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MY NAME IS MARY. I am British, of Nigerian origin, and I have lived in France since 2002, where I became a Christian. Voilà, now you know everything.

I am really happy to welcome you to this book about my journey with an extraordinary man, Jesus Christ. I decided to write it because I wanted to share what it is actually like to live my Christian life. The pastors I have listened to over the years have helped me understand how to live a more fulfilling Christian life. What I want to add is what it actually looks like day to day — the doubts, the fears, the joys, the surprises, the ups and downs. No Christian journey is the same. But there are many similarities and many shared challenges. And in talking openly about mine, I hope I can encourage other Christians and remind us that we are not alone.

I also hope that non-Christians will see that the Jesus of the Bible is real — not some abstract figure confined to a book written over 2,000 years ago. He continues to transform lives today in the most extraordinary ways. I have found in my walk with Him that His words and teachings have provided more food for my hungry soul than anything else I have encountered in this world. In feeding my soul and healing my heart, Jesus has given me a new and better outlook on life. Something I can be absolutely anchored in.

It was not certain that this journey would ever begin for me. But it has started, and I am grateful for it. I really believe humanity has always needed Jesus, and needs Him now more than ever.

I do not consider myself an expert on Christ, on Christianity, or on any of the subjects I talk about in this book. Only an expert on my own experience — an experience that has taken place across a Western European life with a sprinkling of Nigerian influence.

When I hear stories about how people become Christians, they can seem quite dramatic. The dramatic ones tend to catch our attention because they come out of impossible or improbable situations. People have been addicted to drugs, alcohol, pornography. They have been involved in violence — sometimes extreme violence, even murder. They have been in prison at some point in their lives. They may talk about encountering Christ through a vision, a dream, a supernatural or near-death experience. Because of these stories, many people live in hope of having an extraordinary encounter with Christ before they will take Him seriously.

I do not believe it is necessary to have an extraordinary encounter. However the encounter comes, it has the same transformational, miraculous effect. Because the real miracle occurs when you allow Him and His life-changing revelations into your life.

With this book, I want to show how Jesus meets us where we are, whatever our circumstances, and guides us through to eternal life. The miracle of Christ is available to every single person on earth, of every race, of every nation. You do not have to look a specific way or speak a specific language to follow Him. The only thing to expect is to be transformed. You can come to Him precisely as you are.

I hope this book brings: encouragement to you as a Christian in your walk with Christ — inspiration to those who are thinking about becoming His follower and disciple — and for all, insight into my journey with the best-known and most influential figure who ever walked the earth.

You will see me refer to Jesus Christ as Lord, Light of the World, Saviour, Son of God, God or Messiah. For me they are one and the same. I believe in the Trinity — that there is one God, who exists as Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. I am a Protestant and currently attend a Baptist church, but I do not feel attached to one particular type of Christian teaching. I take counsel from anyone whose teaching genuinely helps me understand my faith, regardless of their denomination or background.

I make references to the Old Testament Bible, which was written between 1,500 and 400 years before Christ and is the foundation of the Jewish faith; and to the New Testament Bible, written in the decades after Christ’s death, where the story of His life, death and resurrection is told by His disciples and apostles. The translation I use throughout is the New International Version — the NIV.

When I told people about my plan to write this, friends were encouraging — but they warned me to expect that some people would be offended, would criticise, would mock. Christians are asked to share the reasons for the joy we have in Christ with respect and gentleness, and that is what I have tried to do. I know I cannot please everyone. To this, the Apostle Paul writes:

“Am I now trying to win the approval of human beings, or of God? Or am I trying to please people? If I were still trying to please people, I would not be a servant of Christ” (Galatians 1:10).

So with all that said and done, I hope you will come along with me on my journey with Jesus, so far.


Chapter 1

The Voice
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IT IS AUGUST 2019, and I am about to experience what would become a life-changing event. That fateful summer’s evening in my flat I saw a change in the trajectory of my life I could never have imagined. I want to invite you to join me on my sofa in Paris — the best journey of my life is about to begin.

