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Preface 
 

The aim of this book is to show, in a small way, how God is still at work today, saving souls and 

building the Church of Jesus Christ. Greenstead Free Church began with a handful of mainly retired 

folk, and has grown so that now around 200 people of all ages attend at least one meeting every 

week. 

 

We trust that as you read this account, you will see God’s unseen hand, and remember the words of 

Zechariah, “Not by might, not by power, but by My Spirit, says the Lord.“ 

 

God has used many individuals to accomplish his purposes at Greenstead Free Church over the last 

30 years. A few are mentioned in this book, many are not. This is not because we have forgotten 

them or are ungrateful for their help, but because we want the focus to be on what God has done, 

not men. 

 

Greenstead Free Church is not large (there are currently 50 members). The vast majority of those 

who live on the estate are not saved. In a sense the work has only just begun. The earnest prayer of 

the Church is that in the coming days many will come to know the Lord Jesus Christ as their Lord and 

Saviour, to the glory of God the Father. 

 

John Bailey (Pastor). 

  



The Birth and Growth of the Church 
 

In the Beginning 

 

Colchester Borough Council built the Greenstead estate at the end of the fifties to house a growing 

population. They originally planned that 8,000 people would eventually live in the area, which is 

situated on the north-east edge of the town. Building was started on the site of what had been 

Berrimans Farm, leaving plenty of room for expansion in all directions. Provision was made for 

shops, schools and churches, but at the time the nearest free church was Wycliffe Baptist Church in 

Parson’s Heath, which was about half a mile away. In 1961 John Bailey, a local Methodist preacher 

who attended Boxted Methodist Church, and his wife Jane moved into a house in Larch Close with 

their baby daughter Jennifer. 

 

Also living on the estate were Mr Arthur Ibberson and his wife Jean. They had been working with the 

Friends Evangelistic Band and Mr Ibberson He had been the pastor of the Lexden Village Mission 

until ill health forced him to retire. They were now living at 34 Lime Avenue which like the Baileys’ 

house, is in the oldest part of the estate near Bromley Road. At this time, the Ibbersons were 

attending Wycliffe Baptist Church, but could both see the need for Greenstead to have its own free 

church. Although only about 1,000 people were living on the estate at the time, the plans made it 

clear that this number would soon increase,  and that therefore there would be wonderful 

opportunities for evangelism. 

 

John Bailey got to know the Ibbersons and, as a result of their conversations and in particular Mrs 

Ibberson’s insistence on the need for a Greenstead free church, he began to attend prayer meetings 

at Wycliffe Baptist Church. At this time the Methodist church were also considering the possibility of 

starting a work on Greenstead, and John was able to attend various meetings where this was 

discussed. Another local preacher called Brian Clow felt that he could work with John on the estate, 

and they talked about starting a Sunday School and having a building. They began to visit houses, 

talking to people about their ideas and asking if they would be interested in sending their children to 

Sunday School. However, the Methodist church then decided not to proceed with the purchase of a 

site in order to commence a work on Greenstead, so John and Jane, the Ibbersons and Mrs Taylor 

(Mrs Ibberson’s mother) found themselves on their own again, seeing the need for a church but not 

sure how God wanted them to proceed. John visited Mr Ibberson regularly, and they would pray 

over the matter and consider what they should do next. Meanwhile Mrs Ibberson carried on insisting 

that they should at least start a Sunday School in a home, which would provide a starting point for 

any future evangelism. 

 

At first John was reluctant to get involved in children’s work because he was unsure how to organise 

and run children’s meetings, since his own memories of Sunday School were far from clear and had 

not left a lasting impression. In the end Mrs Ibberson decided to take the initiative and asked if it 

would be possible for her to start a Sunday School in her own home. This started in April 1963 with 

four children between the ages of three and four, including John’s daughter Jenny. The numbers 

increased very rapidly and it became obvious that Mrs Ibberson needed some assistance. John 

volunteered to come and help maintain law and order, which usually meant putting children’s shoes 

on again after they had taken them off. Through coming to the meetings and seeing how Mrs 

Ibberson managed things he learnt a great deal about to organise and run a Sunday School. The 

formula was successful, and Sunday School is still run in a very similar way today. In a short while 

about 30 children were coming to the meetings, while the estate continued to grow. Because older 

children were coming along who needed different teaching methods, John offered to start a 

separate Bible Class for those who were of secondary school age. He started with two children, but 

soon his front room was full every Sunday afternoon. 



 

John was still preaching on the Methodist circuit at this time, and he had also joined the Come Back 

to God campaign. This was an organisation that had been started by Rev. Dennis Patterson, who had 

been involved in the Berlin airlift when he was an engineer in the RAF. He had started a church in 

Perivale and attended the London Bible College, where he had met Eric Westwood. The two men 

had become involved in evangelistic work, especially among teddy boys. The Come Back to God 

Campaign grew out of this work and became a missionary organisation, working with churches all 

over the country in a mainly evangelistic capacity. Eric Westwood was in the Boxted Silver Band, and 

it was his example and witness which had led to John’s conversion. When the work started on 

Greenstead John remembered the Campaign and had several meetings with them. For a time he 

actually worked for them when he was in charge of building maintenance, since they also provided 

practical help in various areas. 

 

Mrs Ibberson continued to insist on the need for a free church on the estate, saying that they 

themselves were the people to found it. The search began for a suitable place to hold church 

services; the social club was soon rejected due to the presence of one-armed bandits lining the 

walls! Hazlemere school proved to be too expensive, so in the end they decided to ask for 

permission to use the Nissen hut on the site of what is now Sir Charles Lucas school (now Colchester 

Academy). This hut was used during the week as a canteen by the builders, but permission was 

granted and on Sundays it became a source of spiritual food for the estate.  

 

Dennis Patterson said that if 12 people could be found who could demonstrate evidence of a saving 

faith in Christ and who were also prepared to commit themselves to work together for God on the 

estate, then the Come Back to God Campaign would formally constitute the church by naming all the 

founder members. Thus it was that Mr and Mrs Ibberson, John and Jane Bailey, Mrs Diane Harris, 

Mrs Margaret Goodchild, Miss Edith Chamberlain, Mrs Pat Turner, Mr and Mrs Harry Cockerell, Mr 

Cockerell senior and Miss Louise Holder formally acknowledged their desire to work for God on the 

Greenstead estate and to constitute his church there. The secretary was Edith Chamberlain and the 

treasurer was a Harry Cockerell. They had no permanent home for their church and no prospect of 

getting one, but they were trusting God to work his purposes out. 

 

Di Harris was living in Laburnum Grove with her family and had been attending St Andrew’s church. 

When her children came home and told her about a lady who was running children’s meetings on 

the green, she was at first unsure about whether they should go. However, she agreed and went 

along with them to meet Mrs Ibberson. She also met John and Jane and found out more about their 

plans for Greenstead and the difficulties they were encountering. She asked John if she could join 

them in their work but he was concerned that this would look like poaching members from other 

churches. However Di spoke to Rev McKee, who was the vicar of St Andrew’s, who was quite happy 

for Di to join the new fellowship so she left St Andrew’s and started attending services at the 

cookhouse.  

 

October 3rd 1963 had seen the celebration of Harvest Festival attended by all the Sunday School 

children and their parents in the afternoon, followed by an evening service. On the following 

Tuesday a Bible study and prayer meeting was held, led by John. At the close of the meeting he 

wondered aloud who was going to lead it the following week, only to be told by Mr Ibberson that he 

ought to. When John asked who was going to be the pastor, again the reply came “You ought to“, 

much to his astonishment. He had never thought that God would lead him down such a path, and for 

the first ten years of his pastorate he thought that he was holding the fort until somebody better 

qualified came along. In the same way at a later date, Mr Ibberson and Mr Davies told John, who 

knew nothing about church government, that they should be elders, which came about in due 

course. Elders’ meetings were started, with John receiving advice and support from the two older 



men. At this time John was still working full time, as well as preaching on the Methodist circuit in the 

mornings. 

  



In the Cookhouse 1965-67 

 

By this time, evening services were being held every week in the cookhouse, with Bible studies every 

Tuesday in one of the members‘ homes. In time morning services were added, as well as Thursday 

night meetings for youngsters. These were run for the most part by Jane, with help from Joan Buck 

from Perivale. During this time the workmen moved on, having completed building work in that part 

of the estate, but the church was allowed to stay in the hut for a time, even though the loss of their 

premises was something that was definitely going to happen at some point. 

 

The hut itself was made of asbestos, with a door at one end and a brick wall at the other, beyond 

which there had once been a storage area. Although it provided a roof over their heads and some 

protection from the elements it was far from ideal. The floor was below ground level and any heavy 

rain caused the building to flood, so a hole was dug in the concrete to provide a makeshift drain. 

