and the apostolic movement associated with her messages this belief has finally landed in my experience. With many others I have received a prophetic reminder beyond my reasoned faith that Anglican heritage is apostolic and can still, if faithful, converge with Roman Catholic, Orthodox and other traditions. 
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In September 2009 a group from Chichester Diocese travelled with eight hundred by boat, bus and on foot to holy places in Greece on a pilgrimage centred day by day on the Eucharist, with acts of devotion and countless holy and humorous conversations. We were a group from 55 nations composed predominantly of Roman Catholic and Orthodox with a handful of Anglicans and others, all sensing a convergence from God into the faith of the church through the ages. This faith, preserved by apostolic succession, receives an apostolic awakening through the prophetic messages of Vassula.
What are the messages?
Since 1985 Greek housewife Mrs. Vassula Ryden claims to have received ‘locutions’ or messages from Jesus. Over the last twenty four years a growing number of people, not just Christians, have come to recognise in these messages a respelling of the call of the scriptures to repentance and faith in Jesus and a fresh owning of Our Lord’s call for the sundered branches of his church to come together. Readers of the messages form a network active in prayer, evangelisation and works of charity called True Life in God in some thirty nations. The 2009 pilgrimage was the seventh of a series of international gatherings.
My first pilgrimage was in 2005. Originally the invitation to participate went to Bishop John who  offered me the opportunity to represent the Diocese of Chichester in response to one of a handful of special invitations extended from the organisers to the Anglican Church. I had also started reading Vassula’s messages at the suggestion of my spiritual director. They began to inspire me with their passion as if from Jesus concerning the transformation of the world and the church and how my own spiritual transformation could fit in with this. 

Are the messages authentic?

I questioned the whole thing initially. I was particularly concerned that people should not be distracted from the unique revelation of scripture and the apostolic faith of the church. I also wondered whether Vassula was a cult leader. On my pilgrimages I have come to meet people who had actually started to read the bible through getting involved in True Life in God either through the internet or through the invitation from a friend to read the messages. Meeting Vassula, such a humble, joyful, down to earth person has assured me that there is no intention of a cult of personality. What seems authentic about Vassula Ryden and her messages is the vision from God for healing and reconciliation in the world and the challenge to stop the churches frustrating that vision by their disunity and individual Christians by their spiritual apathy. 

The messages to the world say no more and no less than scripture. They speak of the pain of God as in this message: “I look at the earth today and wish I never did ... My eyes see what I never wanted to see and my ears hear what I dreaded to ever hear! My heart, as a father, sinks with grief. I fashioned man to have my image, yet they have degraded themselves”. At the same time they speak of God’s open heart towards humanity and his desire to transfigure the whole earth. 

The messages to the church are of God’s desire for spiritual renewal and the recovery of visible unity. “The inner power of my church is my Holy Spirit” he says. A central message envisages the three main branches of the church – catholic, orthodox and protestant – as three metal bars that need bending and uniting together by the white heat of the Spirit.  Until this happens – and it could happen a lot faster than people imagine – God says his work of reconciling the world is held back. 

The messages to individuals are of a call to humility and love, prayer for the conversion of the world, holiness and fearless witness to the revelation of God as Trinity. All messages can be found on the internet at www.tlig.org

Apostles need prophets

Roman Catholic, Orthodox and Anglican adherents are seeing in the messages spiritual material that resonates with the writing of the early church fathers and wake-up calls to the church of saints like 14th century Catherine of Siena. There is a refrain calling for greater humility and less complacency within the episcopate about the corporate reunion of Christendom. By contrast many are using the messages as a springboard for contemplative prayer. They are being discovered as truly prophetic words for today from the risen Lord Jesus respelling the truth of scripture. 
Whilst references to the importance of the Eucharist and Mary in the messages are a challenge to evangelicals the call to work for visible unity of the church is gaining wide ownership across traditions, not least the call for a common date for Easter. The vision of holiness as a gift of the Spirit that the messages open up is drawing charismatic Christians into the network. There are some 5000 references to the Holy Spirit overall. The ownership of True Life in God across some 55 nations suggest Vassula is proving to be handmaid of a unique work of God in our age, uniting and shaping the church up to be herself a better handmaid of the advancing of God’s kingdom of justice, love and peace.
Meanwhile one Anglican priest has seen himself and his somewhat parochial ecclesial tradition as part of the whole once again, and in a way that is thoroughly energising and edifying.

John Twisleton is Rector of St Giles, Horsted Keynes in West Sussex
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