As I was thinking about writing this, I was really worried that people would think I am crazy because of what I am about to say. But I have come to feel it would be crazier not to talk about it just because I am worried about what people might think.

I hope this will help anyone who has had similar experiences to acknowledge their encounters with Christ. And I hope it will encourage anyone who hesitates to respond to His call.

Before I get into the details, I should also say that people will probably assume I was going through a tough time in some way. But the reality was, my life was good.

I had had two difficult years with an old employer, but that was way behind me. The new employer was treating me well. No issues on the health side either. Family and friends were all doing well. The outward things were going fine. I had almost started to think there’s a problem here — everything is too good. Humans, eh. When things are going badly we complain. When they are going well, we start to get suspicious. We start waiting for the disaster to happen. At least I did, back then.

The real issue was not what was going on around me but what was going on inside me. I will save the inside story for later. But whatever it was, I did not think God could help me fix it. I did not think anyone could. I was independent, in control, and did not need anyone. I could fix it. Or so I thought.

So here is the story of my rescue from darkness to light.

T H E  F I R S T  T I M E It was early in August 2019. I worked full time. At the end of the day my habit was to relax in front of the TV, usually with the Kardashians on. My idea of relaxation was a glass of red wine with a top-up bottle not too far from me.

There I was, comfortably on the sofa, the Kardashians on the TV, a glass of red wine in my hand. I was raising the glass to my lips for the first time that evening when I heard softly spoken words:

I need soul food.

The voice was in my head — but also outside me at the same time. Glued, somehow, to my right side. It is hard to describe. I immediately stopped the motion of the glass. I looked to my right, downwards, expecting to see somebody sitting beside me. I even raised my left arm to touch my right arm, because that was where the voice felt attached. But of course, no one was there. I live alone — no husband, no kids, not even an animal.

This was weird. My brow furrowed. What was that?

After about a minute of looking around the flat expecting to see someone, I let it go. I resumed my drinking and the Kardashians, and literally shrugged it off as one of those things.

T H E  S E C O N D  T I M E About three or four days later, in the evening, same sofa, same glass.

The voice was back.

I need soul food.

The situation was identical. But this time I did not brush it off as quickly. I asked myself, but what is soul food? I really started to think that something was going on here. The voice was not angry. There were no negative emotions in it. I was not afraid. It was a matter-of-fact voice. As I listened, my eyes were roving around my flat looking for something or someone, but of course I was alone.

I sat with the question. What is soul food? What does this mean?

The voice had come twice now. Again, I did not feel afraid, only puzzled and intrigued.

But I still did not have the answer to my question. I just sat there on the sofa, asking the same thing over and over. “What is soul food? What is soul food?”

It took me longer this time, but eventually I let it go.

T H E  T H I R D  T I M E Around ten or twelve days after I first heard it — relaxed on my sofa again, watching TV again, in very similar conditions — the voice was back. But this time the phrase was different.

I need soul food, otherwise I need to go home.

This immediately felt like a wake-up call. I was like, woah. This is no joke. I started saying to myself, what does it mean — otherwise I need to go home? I remember thinking, where is home? Did this mean dying? Heaven? But I’m not ready for that, I thought. You will notice that I presumed I was going to heaven. What a presumption!

I had never experienced anything like this before in my life. Nothing. Not as a child. Not as a teenager. Not in my thirty-something working years. Voices were what other people had — people in films, in news stories, in psychiatric assessments.

I would say I am a pragmatic person. So my pragmatic mind kicked in: Mary, you may just be going crazy. If you are crazy, just go, see a doctor and sort it out. But if you are not crazy, you have to understand what soul food is, find it, and eat it. Yet pragmatic Mary knew there was no need for a doctor. I was convinced — for reasons I could not explain — that I was not going crazy.

For some reason, I knew something I could not understand was happening to me. And I said to myself, Mary, you are not going to get this voice again. In the deepest part of my being I knew, because I knew, because I knew, that this was my last chance to understand. It was a knowing that defies any human understanding or logic, and the only way I can describe it is that it came from a level deeper than thought.

I recall saying to myself, over and over: Mary, you are not going to get this message again.

What I knew was that the voice was real.