With carpets laid over the concrete and chairs arranged in rows; the former cookhouse was 

transformed into a church. A curtain at one end hid the electrical work, which made it possible to 

have a cup of tea after the service (some traditions go back a long way). Heating was provided by 

two tortoise stoves, one at each end, which produced plenty of heat in the middle although at times 

the building was still very cold, since it had only been constructed as a temporary shelter and was 

already beginning to fall apart. Additional insulation was provided by a polythene lining, which was 

hung over wires stretching from end to end. Harry Cockerell and his mother used to arrive early in 

the morning to set the church up for the services, cleaning up the water, lighting the stoves etc. As 

can be imagined the young people of the estate took great delight in puncturing the polythene after 

a rainstorm and showering everything with water! Despite its inconveniences this temporary 

structure, like the tabernacle in the wilderness, provided a shelter and a place of worship for the 

Lord’s people on Greenstead. 

 

During the 18 months that the church met in the cookhouse the original 12 people saw their 

numbers grow to 30 or 40. It was at this time that Mr Frank Davies and his wife Lillian joined the 

fellowship, having moved to Colchester because of Mrs Davies‘ ill health. Their daughter Joan stayed 

with them for a time before going back to her nursing job in London. Mr Davies became one of the 

first elders of the church and Mrs Davies started the Tuesday afternoon women’s meeting for older 

ladies. This was an opportunity for them to have their own service, with visiting speakers and a time 

of worship. This meeting has been greatly blessed by God and now has up to 20 regular members, 

some of whom come from other parts of Colchester. Everyone really appreciates the chance to get 

out and meet new faces. 

 

Other Christians in the town were helping at this time, including Pastor Derek Anderson of the 

Railway Mission and Arthur Rivers, the Town Missioner, who also helped to run the Sunshine 

Corners during the summer holidays. Others also came to preach, such as Ron Rabbett, who is now a 

trustee of the church, and Major Olyott. However, there were others who felt that, rather than 

setting up a new church, those involved should be supporting the work at Wycliffe; as a result, there 

was some opposition in the town. Despite this Mr Bill Bridges, who was the steward at the Parsons 

Heath church at the time, was more than happy that there was a work on Greenstead and eventually 

became a member of the new church. 

 

When they wrote the constitution the elders collected as many different rule books from other 

churches as they could lay their hands on and read each one. Meetings were held every other 

Tuesday for two years, as they discussed the proposed rules together and formulated a doctrinal 

basis. Everything that they included was based on Scriptural principles. The elders decided that the 

church should join the Fellowship of Independent Evangelical Churches, their thinking being that if a 

situation arose in the future that the elders were unable to resolve they would have access to an 



organisation  that could act as an arbitrator, or as a legal or financial adviser. They also looked ahead 

and wanted to make provision for a situation in which the church had become so small that it was no 

longer viable, in which case the trust deed stipulated that the building should only be sold to an 

evangelical cause, and if not that it should be knocked down. They felt that in this event the FIEC 

could oversee proceedings. The reasons for joining a larger organisation were therefore not to the 

more common ones of feeling the need for fellowship with like-minded churches and a desire for 

group activities. In fact, joint meetings have until recently been fairly infrequent. 

 

Church meetings are still held once a quarter at which practical, rather than spiritual matters are 

discussed. The first meeting was due to be chaired by Rev Bob Campen from the Come Back to God 

Campaign, but in the event he informed John that as pastor it was his responsibility to be in charge 

and lead the meeting, so Rev Campen sat beside John and gave him advice as necessary. In doing 

this he showed a very gracious attitude and a proper respect for the office of the pastor, while John 

learnt how to handle another aspect of the work to which God had called him.  

 

Something similar had occurred when the church first celebrated the Lord’s Supper together. Mr 

Ibberson had seen the importance of the new fellowship doing this, and Mr George Mead from the 

Floods Chapel on the Ipswich Road had agreed to officiate. However on the Thursday night before 

the service, which was due to take place on Good Friday morning, he rang John to say that while he 

was prepared to preach he felt that John himself should lead the communion service. Thus it was 

that, having read the passage in 1 Corinthians 11 that recounts the events of the first Lord’s Supper, 

John found himself handing the elements to each of the members that God had entrusted to his 

care. The cup that he used is one of those which is still passed around at the Lord’s Table today.  

 

At this time applications were being made to the council for the purchase of some land on which to 

build a church. These were not kindly received, and further discouragement followed. Even though 

the piece of land that the Methodists decided not to buy had been set aside by the council for a free 

church, this land was then sold to the Roman Catholic church. The fellowship on Greenstead could 

have pursued this matter through the courts, but they felt that they should not fight the world with 

its own weapons, but rather trust God to bring about his purposes at the right time. Hence they did 

not take things any further. At the weekly prayer meetings they continued to pray about the need to 

find a site, and were conscious of the Lord’s presence with them and of his ability to provide for 

them. Meanwhile the future existence  of the hut was in danger because the workmen had dug a 

trench for the main services that came as far as the cookhouse on one side and carried on the other 

side, leaving only the land under the building to be dug. They had promised to tell the church before 

they knocked the cookhouse down, but time was obviously running out. One Sunday in 1967, after 

the final warning had been given, the last services were held, everything was taken out and during 

the following week the workmen came with their JCB and knocked the cookhouse down. 

 

  



The House Church 1967-73 

 

This was a devastating blow for the new church. They had no building, and no prospect of getting a 

piece of land to call their own. Nobody knew what was going to happen or where the church would 

be able to meet. When Mr Ibberson asked John about the situation during the week he replied that 

the obvious thing to do was to meet in his house in Larch Close; it was at this moment that the older 

man realized that John was totally committed to the work on Greenstead. The following Sunday saw 

John and Jane’s living room arranged for a church service, with chairs for 30 or so people and a 

piano. In time, as numbers grew, people spilled out into the kitchen and eventually some had to sit 

on the stairs. The incentive to arrive early must have been great! As can be imagined, the gift of a 

new carpet from someone in Kent was much appreciated because three carpets had already been 

worn out through constant, heavy use. 

 

At this time John and Jane did not have a television because they had neither enough time, nor the 

room. This led to a popularly-held belief on the estate that if you went to the free church, TVs were 

not allowed. There were other problems associated with holding services in a private home. To avoid 

disturbance from unwanted calls John and Jane used to take the phone off the hook, but 

unfortunately this meant that anyone who needed to get in touch urgently would then contact the 

operator, who would send a loud signal down the line to warn that the receiver was disconnected. 

The noise would get louder and louder until it could no longer be ignored; it was impossible to 

ensure that the services would not be disrupted by the phone. 

 

It was during this period that John and Teresa Ford moved to Colchester from Kent. John had taken a 

job as a lecturer at the University of Essex and they discovered that the nearest FIEC church was 

meeting in a house on the nearby Greenstead estate. When John rang Mr Davies to find out some 

more details he and Teresa were immediately invited to lunch on the following Sunday. They duly 

walked over from their flat on the campus to attend the morning service and after lunch with the 

Davies’ were led off to help in Junior and Primary Sunday School. Teresa has managed have some 

breaks in her service since that day, but John is still in harness and is now in charge of Junior Sunday 

School. During this period Sunday School for different age groups was held in John Bailey’s house, as 

well as the homes of Di Harris and the Ibbersons. Despite the difficulties the children continued to 

come and to bring their friends. Also at this time David Ibberson would record the services and take 

them to people who were housebound, so that they could participate in a time of worship.  

 

In 1973 John and Teresa started the Sunday night Young People’s Fellowship, which met in their 

house after they moved out of their flat in the towers. Yet again Jenny Bailey was one of the founder 

members. John also became involved with Cadets and Warriors alongside Jenny Jones, and 

eventually they each took on responsibility for one of these meetings so that everybody did not have 

to be present at every meeting.  

 

The church’s search for a place to build and the attitude of the council became well-known; an 

article appeared in Evangelical Times giving the details, and letters were written to the  Essex County 

Standard, who decided to run a feature on the story. None of this publicity portrayed the council in a 

good light, and on reflection may not have been the best way forward. After two and a half years of 

meeting in the house in Larch Close and requesting some land from the council the idea of buying a 

plot big enough for two houses on a site in Redwood Close and building the church there was 

considered, but this possibility was also rejected by the council. Once again all the doors were 

closed, but the church carried on praying because they believed that God wanted them to have a 

church on Greenstead and that he would answer their prayers. 

 



Then the government announced that council house tenants could buy their homes, and John began 

to think that when his next-door neighbour moved into his new house the church could buy both 

houses, plus the patch of waste ground at the end of their gardens, and turn the houses into a 

church, with a hall on the ground floor, a flat upstairs for himself and his family and a separate 

building for the worship area at the end of the garden. He wrote to the Town Clerk, who invited him 

to a meeting. It was at this meeting that John was told that there was a piece of land available for 

the church to purchase. Prior to this there had been no contact between the church and the council 

for some time. The mayor was known to be a Christian, although whether he had had any influence 

was not known. The land in question, which had been intended for police houses and a sub-station, 

was now free following the decision to patrol the estate with Panda cars. The site was in the middle 

of the estate, close to one of the main roads and near the shopping precinct. In fact, it was situated 

in a far better position than the site that had originally been earmarked for a free church. 

