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EILISH AGNEW

Started as deaconess in the Chapel on 6 August 1995.

‘This is my story’

‘I’m sorry, Mrs Agnew, it’s undoubtedly an advanced case of meningitis, with the added complication of scarlet fever... there’s nothing more we can do.’ Such was the doctor’s verdict when at thirteen months old I lay critically ill in an Irish hospital. To my anxious parents it sounded like a sentence of death, at worst, and of life-long disability at best. However, I had a godly grandfather who wrestled through the night in prayer, announcing to my father and mother the following morning that the Holy Spirit had impressed upon him the words of John 11:4, ‘This sickness is not unto death but for the glory of God’. That day my parents returned to the hospital to find that the tide had turned and within a few days I was home, ‘healthy, howling and hungry’, as my mother puts it, from then onwards.

I must have heard that story hundreds of times in my growing up years. I would beg my mother to ‘tell it again’, enjoying every familiar detail, as children do, permitting nothing to be left out that I considered important. And each time as I listened I was filled with a sense of wonder and gratitude to God for preserving my life. And for my parents, and especially for my mother, this event marked the beginnings of a movement towards a personal faith that culminated in a definite conversion experience some years later... but that is their story, not mine to tell.

The childish God-consciousness of my earlier years gradually developed into a more informed faith as I was exposed over the years to Biblical teaching, especially under the prayerful influence of faithful Sunday School teachers. I look back particularly to a night in June 1959 when, with the careful guidance of one of these teachers, I consciously committed my life to Christ. On that same evening two of my sisters took a similar step. Three happier girls would have been hard to find in the whole of Ballymena as the familiar truth of Christ’s redemptive work on the cross became personally meaningful to us, children though we were.

Always an avid reader, I now found myself drawn increasingly to books with a spiritual content, especially missionary biographies. Inspired by stories from the early life of women like Amy Carmichael and Mary Slcssor, one of my sisters and I gathered together a group of neighbouring children and began to hold a weekly Good News Club in our home. I also began to meet and take an interest in a number of ‘real, live missionaries’, discovering in the process that they were surprisingly human! - a discovery that encouraged the growing ambition that I might become one myself some day These missionary aspirations, however, were disclosed to no one until my early twenties. By this time I was happily settled in a secretarial job in a local grammar school and would no doubt have remained there quite contentedly, had it not been for the persistent inner conviction that God had something else in store. Eventually, after one memorable Sunday morning when God spoke to me so clearly through His word that I could ignore His voice no longer, I plucked up courage to share my growing sense of ‘call’ with my parents and also with the pastor in the Hill Street Baptist Church, all of whom gave me their wholehearted encouragement and affirmation. As a result shortly afterwards I left my job and took up a three year course at Belfast Bible College with a view to overseas service.

At this point in the story I find myself somewhat frustrated in my attempts to encapsulate the events of many years within the limits of a few short paragraphs. It would really take a book to record in detail all that happened during and following my time in Bible College, particularly the years with the Overseas Missionary Fellowship in the Philippines. The title of an article I read while preparing for missionary service, and have never forgotten, sums up the experiences of the early years at least: ‘Culture Shock, Language Shock and the Shock of Self-discovery’! Paradoxically, such a process ultimately deepened and enriched my life immeasurably. 

Intellectual horizons expanded and spiritual muscles were stretched as I grappled with the implications of a worldview in presenting the Gospel; struggles with personal weakness and failure led to fresh discoveries of the depths of God’s mercy, patience and grace. Through all of this my conviction that it is the Christian message which has power to change lives of men and women was strengthened, as I experienced more of its transforming power in my own life.

Returning from the Philippines at the end of sixteen years, I had no idea that God would lead me to Edinburgh. Again His will unfolded step by step... two years with my home church in Ballymena, a year’s training in Christian counselling at St John’s College in Nottingham and then the invitation to apply for the post of Deaconess at the Chapel. The demands of such a role remind me daily of how many flaws still remain in this particular ‘clay pot’ but my prayer is that the treasure within will nevertheless be used by God to enrich the lives of others, as He continues to transform my weaknesses into His opportunities.

Addendum (not by Eilish)

‘The invitation to apply for the post of Deaconess at the Chapel’ came on the recommendation of Angus Noble, then one of the pastoral team, who had known Eilish in his capacity as Field Director of OMP in the Philippines. She immediately commended herself to the interviewing committee, and came on the completion of the St John’s College course. 

She admirably fulfilled the role of ‘Deaconess’ (the name was changed during her time to ‘Pastoral Care Assistant’) and was due to retire in the spring of 2006. As her successor could not start until September 2006, she continued at the Chapel until July 2006, and then returned to Northern Ireland. She was the principal speaker at the jubilee celebration of the founding on the Women’s Morning Fellowship, held in January 2007.
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