What I knew was that the voice was not coming back.

What I knew was that I had to figure out what soul food was — and find it.

I did not know how, but that would soon come.


Chapter 2

Before the Voice
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BEFORE THE VOICE, there was a little girl in London who had already decided, at seven years old, that she would never need anyone. Let me tell you how she got there.

By most external measures, my life looked fine. I had a career I was good at. I had a home in a beautiful city. I had friends. I had a healthy mother and a brother I loved. And yet, by the time the voice came to me in 2019, I had also lived for decades with an emptiness inside that nothing — and I mean nothing — had been able to fill.

This is the story of my life before the voice. For me it is in three parts: a fear of life. Life itself. And a phase that I call “what’s it all about.”

A  F E A R  O F  L I F E I have one brother (John aka Bruv). We were both born and raised in the United Kingdom — London, to be precise. My brother is seventeen months older than me. Our parents had moved to the UK from Nigeria before he was born in the mid-1960s.

For the first six years of my life, the most significant thing that happened to my brother and me was that we went to Nigeria — for three years, without our parents. I have a very sketchy memory of those three years. The red soil, the snakes, the childhood injuries. But what I do remember very well is being exposed for the first time to the importance of class and colour. The only White people I saw were at school. One boy and one girl. I remember the boy because he had ginger-blond hair and freckles, which I found curious. We could not choose where we sat in class. Our places were chosen for us. And the White kids were always sitting at the front, always having the teacher’s attention.

I have no idea if sitting at the front of the class gets you a better education. But it certainly helped tell my little mind that I had a place and that place was not at the front of the class. It was not with the rich kids or the White kids. And without realising it, a little seed was planted telling me, you are not as good as the others. But before that thinking could take root, my brother and I came back to the UK. I was six years old. And not long after we arrived, when I was seven, my father died.

I believe his death played a significant part in the direction my life took. I did not understand death. How could I? I barely knew life. But I saw my mother crying. I saw family members and friends rallying around her. And I knew something was wrong — awfully wrong. And for the first time in my life, I had a very real sense of fear. A fear of life itself. With the death of my father, my mother was alone in a foreign country with two young children and no job.

We were taken to a friend’s house for several weeks. The early days and weeks after my father died were filled with a steady stream of “uncles”, “aunties” and their children. All designed to take our minds off the situation.

The room where my mother and all the adults sat was usually dark, perhaps protecting her crying red eyes from the glare of the light. The room where I sat with the other kids had light. I was aware of what was happening in the adults’ room. The darkness reflected the darkness that was now overshadowing our lives — tears, loss, fear, uncertainty, and in my small mind, dependence. This contrast between the darkness where the adults were and the light where the children were would become significant many years later as I was guided by a voice from the darkness of my fears.

The fear of life which started to take root in that house would leave an indelible mark on me. I recall thinking  —  at seven years old, in the way a seven-year-old thinks — that I would strive all my life to be independent. I would make sure I did not have to rely on anyone, so that if and when the people I loved went away, the fear that I was now experiencing would not come back.

It may sound like a criticism of how my mother coped with the death of my father. It is not. My mother is the strongest woman I know. She became both Mum and Dad and put on the role like a glove. After Dad died, Bruv and I no longer slept in separate rooms. Mum put us in her bed. I think it was her way of protecting us from focusing on our loss. And if we had not already fallen asleep, Mum would tell us a story until we did.

After things started to settle, Mum found a job. Our little lives during the week were school and whatever little homework we had. On Saturday — little house chores. And as we grew up, most Sundays were church, which I hated. Mum never forced her faith on us and once I was old enough, I stopped going to church. And of course Sundays were always marked with music from a singer called Jim Reeves.

Mum did the best she could with all she had. Family members and friends improvised as babysitters. And when we were older, Bruv and I became what they called latchkey kids. While Mum was at work during the school holidays, we stayed at home alone — quite common in the UK back then. Mum would leave us precooked food, and we would heat it up on the gas cooker. No microwaves yet.

Our flat had no radiators either. The rooms were heated with paraffin heaters — once the wick was drenched with paraffin, we would light it with a match. As I think about all that now, it sounds like another world.