 

John was able to meet the architect straightaway and begin the process of buying the land. The 

asking price was £1,800 for a third of an acre, which John felt to be a fair price, so he set about 

staking out the site to the council’s satisfaction. This was not an easy task, but he managed to do it, 

and the sale was able to proceed. A lengthy legal process then followed which culminated in the sale 

of the land and building work could finally begin. After paying for the land and all the solicitors‘ fees 

the church was left with £200, all the money having come from the offerings of a congregation 

largely composed of old-age pensioners. There were no major wage-earners in the church at this 

time, but some money had been received from outside to help with the building. John’s vision of a 

church built by the people themselves in the middle of the estate was beginning to become a reality, 

and the congregation trusted him to bring it to fruition with the Lord’s help. The church had to be 

patient and wait for God’s time, but now the day had dawned when they had a piece of land and 

could begin to build a church. 

 

Before the land could be purchased the church had had to appoint a board of trustees, who were 

legally responsible for the church building. The original trustees were John Bailey, Arthur Ibberson, 

Jean Ibberson, Frank Davies, Harry Cockerell, Edith Chamberlain, Rev L Higgs, Pastor E Betts, G 

Fisher, Ron Rabett, and Mrs Hurnard. Some of these people have since died and others have been 

appointed, but the trustees still meet to hear about and discuss the business of the church. In the 

event of any changes which affect the wording of the trust deed they have to be consulted and 

application has to be made to the Charities Commission for alterations to the deed. 

  



Building the Church 

 

The original plans provided for a meeting room, kitchen, toilets, Primary Sunday School room and 

store room, at a projected cost of £10,800. John estimated that the cost of erecting the shell, 

complete with windows and doors, would be about £3,000 and the church accepted these figures 

and decided to proceed with the building work. On 30th May 1970 a dedication service was held at 

the site with about 70 people present, including many friends from outside Colchester. The weather 

was fine, the sun was shining and the congregation sang praises to God and read a psalm together. 

After a prayer from Pastor Betts of Colchester Evangelical Church John preached, quoting Genesis 

26:22 “For now the Lord hath made room for us”. He outlined the events which had preceded the 

purchase of the land, and then Mr Ibberson offered a prayer of dedication. The first service on the 

site of the church’s new home had taken place. 

 

Prior to this, at one of the Tuesday prayer meetings Miss Louie Holder had insisted that if they 

believed that God was going to give them some land to build a church on, they should ask him for 

the money to pay for it. It had never occurred to John to ask God for money, but he told her that if 

she felt it was the right thing to do she should go ahead, which she did. Within a week £500 had 

been received, which was worth a lot more then than it is now, so the church was very encouraged. 

A building fund was set up, complete with a ladder (kept indoors) which showed how much money 

had been received. Several principles were established from the outset. They agreed that they 

would pray for money; would never take up a collection during the services; would never tell anyone 

how much money was needed; would never go into debt and would never hold any fund-raising 

events. Instead they would trust God to provide and prompt his people to give. The FIEC had offered 

the church a loan of £1,000 to help with building costs, but this was refused on the grounds that 

church didn’t want to be any man’s debtor. A collection box similar to the one in the church today 

was kept at the back of the room for people to put their offerings in and another was added so that 

gifts could be made to the building fund. 

 

Because no one ever knew what the income would be, or what the current needs were, the work 

was sometimes held up. As a result, however, the church relied completely on the Lord to supply 

their needs, and he never let them down. Money came from far and wide; from within the church, 

from the town and even from Australia. During the last week before the building was opened John 

found that every time he needed to open his front door, he first had to remove from the doormat 

the envelopes containing money that had been posted through the letterbox. At no time during this 

period did the church owe anyone any money; a principle that still holds good today. 

 

A Christian architect from Ipswich had drawn up plans according to the instructions he had been 

given. He was told that the members wanted to build the church themselves, doing it in stages as 

finances and manpower allowed. The instructions were that the majority of the church’s work would 

be among young people, and one stipulation was that the front door should not lead straight into 

the worship area. After the plans had been approved work could begin. A digger pushed back all the 

topsoil, John set the building site out with help from the children and then another digger came and 

dug out the trenches for the footings. Because the ground was basically clay these had to be dug 

twice as deep as is normal, to ensure a firm foundation (and a good sermon illustration). A cement 

mixer that had been used during building work at Friars Grove school was found to be a reliable 

machine so was duly purchased for £25. 

 

John himself did most of the groundwork and his brother Ted, who was a bricklayer, laid the first 

bricks up to ground level. At this point 10,000 bricks were delivered and Ted showed John how to fill 

a cavity wall up to the damp-proof course with dry lean mix. John also learnt as he went along about 

how to lay drains etc., but he was not alone in his endeavours. Miss Emma Turner, who was a 



member of Wycliffe Baptist Church, and her two brothers laid out all the bricks so that they were in 

the right place for the bricklayers ; others also lent a hand, including the children. The scene must 

have sometimes resembled an illustration from the book of Nehemiah. At this stage the building 

consisted of the lobby (the original church), toilets, Bible Class room (which had been added to the 

original plans), Primary Sunday School room, kitchen and boiler house. As the money came in, so the 

materials were purchased to enable the work to continue. A foundation stone was laid as the 

building began to rise above ground level, which gave God all the glory for this church that he had 

brought into being. The cost of the stone, including engraving, was £7. 

 

At this time the church fellowship was holding meetings in the old people’s home opposite the site 

where the church was being built. These meetings took place on the first Sunday evening of every 

month and thus many of the residents of Enoch House who were too frail to come to one of the 

other meetings were able to attend services. This practice has continued ever since, although now 

the services take place in the afternoons. Various wardens have come and gone, but all have been 

happy for members of the church to come and take a service for residents. Mrs Traish, who was the 

warden while the building work was going on, readily agreed to look after the church’s piano until 

they had a home for it. 

 

Many problems were encountered during the building work, in particular with the first gang of 

bricklayers, who proved to be totally inadequate; they did not last long. When the second team 

started they worked on Saturdays for 10 weeks before Christmas, during which period every 

Saturday was dry. In all this first stage took three years to complete, including a wait from Christmas 

to Easter while the money came in to pay for the roof to be completed. The man who was going to 

put the felt on the roof said that he did not want to be paid until he had finished the job, and by the 

time he had done so the money to pay him had arrived. John’s trade as a joiner came in very useful 

because he made the moulds for the windowsills etc., as well as all the doors. The Bible Class was 

allowed to choose the colour of the walls in their room; their choice was orange and mauve! 

 

After five years of meeting in Larch Close, the church was finally ready to move into its new home. 

During this time the residents of the street had had to endure serious traffic congestion during any 

church meeting and the neighbours had had to listen to countless hymns through the walls, but only 

one person had ever complained. However, one day a council official knocked on the Baileys’ door 

and said, “I’m terribly sorry, but I’m afraid you can’t go on using your home as a church”. Jane smiled 

at him and said, “Don’t worry, we don’t need to anymore”, because the building was completed and 

the congregation had just that Sunday taken possession of their new home. In total £6,000 had been 

given to the building, and every penny of it had been spent on the church.  

 

The last two weeks leading up to the opening of the church had been very hectic. There was no lino 

on the floors, no piano, and the chairs still needed painting. They had been acquired second-hand 

and were in need of major repair. Bob Britten, who was helping John get everything ready, had said 

that he would be unable to continue once his wife had the baby that was due any day. In God’s 

providence the baby was overdue and was not born until the day after the church opened.  

 

On the day itself, Saturday 4th August 1973, John asked the 150 or so people who were there to 

assemble outside the building, where he spoke briefly and Mr Ibberson prayed. Mrs Ibberson had 

already been asked if she would like to unlock the door, but when John looked around for her she 

had disappeared. He finally found her hiding in the corner behind him and eventually she came 

forward and unlocked the door, symbolizing her vital role as the person who had started the Sunday 

School, which had now grown into a church with its own building. 

 



When everyone was inside the church was crammed to the doors and a service of dedication began, 

at which Rev W H Parsons from Romford preached and John gave a brief account of the events 

which had led up to this day. At the meeting it was announced that Pastor Warwick, who had 

recently died, had left the church £1,000 in his will. The period, leading up to the opening of the 

church had been a time of real closeness in the fellowship, with everybody working together and 

contributing whatever they could towards the work, whether in practical terms or in spiritual 

support. 

 

The next day John wondered how many people would turn up for the first Sunday service, but his 

pessimism was ill-founded and in fact about 50 people were present. Numbers stayed at around that 

figure for some time, with a membership of around 35. The plan had assumed that it would take 

seven to ten years to build up sufficiently large adult attendance to warrant further building work, 

which was originally intended to include both of the other main rooms, since the work at this time 

was mainly among children, with a very large Sunday School meeting in the afternoons. After only 

four years however, it became apparent that numbers had increased to such an extent that more 

space was needed. Up to 100 people were attending the morning service, and the small room, with 

its low ceiling, became so stifling that people were falling asleep due to lack of oxygen. 

 

 

 

 

  



The Growing Church 

 

The plans were altered slightly to make the sports hall bigger, the people began praying and once 

more the money started to come in. The building work was undertaken largely by those within the 

church, and as soon as it was watertight and even before the floor was finished services started to 

take place in the new room. Some old couches had been obtained and these were lined up along the 

back wall, which is now the party wall with the worship area, and the rest of the space was taken up 

with chairs. The platform on the opposite consisted of stage boxes and lighting was provided by 

floodlights. At this time the Christian Union from the university was meeting with the church and 

used to take part in services. A donor had given the money to buy an organ, and a choice had to be 

made between a Hammond organ and the one that was finally purchased, which was felt to be more 

suitable for church music.  

 

The church soon grew until the sports hall was completely full, with a congregation of about 140 

people. At this time there was not a pool on the premises for those who wanted to be baptised. The 

first candidates were baptised at Mount Zion Church on the Ipswich Road, but after that a portable 

pool was borrowed from Little Totham church. No sooner had the sports hall been completed than it 

became clear that, rather than another wait before commencing the next stage, work on the main 

church room and the vestry should begin at once. The bricklayers were ready to start work in the 

middle of winter during a very cold snap, and the only way that would allow them to continue was to 

keep the bricks warm using a space heater, so that they were not too cold to be used. Because much 

of the work was once more done by members of the church, building practices would no doubt have 

made the Health and Safety inspector’s hair stand on end. John once had to jump down from 

halfway up a ladder that was propped against some mobile scaffolding, as he felt it begin to slide 

towards the empty baptistry. 

 

It soon became apparent that the drawings for the end of the roof were impracticable to build, so 

the design had to be made up as they went along by those doing the work. By this time some of the 

children on the estate had become more enterprising, and were in the habit of climbing over the 6’ 

fence and pulling out windows that had just been fitted, or mounting the scaffolding and rearranging 

the bricks. Vandalism has been an intermittent problem over the years, leading to the installation of 

some unbreakable glass, although graffiti has proved to be more difficult to deal with. The church 

has also been burgled on more than one occasion. 

 

The baptistry had been sunk in the centre of worship area so that as many people as possible could 

witness the public profession of faith of those being baptised. Its position also means that 

candidates pass through the waters, going in at one end and coming out the other, symbolising 

death and rebirth. The first time the pool was used 18” of water mysteriously disappeared between 

Saturday night and Sunday morning, and John had to boil big buckets of water and add them, plus 

more cold water, to the pool until it was full again. John had wanted to have a system that heated 

the water from underneath, but the plumber would not listen to his suggestions, and an immersion 

heating system was installed. This is not ideal because the water is sometimes warm on the surface 

but cold near the bottom, meaning that John has no idea about the temperature until he actually 

steps down into the pool. 

 

A donor had offered to cover the cost of laying carpet in the new room, so the church members 

were able to choose exactly what they wanted. A firm close to John’s place of work which 

specialised in wrought-iron work made up the chairs according to the church’s design and Colin 

Cresswell, a member of the church who worked for a furniture upholsters, showed others how to 

make the woodwork parts, which he then covered so that they could be put together; in this way 

200 chairs were made before the opening of the church. Dr R T Kendall preached at the inaugural 



meeting. Mr Ibberson had died sometime before, and a communion table had been made which 

commemorated his life. Two communion plates were engraved in memory of Mr and Mrs Ibberson 

and Mr and Mrs Davies. The whole church had been paid for, from beginning to end, and God had so 

provided for the work that at no point had the work gone into debt. The total cost of the building 

was £54,000. 

 

In 1982, at the time that the main church room was opened, John had come to the conclusion that, 

with the building completed, his job was coming to an end. Although the church had been paying for 

him to spend one day a week on church business this, combined with his job as a joiner, was proving 

too much for him, and he had resolved to stand down as pastor. He didn’t say anything to anybody, 

but at the same time the elders were talking between themselves about asking John to become the 

pastor full-time. When they first broached the subject with John he told them what he had been 

thinking and was taken by surprise by their suggestion. After several meetings with the membership 

over several months, when practical and financial matters had to be discussed and agreed, John 

finally gave up his day job and became the full-time pastor of Greenstead Evangelical Free Church. At 

no time had he ever expected this to be the outcome of his move onto the Greenstead estate in 

1960. 

 

At this time there were a number of men in the church who were preaching on a regular basis, as a 

result of the fact that John had been working full-time and also preaching on the Methodistcircuit. 

He would only preach one sermon a week at Greenstead, with the other services being covered by 

other preachers in the area. One of these was Alf Willoughby, who had himself re-opened the 

church at Kirby-le-Soken. He came to preach at Greenstead one evening, had to stop his car on the 

way because he felt unwell and remained seated throughout the service and the sermon. When he 

got home that evening he became even more unwell, and died the same night. 

 

As numbers continued to grow, after Malcolm Baxter and John Ford had become elders and were 

preaching on a regular basis, some of the other men in the church were also began to  take services. 

This meant that the church was also able to supply not only its own pulpit but also to assist other 

churches in Colchester and the surrounding villages, especially those that did not have their own 

pastor. Even when John became the full-time pastor this shared ministry of the Word continued, 

although over the years the number of preachers has diminished. The church has appreciated and 

benefited from the opportunity to hear different men with different experiences and viewpoints 

bringing them messages from God’s Word. It has also been possible to help smaller churches in 

more practical ways by providing man-power and expertise in building repairs. 

 

The completion of the building did not, of course, mean that the practical needs of the church had 

come to an end. Routine maintenance and the resolving of problems had to be carried out, so the 

church elected its first deacons. Those elected were Dennis Brown, Brian Ford and Derek Gudgin. 

The procedure for electing deacons had already been laid down in the church rules, although they 

have since been slightly altered, since at one point any able-bodied man was inevitably proposed to 

become a member of the diaconate. A subsequent rejection of the proposal by the membership 

could be very hurtful to the man concerned, which was felt to be unkind. Members may now only 

propose that the elders consider a man’s suitability for the job. 

 

In closing this part of the history of the church, we should remember that the building work, and 

every other enterprise that has been undertaken, has been entirely financed as God’s people 

brought their needs to him in faith. Bearing in mind that a Greenstead is not a wealthy suburb and 

the shadow of unemployment has often hung over those who are members here, it is easy to see 

how God has had his hand on every aspect of the work and has provided the means to bring his 

purposes about. Even in 1975, when the church had been in existence for 10 years and had grown 



considerably, the weekly income only averaged around £20. Nevertheless, although money has 

never been plentiful, as successive treasurers will testify, very rarely has there not been enough, and 

a sudden increase in the amount of spare cash has usually meant that God has given it for a specific 

purpose. 

  



Difficult Times 

 

Because we live in a fallen world, and because Christians do not always agree with their fellow 

believers, there were inevitably times during the early years when everything did not run absolutely 

smoothly. However, it was after the church building had been completed that some of the 

underlying differences within the fellowship came to a head, leading to some very difficult years and 

the departure of a large number of people. We are recording those times here so that those who 

have come later who do remember those days, know what happened at the time and can gain a 

clearer understanding of why the church takes the position it does today. 

 

It was in 1975, at one of the first camps for youngsters, that Pastor John and John Ford, after a hectic 

game with the boys in the dormitory, embarked on a late-night discussion to explore the topic of the 

origins of faith. They talked for hours about the new birth and related topics; both had many 

questions, which they continued to investigate separately. After about a year spent studying the 

Scriptures, it became clear that the doctrines of grace, as they are known, are integral to a right view 

of God’s Word to his people. They teach that God alone brings a man to repentance and new birth, 

and that the notion of a man coming to God of his own free will is not found in his Word. This latter 

position was, and is prevalent in most churches, and was the basis of most teaching at Greenstead at 

the time. 

 

At around the same time, charismatic teaching was widespread in Colchester, with ´The Bible 

Speaks’ (a cult which originated in the USA), very active in the town and at the university. Meetings 

were being held at the home of one of the members at which the charismatic gifts were being 

actively sought and exercised, and it seemed that the church was teetering on the brink of becoming 

fully charismatic. However, following the realisation that the choruses were being used in a way that 

breached copyright law, coupled with uneasiness about the Scriptural basis for the use of 

charismatic gifts in the modern church, this road was not followed to its logical conclusion. 

 

In due course the situation changed, and it became possible for the two Johns to begin to introduce 

the truths they had discovered in God’s Word to the church. As a result of this change in the 

preaching, many people became very unhappy, and over the next three years the membership 

halved, as people left to go to other churches where the teaching accorded with their beliefs. At the 

same time, the position of the church at Greenstead generated a lot of negativity from other 

Christians in Colchester, and for long time the church was very isolated. At times, those in leadership 

were very discouraged and saddened by what had happened, to the extent that John was prepared 

to stand down as pastor. However, throughout this period giving to the church remained at the 

same levels and the work was able to continue, while many of those who had been keen to bring 

about changes in the way things were done came to see the truth of what the church was teaching 

and stayed to learn more about the doctrines of grace. After this numbers remained static for a long 

time, with about 70 people meeting together on Sunday mornings, while the attitude of those in the 

town remained in general very negative. The preachers did not try to force these doctrines on the 

congregation; instead they aimed to demonstrate from Scripture that these things were true. Over 

 the years others have joined the church who value the teaching that they hear, and some of those 

who left now realise what they left behind. 