One day while Mum was at work, a fire broke out from one of the paraffin heaters. I think we were barely teenagers. Bruv and I panicked. The flames were getting bigger. We lived in a block of ten flats. Bruv ran to one of our neighbours. Thankfully our neighbour was in. She came and put out the fire.

What a disaster it would have been for Mum to come home from work to a destroyed flat. Or worse. She was so grateful to that neighbour, as you can imagine. Bruv had good reflexes that day. And the three musketeers, as I liked to think of us, lived to fight many more days.

The three of us looked out for each other — Mum having the principal role. Whenever we needed our mother, she was there.

One funny story was when I was maybe twelve or thirteen years old. I had a pair of leather shoes that I loved — grey and white. They needed new heels and so I took them to the shoe shop. I gave them to a man who gave me a ticket. When the time came, I went to collect my shoes. The same man was there. I gave him the ticket. He went to the back of the shop, came out and said, “I cannot find them.” I did not know what to say. I just went home and told my mother. Well, I can tell you she stormed out of the house with me in tow. I still remember it was a sunny day. When we got to the shop, I can’t recall what my mother said, but she was not talking quietly. This man had poked the sleeping bear. Mummy bear was not leaving without results. That man moved so quickly and miraculously found my shoes. My mother grabbed the package out of his hands and said, “Idiot.” If she had said it with a British accent, it would not have had the same effect. But with her wonderful Nigerian accent she said IDIOT, pronouncing one letter at a time for emphasis — the man was left without a shadow of a doubt that he was truly an idiot.

My mother was also like a lioness in our small unit. With Dad gone, she was ferocious, strong, smart, and agile when she needed to be — and she used every one of those facets to protect us as we got older. That included warding off unwelcome attention of various “uncles”, and even solicitations of marriage on my behalf in my late teens.

Looking back, I know that if it had not been for Mum, my life would have looked very different. I know because we had a friend of the family in very similar circumstances — a Nigerian single mother with a young daughter, in the UK. But the daughter’s mother did not see things the way mine did. The girl was way smarter than me — maths, physics, chemistry. And before university, she was married off. Several children, an abusive husband, the inevitable divorce followed. I was sure that without Mum, that was destined to be my fate too.

Whilst we were grappling with all the challenges of life, the seven-year-old version of me had drawn her conclusions in her internal world, which she would carry with her for the next forty-five years. I made a solemn promise to myself — the kind of promise a seven-year-old makes subconsciously without really understanding the implications of the decision. I would become financially independent so I would not have to rely on anybody. I was going to be firmly in the driving seat of my life. Or so I thought. Looking back, I can see that fear had actually taken the wheel, and I was just along for the ride.

All this was happening whilst back in the UK, in a European environment that was shaping how I saw myself. As with many young Black girls raised in Europe — or in any country where we are a minority — I quickly developed low self-esteem. It is amazing how early all that starts. My childhood was during the 1970s and 1980s. There were not many Black figures to look up to. The images of women I saw on television were predominantly White, blonde, blue-eyed. Black women were rarely seen in films, and it was always the White girl who got the guy.

None of this is new to anyone who has heard it before. Many Black women have written about it. But I was very young, with no idea this was part of a wider story. I was not analysing it. I was living it. And living it from the perspective of a young child still making sense of the world.

And so, through drip-drip feed from the environment all around me, I came to understand that I was not as worthy as someone else simply because of how I looked. The seed that was planted in Nigeria began to be watered, take root and bear bad fruit in the UK.

I thought, if I looked and acted a certain way, I would get the best part in the film, I would get the guy, I would get the best life. That was my view of the world from a very early age, and it persisted into my mid-thirties.

I straightened my hair — once a month, strong chemicals that burned the scalp and left scars, all to turn my curly African hair straight like a European’s.

I tried to like what I thought I should like. I told myself if I loved football, like any decent self-respecting Brit, people would love me. If I drank like one of the boys, they would love me. If I swore like one of them, they would love me. If I did everything I saw everyday Brits doing, they would surely love me. It took me a long time to
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