  



 



 



 
 



 



 



 



 



 
  



 

The Work of the Church 
 

Prayer 

 

All through the life of the church the members have recognized the vital importance of prayer. In the 

early days they were asking God for a place to worship, never dreaming that he would give them 

such a large, brand new building with every convenience. As they were building the church they 

asked God for the money they needed to continue and he gave them it to them, often in the most 

amazing ways, just when they needed it. The weekly prayer meeting started in John’s front room, 

with very few people present, but God kept his promise to be with the “two or three” and they saw 

their numbers, and their venue, grow.  

 

John still says that the prayer meeting is the most important meeting of the week, because it is the 

time when God’s people come together to talk to him about the things that are really important. 

These meetings take place on a Wednesday night, although they have been held on other nights in 

the past, and they include a time of Bible study. Although two separate meetings might be ideal, 

there are so many other meetings to fit into the week that there is only one spare night. Sometimes 

the meetings are devoted specifically to a missionary society, and a guest speaker might be invited. 

 

Some years ago it was proposed that the church could meet together for a time of prayer and 

fasting. The matter of whether to fast was left to the individual’s conscience, but the prayer times 

developed into a quarterly day of prayer. Usually there are three sessions with the leader providing a 

focus for prayer topics, and people are free to come and go as they are able. The meetings are held 

on Saturdays and provide members with the opportunity to seek God’s face on all kinds of issues, 

not least of which is the estate where they live. 

  



Reaching Young People 

 

The beginnings of the church lie, appropriately enough, in children’s work and for many years this 

was the area in which a lot of the evangelistic work took place. As we have seen, children were 

attracted to the idea of a Sunday School, so that by the time the church was meeting in the sports 

hall there were about 140 children coming regularly, with up to 200 on the books. In addition to this, 

meetings during the week for junior and younger secondary school children, meeting on various 

nights and having various leaders, had always been part of the church’s programme, following the 

format of the World Evangelization Crusade and calling themselves Cadets and Warriors. The 

children would come to the church, where they were involved in craft activities, outings and of 

course learning about God. In the early days they did not just have to learn memory verses, but 

whole passages of Scripture. Then, as now, reaching children was easier than reaching their parents, 

and some children came during the week who never came to Sunday School. Until recently the 

church also used to welcome the local Scouts to occasional services, but this practice became 

increasingly poorly attended by both the Scouts and their leaders, and was discontinued. 

 

Something else that started in the early days and which is still remembered by many adults who 

have lived on the estate since they were young, is the Sunshine Corners. These were held for a week 

or two during the summer holidays as evangelistic events for children, and were run with the help of 

church members by Miss  Deidre Succamore (later Mrs Loxley), a schoolteacher from Witham, or by 

Arthur Rivers, who was the Town Missioner. They took place on one of the grassy areas on 

Hawthorn Avenue between Hickory Avenue and Acacia Avenue. A portable organ provided the 

music, and those who were there remember seeing the children coming from all directions to join 

the meetings. These times were really blessed by God, and many children were led to know the 

Lord. Later on St Edmund‘s church hall was hired, with the full support of Rev McKee, who was the 

vicar of St Andrew‘s, and the building would be crammed to the doors with up to 200 children, who 

came along to sing songs and hear Bible stories. Prizes could be won and a good time was had by all. 

 

In the early eighties Andy Jelfs was invited to come and take a week of children’s meetings, but a 

combination of increasing costs and a finite number of workers contributed to a suspension of this 

work. As time went by numbers also declined in the Sunday School, perhaps partly because parents 

became more affluent and could afford to take their families out for the day on Sundays. By the 

early eighties the Sunday School had dwindled dramatically from the large group which had met in 

earlier years, but the church never took the step of running Sunday School concurrently with the 

service, although by this time it was held at 10.00, before the service, which meant an early start for 

the teachers. The big disadvantage of having Sunday School at the same time as the morning service 

was felt to be that the teachers would inevitably miss receiving any teaching themselves from one 

Sunday to the next if they also had young children of their own to look after in the evenings.  

 

Recently the desire to evangelize the children of the estate has been rekindled, starting with the 

introduction of the Lighthouse Club for a week during the summer holidays. This is run in the old 

church room in a similar fashion to the Sunshine Corners, with plenty of singing, quizzes, memory 

verses and a lesson from the Bible. Numbers have increased from year to year, so that now about 

100 children from the ages of 3 to 11 are crammed into the available floor space, and the leaders 

find that by the end of the week their voices are showing the strain of all the singing and shouting. 

Other efforts to reach children, such as a special party on October 31st to encourage children away 

from Hallowe‘en activities, have also met with a good response and numbers in Sunday School have 

started to grow again, to the point where it is rare for teachers to recognize and be able to name 

every child sitting in front of them at the beginning of the singing. 

 



In the last few months the church has started to advertise lifts to Sunday School, in the hope that if 

the children are expecting to be picked up they will become more regular attenders. Used in 

conjunction with a door-knocking campaign, this means that church members can get to know the 

parents, and so new links are formed. As the estate has grown there are an increasing number of 

children who are unable to get to the church on their own, and it is hoped that eventually the whole 

area will be covered by Sunday School pick-up cars. We have also been encouraged by the support 

of one of the local schools, which has agreed to give all of its children an invitation to Sunday School. 

 

A Mother and Toddler group has recently been started on Wednesday mornings, aimed at reaching 

the many young mums on the estate and their children. So many young parents have had no Bible 

teaching themselves and are therefore in no position to be able to teach their children the things of 

God, so this meeting was started, where mums can come and have a coffee and a chat while their 

children play. They all then listen to a story from the Bible, which may be a first for both mother and 

child. From small beginnings with just a handful of mums, this meeting now has more than 15 

coming, and some of the children have started to come to Sunday School once they are old enough. 

The prayer of the leaders is that the parents themselves will start to come to church and be reached 

with the gospel. 

 

Another activity which went on for many years was a summer camp for youngsters. These started 

near the beginning of the work and continued for 12 years, visiting churches in various parts of the 

south-east and staying mainly in church halls, although some were held under canvas and also on 

the Norfolk Broads. The camps were for older children who went to Warriors and the oldest Cadets, 

with numbers ranging from 12 to 40. They provided an excellent way of getting to know the children 

on an individual basis and saw many of them grow spiritually, although not all of them continued 

with the church. Camp days began with a Bible study in the morning, followed by free time in the 

afternoon and then a teaching time in the evening, with an opportunity to sit, talk and discuss 

various issues. Eventually a week under canvas for the children in Bible Class was added to the week 

in a church hall so that many of the adults in the church were involved either in the camps or in 

keeping things going at the church. Eventually some of these young people began to help in the 

camps, and many who are still in the church have fond memories of the times when they let their 

hair down! With the re-starting of holiday clubs a lack of available  time and also of sufficient 

personnel made the running of both activities impracticable, although the Sunday night Young 

People’s Fellowship goes away together for a weekend once a year. 

 

Cadets has continued throughout the life of the church, but Warriors did stop for a while. This 

became necessary after an open invitation was extended to all in the 11-14 age group, which lead to 

an influx of children who seemed to be more interested in creating a disturbance than in hearing the 

word of God. The leaders realised that in, in order to make a success of a meeting for this age group, 

some strict guidelines were necessary regarding who should be allowed to come and what they 

should be permitted to do. They have also had to introduce a system of discipline, so that any 

infringement can be dealt with. Since the meeting has restarted it has seen a number of youngsters 

join who have either attended Bible Class for four Sundays or who have been specially invited by an 

existing member. This has made everything easier to manage, more enjoyable for the leaders and 

also for the children who come. It also became clear that they themselves were no longer referring 

to the meeting as Warriors, but simply as Church Club, so this is now its official name, while the 

younger group is now called Junior Church Club. 

 

There is also a meeting for older teenagers which meets fortnightly on a Saturday night. It was 

originally started by John Ford as a weeknight meeting but, like other meetings in the church, has 

become a moveable feast in the church’s diary. Those who go to this meeting also have the 



opportunity to attend YPF Rendezvous, which is a joint meeting for young people who attend 

various local churches. 

 

The church cares deeply about its young people because, quite simply they are the next generation 

and without them there will not be a church in the future. It also looks out and sees many children 

growing up on the estate with no knowledge of God, or what he has to say in his Word, and so it is 

trying to reach them in any way it can. The most recent practical outworking of this has been special 

leaflets for children and teenagers, who are often the only ones who stop and listen during open air 

meetings, and a rota of drivers who are prepared to give children lifts to and from Sunday School.. 

  



Outreach 

 

From the very beginning the church has been concerned to reach out to those around and about, 

although during the building period the emphasis was more on the physical work that needed to be 

done. Nevertheless, literature distribution has always gone on in various forms. In the early 70s Mrs 

Ibberson took on the responsibility of making sure that every home on the estate received a tract 

every three months, and although the estate was smaller then, it was still a large task, which she was 

prepared to undertake single-handed if there was no one able to help her. In the event a period of ill 

health prevented her from achieving this on her own, and others became involved in delivering 

tracts to each home. The church also contributed to Dick Saunders ‘Way to Life’ crusade when it 

came to Colchester, by giving all of one Sunday‘s offerings and by lending a number of chairs for the 

crusade tent. 

 

In 1976 the Movement for World Evangelisation were invited to come and spearhead a gospel 

outreach on the estate. This took place over 8 days and included meetings in houses and visits to 

local schools. The church continued to be concerned about their neighbours, and also supported 

another Dick Saunders crusade which was held in the town the following year. 

 

Once the church building was finished the emphasis changed, and members had more time to 

consider the estate on which they lived. Out of a desire to reach out to those around them they 

invited a team from Moorlands Bible College to come and lead an evangelistic campaign at the 

church. At the time there was something of a financial crisis, and the church looked to God to ensure 

that all their commitments were met before they proceeded with their plans. This he did by means 

of gifts and the discovery of a bill that had been paid twice, and the outreach went ahead. During 

this period, many things were tried and many lessons were learnt; some of the initiatives which were 

started at that time are still carried on today. 

 

It was during this campaign that the first open air meeting was held, and it was with great 

trepidation that eight men took it in turns to speak - twice each over the course of one hour. This 

seems amazing to some of the same men now, as they conduct an open air meeting with two, or 

even one other person besides themselves. Later on the Open Air Campaigners came and held a 

training session, at which they gave advice about strategies for conducting such meetings. In 

addition to the work on the estate the church was also actively involved in open air meetings in the 

town centre, which used to be held on the site of St Nicholas‘ churchyard and were a joint venture 

between various local evangelical churches. These meetings have recently been restarted, and in 

addition Brian Dee of the Open Air Mission has recently undertaken open air preaching in the town 

centre. 

 

The open air meeting on Greenstead is still held once a month in the shopping precinct across the 

road from the church. This provides a natural crossing point for many shoppers, with good acoustic 

qualities and a view of the church building, although it’s big disadvantage is that it is something of a 

wind tunnel, as those who go to “make a crowd” know to their cost. The response in terms of people 

going on to come to the church has been minimal, but those who preach and those come believe 

that God works in mysterious ways, and that their duty is to sow the seed, even if they never see a 

harvest. Various attention-grabbing devices have been tried, including offering hot drinks to 

passersby in winter. At Christmas time a small group of musicians from the church made up a brass 

band and played carols during the meeting. Sometimes there has been competition from other 

groups, such as political parties, who also use the precinct as a speakers’ corner, but in general 

opposition has been limited. 

 



Many tracts have been handed out, and very few are thrown away in the street. In fact, because the 

estate is now so large, some have started going out before the open air meeting to hand out 

literature to those who live at the outer edges, who may never come shopping in the main precinct 

on a Saturday morning. Over the years a variety of tracts have been used, and the need to ring the 

changes has sometimes posed a problem. To start with the church obtained quantities of Urban 

Tracts from Pastor Gobbett of Hope Baptist Chapel in East London. These are small, brightly-

coloured leaflets, which are written in contemporary English and are not too long. They proved to be 

so popular that people would recognise them and ask for a different one from those they had 

already received. However, eventually it became necessary to find some new tracts, and the search 

began for suitable alternatives. In general the tracts from the large Christian publishing house were 

not suitable because they tended to include a prayer at the end which the reader was told that they 

could pray if they wanted to become a Christian. Since this meant that someone could just say that 

prayer without ever understanding that they needed to truly repent of their sins and ask God for 

forgiveness because of the death of the Lord Jesus Christ on the cross, and could therefore think that 

they were saved just because they had repeated a prayer, many tracts had to be put to one side. 

 

On occasions the church has asked for permission to adapt tracts to their requirements and this has 

been granted, but another solution had to be found. When door-to-door worked started the 

outreach team were involved in writing leaflets to put through people’s letterboxes before a visit, so 

the next step seemed to be for the church the start writing its own tracts. In this way a variety of 

leaflets have been produced, which are written in a fairly informal style but which all contain a direct 

challenge, or an invitation to the church to hear more. The advent of desktop publishing has made 

the production of tracts much easier, although the search goes on for interesting topics to write 

about. Another very successful idea has been to give children a leaflet containing a puzzle and some 

colouring, along with an invitation to Sunday School, where they can be awarded a prize for a 

completed leaflet. A tract suitable for teenagers, who are often hanging around waiting for the fish 

and chip shop to open, has also proved popular. 

 

The church has tried to put a tract through every letterbox on the estate on a regular basis, usually 

inviting people to special services at Christmas or Easter, and doing this on a free afternoon, when 

groups will go out with a map for their area and cover every home. Since the estate is built on a hill 

and includes plenty of flats, some groups come back with weary legs but virtuous hearts! A recent 

idea has been to produce invitation cards which can be given to interested friends, and welcome 

cards to put through the doors of new neighbours and newly-built houses (since the estate is still 

growing). 

 

Door-to-door work has also gone on continuously for the last 12 years, with a varying number of 

groups visiting houses on a weekly basis. The leaflets which are delivered in the time leading up to a 

visit have been re-designed, but they still provide the introduction to a conversation about 

Christianity. In general people have been fairly friendly, with few examples of hostility, although 

vicious dogs, crying children and telephones regularly interrupt things; the Devil has many means at 

his disposal. Following a month of evangelism in May 1995 the number of pairs going out has risen 

from one to four, which has made the whole task less daunting. In addition those who have had a 

“stony” response are encouraged to hear of others having good opportunities to share the gospel. It 

is also encouraging when people are still living in the same house and remember their first visit. 

 

When door-to-door work started in 1981 it soon became clear that a whole section of the estate 

near the Greenstead roundabout had been colonised by Jehovah’s Witnesses. They have built a 

Kingdom Hall about half a mile away, and are very active on the estate as a whole. In general this has 

not caused a problem because the JWs themselves lay great store by door-to-door work, and other 

people are often more prepared to talk once they know their visitors are not from the same 



organisation. However, a whole row of empty houses usually means that sooner or later a house 

where a JW meeting is going on will be found, and equally a number of people in a road who are fed 

up with talking about religion on the doorstep may mean that have recently been visited. Because of 

the prevalence of this cult in the area, the church has held a series of Bible studies on the subject, 

and there is a resource pack in the church library which gives members more information if they 

need it. There has not been such a problem with the other cults, although this may change with the 

recent arrival of one of the leaders of the Mormon church in a house on the estate. 

 

In the beginning the door-to-door work only went on in the summer months, the feeling being that 

people would not want to stand and talk on their doorsteps when it was dark and cold. However, 

when only one couple was going out they felt that it was going to take so long to get round all the 

houses that they should brave the elements for 12 months of the year. Since they have been doing 

this the number of really unpleasant Monday evenings when they have had to cancel their visits on 

account of the weather could be counted on the fingers of one hand, and the number of people who 

have been unwilling to talk has also been remarkably few. On more than one occasion rainy 

evenings have coincided with visits to blocks of flats, which is another sign that although the 

response has been limited in terms of people coming to the church, the Lord is pleased with this 

work and wants it to continue. 

 

The fact still remains however that the best sort of evangelism is one-to-one, when Christians talk to 

their friends and neighbours and invite them to the church. Perhaps because this is the hardest thing 

to do, it is one of the ideas from the mission which has not been followed up in any organised way, 

although at the time some coffee mornings were held in several houses, when people came in and 

took part in some good discussions. The second Sunday morning service in every month is always 

evangelistic, when people can invite others to hear the gospel preached, even if they do not feel 

able to witness directly themselves.  

 

 

  



Missionaries 

 

One of Mr Ibberson’s sayings was that if a church was not missionary-minded it would die, and in the 

very beginning the church supported Mr Davies’ son Stanley, who was a missionary with the Africa 

Inland Mission. Every week Mr Ibberson would visit those who gave to this work to collect their 

contributions and would use this time as an opportunity to have a time of worship with Di’s mother, 

who was housebound. The principle of supporting missionaries has been carried on throughout the 

years, although the methods have changed. Missionary Sundays are now held four times a year, 

when a preacher representing a missionary society is invited to come for the whole day to preach 

the Word, while talking about some of the work of his organisation; missionary prayer meetings are 

held regularly on Wednesday evenings, when men from as far afield as Israel, Greece and the 

Philippines have come to talk about their work. The church always makes sure that at least a tenth 

of its income is spent on some kind of missionary work, and a missionary committee ensures that 

the members cannot make ignorance their excuse. The doctrinal position that the church takes does 

mean that it cannot invite some societies to send preachers, however worthy their causes, but a 

number remain who do come regularly and whose return visits are always a pleasure. 

  



Poland 

 

One area in which the church has been heavily involved over the past few years is the work of the 

European Missionary Fellowship, which trains European nationals and then sends them to their 

home countries to evangelise and plant churches. In 1984, at a time when the church was looking for 

new areas where they could contribute to missionary work, following the ending of some old 

associations, an article appeared in the Evangelical Times. It described how a small, regular 

contribution would enable a native-born pastor in a Communist bloc country to carry on working for 

the Gospel. The elders investigated this and found out about EMF, so when John attended the 

Banner of Truth conference in Leicester he spoke to Rev Omri Jenkins, who was a speaker at the 

conference and also the current secretary of EMF. He told John about a pastor and his wife in Łódź, 

Poland, and John said there and then that the church on Greenstead would support them. The 

pastor’s name was Zbigniew (or Zbishek) Modnicki and his wife’s name was Elizabeth. They had both 

done their training at EMF headquarters in Welwyn for two years, where they had built on the 

knowledge they already had and had learnt how to carry out church work. They had just returned to 

Łódź to take over the work of Elizabeth’s father, Pastor Plinski, who was about to leave the pastorate 

in order to concentrate on his work as General Secretary of the Polish Evangelical Church. 

 

Łódź is a huge industrial city, about the same size as Birmingham. It has very little in the way of 

active churches, and most of what is available is Roman Catholic. It could be said that the Modnickis 

are  missionaries in their own church, but in addition they are involved the work of other small 

fellowships in towns and villages around Łódź as well as being actively involved in evangelism in their 

own city. They have links with many areas of society, including the few hundred Jews who remain 

out of the many thousands who lived in Łódź before the war. Throughout the years of Communism 

their church has remained faithful to the teachings found in the Bible, which has been their only 

guide. 

 

In October 1989 the Modnickis came to England for the EMF field conference and were able to 

spend a week in Colchester at the end of their stay. This gave the church the opportunity to get to 

know them, and meant that they in turn went back to Łódź with a clearer idea of what their 

supporters in England were like. From what they had said it was clear that the situation in Poland 

was desperate, with chronic shortages of basic food supplies and constantly rising prices. Some 

people in the church, in particular Derek and Pat Dykes, felt very strongly that the church on 

Greenstead, out of its plenty, should be able to help the church in Łódź in some small way with their 

everyday needs. A few parcels, mainly of second-hand clothes, were sent to Łódź, using the 

expertise of friends connected with the Christian International Refugee Mission, which has been 

sending relief parcels to pastors in Portugal and the Philippines for many years. However, something 

more substantial was really needed, so it was decided that John, Derek and Pat would hire a van, fill 

it with rice, sugar, tinned meat and cheese in addition to second-hand clothes and drive it across 

Europe to Poland.  

 

In those days the Berlin Wall was still standing and visas had to be obtained for East Germany and 

Poland. There were no maps available depicting anything beyond the Polish border, and none of the 

three spoke a word of Polish. The weather was very cold, and no one had any idea how long the 

journey would take. In fact Zeebrugge in Belgium, which was where the ferry docked, is 1,000 miles 

from Łódź, and although all three of the team could drive they all became very tired, which led to 

various problems. However, they finally arrived safely in Łódź, only to discover that they had left the 

Modnicki’s address in Colchester! Mr Modnicki had told them that if they were lost, all they had to 

do was to ask for the bishop with children, since none of the Catholic priests were married. This they 

managed to do, despite the language barrier. They stopped a bus, where they asked everybody on 

board, and eventually found a taxi rank and asked if any of them knew Zbishek Modnicki. One of the 



drivers had a brainwave and started knocking on the doors of all the churches. Eventually he found a 

Catholic priest who was able to help him, so he telephoned Mr Modnicki and arranged that they 

should all meet at the church. To thank him for all his help he was given a jar of coffee and a bag of 

sugar, which he carried home rejoicing. 

 

By now it was the early hours of Sunday morning, and the three from Colchester were exhausted. Mr 

Modnicki asked John if he would preach at the morning service, which he was able to do after a 

change of clothes. All the goods were unloaded and stored in a room at the church, where they 

would be sorted and distributed. This was a big responsibility for the Modnickis because the needs 

were clearly much greater than the supply. When they had had a chance to recuperate Derek, Pat 

and John had a chance to look around Łódź, where they could immediately how dire the situation 

was. They were particularly horrified when they saw the shops where Western goods were displayed 

which were only available to Polish people if they could pay with Western currency. 

 

The trip, despite all its problems and the strains that it imposed, was very worthwhile and was 

greatly appreciated by the believers in Łódź, who were not only very grateful for the goods they 

were given but were also very encouraged by the fellowship with Christians from the West. Being in 

a Catholic country, they were very much in the minority, although they did not suffer under 

Communism as much as those in other countries. That first trip was the first in what became a 

programme of four journeys a year, taking things that were so obviously needed. These ranged from 

gluten-free products for a man who suffered from coeliac disease through basic medical supplies 

and nurses’ uniforms for the hospital to bananas, after Mrs Modnicki revealed that the one she had 

eaten in England had been the first she had tasted since 1977. 

 

People in Łódź found out about the goods from the West that were arriving on a regular basis in the 

evangelical church, and gradually some of the items made their way into some unusual places. 

Mentally ill adults in the hospital were given clothes to cover their usual nakedness, and some things 

were taken into the area of Chernobyl in the Ukraine by a contact of the church in Łódź. On a lighter 

note, Mrs Modnicki said that it was now possible to identify homes where Christians were living, 

because they had curtains at the windows.  

 

Meanwhile in Colchester, word about the trips gradually got around and donations, mainly of 

second-hand clothes, arrived on a regular basis. These all had to be sorted because not everything 

was suitable, and put into plastic bags. A van was purchased so that cost of the journeys could be 

reduced, although this caused a problem when the vehicle broke down. Lists of necessary foodstuffs 

and other essentials were drawn up prior to trips, so that people could sign up to buy certain 

quantities, ensuring that a good selection was taken every time. Those in other churches heard 

about the work, although no big announcement was ever made, and many practical gifts were 

offered, including a large legacy. It was discovered that a man in Stuttgart, West Germany, was able 

to supply books and Bibles in Polish, and on more than one occasion quantities of these were taken. 

Children’s books in Russian were also bought, and given to an evangelist who has access to schools 

in Russia. Medical supplies whose use-by date had expired but were still useable were also given, 

and received with open arms by the hospitals in Łódź. Many people were very generous, making 

those involved realize how materially blessed we are in the West. 

 

However the time came when the Polish government changed the rules governing the taking of 

relief supplies into the country. They stipulated that all second-hand clothes had to be disinfected 

and sorted into categories before they would be allowed in, and it soon became evident that there 

was no longer anywhere in the UK where clothes could be disinfected. Since the bulk of the load 

consisted of second-hand clothes it was no longer viable to take a van to Poland. Since that time, the 

policy has been to make a collection and then for someone to fly to Łódź with the money, which is 



then used in the shops to buy goods, which are now more readily available, although very expensive. 

The advantages are that people can now buy foodstuffs they are familiar with that have instructions 

in Polish and everyone gets identical parcels, plus the Polish economy benefits. The biggest 

disadvantage is that the people in the church miss the fellowship and encouragement of seeing 

fellow believers on a regular basis. 

 

It is also very valuable for them to have contact with Christians in the West, because since the fall of 

Communism, they have been contacted by all sorts of groups and individuals who say they are 

Christians, some of whom are misguided and others who are clearly cults, such as Jehovah’s 

Witnesses. The church had  been isolated for so many years with only the Bible to guide them, and 

has suddenly found itself confronted with all sorts of new teaching, meaning that the leaders need 

great discernment to be able to differentiate between the good and the bad, and lead the people in 

the right direction. 

 

We are also very concerned about the health of both Pastor Modnicki and his wife, since he had a 

stroke recently and she has been diagnosed with a serious heart complaint, which can only be cured 

by a complete transplant. It was a great encouragement to hear that they have been joined in Łódź 

by Marieuse and Joanna Dutowski, a young Polish couple who have just completed their training at 

Welwyn and have also been to visit us in Colchester. 

 

It gave the church a great deal of pleasure to be able to invite Zbishek and Elizabeth to spend three 

weeks in Colchester in the summer of 1995. Many friendships were renewed and newer members 

were able to meet the Modnickis for the first time. They in turn were able to provide up to date 

information about the situation in Poland, thus enabling us to pray in a more informed way. 

 

The next step for the church in Łódź is to stop relying on others for material help and to take on the 

responsibility of supporting their pastor financially. In theory, since the church is growing this should 

be possible, but in practice, since they have so little and are accustomed to receiving outside help it 

is a big step to take. EMF recognise this problem, and are doing everything they can to make sure 

that local churches accept their responsibilities in this matter. When that time comes for the church 

in Lodz, and they realise that it must, then another chapter in the history of the church on 

Greenstead will come to a close, although the links with the church in Łódź will remain.  

  



Students 

 

About 15 years ago a Malaysian student called Lim came to a morning service at the church. He was 

so impressed that he invited his friends at the Chinese Christian Fellowship at the university and they 

all started to attend the church, so that by the end of the academic year there were about 15 

students coming regularly. Over the years, as the university has changed its policy on fees, it has 

become increasingly expensive for overseas students to come to the UK to study, and now most of 

the Asian students come from Hong Kong. The church has always been glad to welcome those from 

other countries, especially students, who may be in this country for a number of years with little or 

no chance of seeing their families. We have done our best to make the feel at home, with a 

student/family link scheme and special meals at the church. Many have become good friends and 

have kept in touch following their return home, with wedding invitations and offers of hospitality.  

 

As a result of this other overseas students also came to the church, including a man called Kwaylo 

Dingamnodj from Chad, who described the situation facing Christians in his country. The leader at 

that time was demanding that everyone should worship him as a god, which meant that Christians 

had to make a stand as Daniel did and face discrimination as a result. Some Christians from his town 

had been buried alive because of their faith. He preached at Greenstead, after which he returned 

home. He sent a letter and a photograph, saying that now had a job and had got married, but when 

several members wrote back they received no reply. At an Africa Inland Mission meeting it was 

announced that a man with a similar-sounding name had been put to death for his faith, and he was 

never heard from again. This was not to be the last time that students left England to return home 

knowing that they faced persecution for their beliefs. In particular this has been the case for those 

from Muslim homes who had been converted while they were at Essex and who would face the 

wrath of their families. Some of them had been baptised at Greenstead, knowing that this would not 

be possible once they returned home. A new threat now faces those from Hong Kong, since in 1997 

their country will become the property of Communist China.  

 

In the early years a student called Noah Olanji attended the church. One day he suffered a fit during 

the service, and shortly afterwards a second fit proved too much for his body, leading to his death. 

The church was so affected by this that they contributed towards a headstone for his grave.  

 

Another student called Chibusi Walker, who was from Nigeria, wanted to get married and asked 

John to perform the ceremony. He and his wife had been married by proxy in Nigeria but wanted to 

have a church ceremony. On the day the old church room was full of friends and relatives in 

traditional costumes as well as many members of the church. John was very relieved when the 

registrar informed him that he was not obliged to tackle the pronunciation of Charity (the bride’s) 

family name since she was already legally married. Chibusi works for Nigeria’s telecommunications 

company, which sent him to Essex for a year. He and his wife have now gone back to their own 

country, but they still keep in touch. 

 

Some students have played an active part in the life of the church, taking services or contributing in 

other ways. One student called Pak Hin, who was from Hong Kong, felt that the students should not 

only share the gospel with fellow students, but also reach out to the Chinese-speaking community in 

the town. He spent one of his summer vacations visiting all the Chinese takeaways in Colchester, and 

out of these visits grew the Chinese Sunday School, which was held at Greenstead for about 10 

years. His intention had originally been to run a conventional Sunday School, but in the event it 

became a place where children who had been born in England were taught Bible stories in 

Cantonese, thereby learning the language. Hin was very concerned about the future of the Sunday 

School after he had returned to Hong Kong, but since it moved to a venue on the campus it is not 

known for certain how it is going.  



The students hold their own meetings at the university under the title of the Chinese Christian 

Fellowship. The meetings are held every week, alternating between Cantonese and English (for 

those who are not from Hong Kong). Outside speakers are invited regularly, including the elders 

from Greenstead. On one memorable occasion the students invited the church to a farewell meal at 

the end of the year and cooked a Chinese meal for about 50 people. Others have shown their 

gratitude for the fellowship they have received by sending money from Hong Kong once they have 

returned home and started working. 

 

Although at one time there were a number of British students who came to Greenstead for the past 

few years most of these have gone to elsewhere  in the town, since there appears that at any one 

time there seems to be one “fashionable” church. However some students have made the church 

their spiritual home during their time at Essex, and many of these have kept in touch. In particular 

many people remember when Helen Aveling was baptised. She is quadriplegic, and it was arranged 

that one student would lift Helen into the water, while another student stood with John to help with 

the baptism. In the event all four of them ended up in the water together! It is always good to see 

young people in the church from different countries, who have all come into God’s house on a 

Sunday to worship him. It is a constant reminder that the church is worldwide and does not come to 

an end at the English Channel. 

 

  



Jeremy Bailey 

 

Jeremy is John and Jane’s eldest son. He became a Christian at an early age, following a conversation 

with Frank Davies. After leaving school he trained as a primary school teacher and then got a job 

teaching at a school in Frinton. At this time John Bailey and John Ford were the only elders, and they 

sat down together to consider the church and what the future might hold. They saw, among other 

things, that Jeremy would eventually become a minister in his own church. They did not share these 

thoughts with anyone else. Jeremy married Jenny Jones, who was also a member of the church and a 

primary school teacher. After about two years of teaching he went to the elders and told them that 

he felt he should go to Bible College and that he and Jenny were thinking of selling their house in 

order to be able to do so.  

 

It was at this point that the elders told Jeremy about their thoughts, and they encouraged him to go 

ahead. The house was eventually sold after many hold ups, and Jeremy and Jenny moved to 

Bridgend in South Wales, where Jeremy attended the Evangelical Theological Bible College of Wales 

at Bryntirion. After two years of study, during which time the church was privileged to be able to 

help with financial support, Jeremy was asked if he would become the pastor of Kirby-le-Soken 

Evangelical Church, where he had been helping to run children’s outreaches.  

 

This was the first time that the church had sent anyone out in the Lord’s service, and it was a great 

encouragement to everyone, especially since the two churches have always been closely linked. The 

way that the Lord provided so that Jeremy could be helped financially was a lesson in how he 

supplies all our needs. 

 

  



Deaf People 

 

While John was working at Henry Everett’s on Hythe Hill he met another joiner called George Porter, 

who was deaf. Because the two men were working next to each other John did his best to 

communicate, and eventually learnt some signs and the alphabet in British Sign Language. After 

some time another deaf man, whose name was John Barry, joined the firm and John was able to 

witness to both men. Neither was at all interested, and eventually John left the firm to start working  

for the Come Back to God Campaign. After the first phase of the church building had been 

completed John had a ‘phone call from a Pastor Barrett, whose church was in South London near the 

Rotherhithe tunnel. A man in his church who was deaf and his wife had just had a baby boy, and 

they wanted to have a dedication service for him at Greenstead so that all their relatives could 

attend.  

 

John was a little dubious at first because this request had come out of the blue, but he agreed and it 

was arranged that he would conduct the service while Pastor Barrett would sign and then preach. 

When the party from London arrived, the baby’s father was none other than John Barry, who had 

once been John’s work colleague and had since been converted. He had asked to come to 

Greenstead for his baby’s dedication because he knew that it was John’s church. Also attending the 

service were Malcolm and Rachel Lambert, a Christian deaf couple who lived on the estate. As a 

result of this meeting Malcolm started to attend the church, and an attempt was made to keep him 

abreast of what was going on. 

 

In the end John asked whether he, Jenny Park and Clinton Cook could have some proper lessons so 

that they could learn to sign, and Malcolm agreed to teach them. He started with the signs for how, 

what, when and why, and then on to teach them Psalm 23. The lessons were interesting, even fun, 

because a lot of the signs are very graphic, and Jenny in particular became sufficiently proficient to 

be able to interpret a service in church. Malcolm and Rachel began attending regularly and were 

soon followed by a young man called Greg McAndrew, who had recently been converted. Other 

people in the church also wanted to be able talk to those who were deaf, and for a time Malcolm ran 

classes for anyone who was interested. 

 

The deaf community is very close-knit, and soon others also started to come to the church, so that 

now there can be as many as 10 present on a Sunday. Several have been baptised, and a monthly 

Deaf Christian Fellowship meets at the church. Not all of those who come are completely deaf, and it 

is hoped that a loop system, which has recently been installed, will help those with hearing aids. 

Recently a professional interpreter has been employed to come to the evangelistic services on the 

second Sunday of every month. 

  



The Future 

 

The story of the birth and growth of Greenstead Evangelical Free Church is an amazing one. In it we 

can see how God has worked his purposes out on this estate, using very ordinary people to achieve 

extraordinary ends. In fact, he has so blessed the church that the building is rapidly becoming too 

small for the congregation. In addition the flat roofs on the original rooms have long since passed 

their expected lifespan and need to be replaced. It has therefore recently been decided that a 

second storey should be built on top of the lobby area (the original church), the Primary Sunday 

School and the Bible Class rooms. We know that if the Lord wants us to expand in this way he will 

provide the resources. 

 

In looking back over the last 30 years it is easy to discern how God has had his hand on every aspect 

of the life of the church, and how even the bad times have had a purpose. May it be that, in 

remembering what God has done in the past we can look to the future with confidence, knowing 

that God is still with us, and he has a plan for the next 30 years, and beyond. 

 

Over the last 30 years, Greenstead Evangelical Free Church has witnessed:  

 

14 weddings 

 

54 Dedications 

 

78 Baptisms 

 

At the moment there are 50 members. 

 

 

October 2020 

 

From beginning to end, this book contains the memories of John Bailey, which he recorded onto 

tapes in 1995. In it you can read about how the Lord used a very ordinary man to achieve his 

extraordinary purposes on the Greenstead estate. John’s humility and faithfulness are clear to see 

on every page, and those of us who knew him can testify to his love for God and his willingness to 

take none of the glory for everything that he achieved. The original book did not contain this last 

paragraph, but now we can stand back and thank God for the way he used small things and small 

people to build his church. To God be all the glory. 

 

Paula Hill   

  



 
 

 

 

 

 

 


