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  Foreword



The ‘diary’ of A.F. Atkinson that you’ll read in this book is a remarkable historical record of one man’s passion to spread the gospel of Jesus Christ in general, but to the Jewish people in particular.    His first, exploratory, visit to Palestine (as it was then) when he was in his early 4os was just a few months before the Second World War started.  Even by that point the suffering of the Jews at the hands of Germany was already well known, although nothing like the full horrors was to become known for years yet.




What could be said to be his life’s mission was one that required great sacrifice - he worked alone for long periods in Palestine from 1939 to beyond the end of the war and his letters regularly featured his frustration at his slowness to learn the Hebrew language that he knew was so necessary to reach as many people as possible.  On top of that, he battled ill health in the later years as well as regular persecution as he sought to give out tens of thousands of gospel leaflets and portions of the Bible in multiple languages (estimated at over 200,000 based on the meticulous records that he kept of the type of literature issued, and the language).  Even the production of those leaflets in Hebrew proved quite an unforeseen logistical challenge, not to mention a heavy cost (shared by the churches back home). Mercifully, despite all the setbacks - and as you will see -there were trophies of grace from God that must have helped sustain him.  What else helped?




What comes across in the letters that he faithfully wrote every other month to Churches of God - and just as faithfully published in its monthly magazine Intelligence - is the vital importance of prayer support in any work of God, which he sought repeatedly.  Secondly, his letters display a great love for, and knowledge of, God’s Word that he felt compelled to share.  Thirdly, there’s no doubting his personal love for the Lord Jesus which compelled him to preach the gospel on his behalf.   




This book is intended to be much more than just an interesting historical record, but a help and an encouragement to all who read it who feel a call from the Lord to do his work.  It may be a lonely work, it may be a costly work, it may be a challenging work which seems to bear relatively little fruit this side of heaven, but the call remains loud and clear nevertheless: 




Go, labor on; spend, and be spent;

  Thy joy to do the Father’s will;

It is the way the Master went;

  Should not the servant tread it still?




Go, labor on: ’tis not for nought;

  Thy earthly loss is heav’nly gain;

Men heed thee, love thee, praise thee not;

  The Master praises, what are men?




Go, labor on; your hands are weak,

  Your knees are faint, your souls cast down;

Yet falter not; the prize you seek

  Is near, a kingdom and a crown.




Go, labor on while it is day,

  The world’s dark night is hastening on;

Speed, speed thy work, cast sloth away,

  It is not thus that souls are won.




Men die in darkness at your side,

  Without a hope to cheer the tomb;

Take up the torch and wave it wide,

  The torch that lights time’s thickest gloom.




Press on, faint not, keep watch and pray;

  Be wise the erring soul to win;

Go forth into the world’s highway,

  Compel the wanderer to come in.




Press on, and in thy work rejoice;

  For work comes rest, the prize thus won;

Soon shalt thou hear the Master’s voice,

  The midnight cry, Behold, I come!

(Horatio Bonar)
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  A BIOGRAPHY OF A.F. ATKINSON

  
  




On the fourteenth of March, 1896, Arnold Feaver Atkinson was born  in Aston, Birmingham. He inherited his middle name from his maternal grandmother Keturah Feaver (1834-1865) who had died aged 31 when Arnold’s mother was just six years old. His parents Frederick Arnold Atkinson (1852-1938) and Alice Feaver Bown (1859-1937) brought him up as a member of the Church of England. Alice, from a wealthy farming family in Somerset, married Fred on August 25th, 1889; their only other child, Margery, was born the following June.




Arnold was baptized by sprinkling on May 1st,1896 by Henry Sutton, the vicar of St. Peter and St. Paul, Aston on Witton Lane, close to his father’s business and overlooking the Aston Villa football stadium. At home he was encouraged to read and to reverence the Bible. Home was at “Hillside” - a large house at 66 Slade Road, Erdington with three resident servants (a cook, parlour maid and nurse maid) which indicates the family’s financial well-being. Arnold’s father Frederick, along with his Uncle William, together owned and operated Atkinson Brothers, Aston Park Brewery at 111 Queen’s Road, Aston. At its peak the brewery owned and supplied up to 360 public houses in and around the West Midlands. When William died aged 60 in 1905 his estate was valued at what would today be worth £8.6m. The brewery was eventually acquired by Mitchells and Butlers and in 1961 the site closed, making way for the Aston Expressway flyover and Spaghetti Junction.




Arnold was educated privately at Lindley Lodge near Nuneaton, and then at Charterhouse in Godalming, Surrey until April 1914. Schooling at the prestigious Charterhouse (founded by Thomas Sutton in 1611) would today cost some £40,695 per annum. Away from home at school for about eight months out of twelve, God seemed to have been training him to be much alone.




On leaving school at the age of 18 he joined the army in the King’s Royal Rifle Corps and was posted to France on 3rd August 1915 at the commencement of World War 1. He rose to the rank of Captain and was awarded several medals before he was discharged in August 1922.




He had become disillusioned with the Christian religion; during his years in the army, he searched in many directions and during the awful years of the war almost doubted the existence of a God. However, he turned away from all of the other faith’s he explored after discovering nothing in their doctrines and practices to bring rest and peace to the soul. By the age of 25 he had returned to the Bible because it presented to him a far higher standard of unselfish living and more inspiring teaching than any other book he had ever read. His philosophy on life called on him “to do his best.”




At the outbreak of World War I, Neville Talbot, a senior Church of England chaplain in the British Army, sought to recruit chaplains who would minister to the battalions on the front lines. One of his recruits was the Reverend Phillip “Tubby” Byard Clayton. In 1915 Clayton was sent to France and then on to the town of Poperinge in Belgium. Sitting a few miles back from the trenches around Ypres, Poperinge was a busy transfer station where troops on their way to and from the battlefields of Flanders were billeted. Clayton was instructed by Neville Talbot to set up some sort of rest house for the troops. Clayton chose the Coevoet house – temporarily vacated by its owner, a wealthy local hop merchant – to use as his base. It opened on 11 December 1915. Clayton decided to steer away from the traditional church club and set up an Everyman’s House. It was named Talbot House in honour of Lieutenant Gilbert Talbot (Neville’s brother) who had been killed earlier in the year. Talbot House soon became known by its initials of TH and then, in the radio signalers’ phonetic alphabet of the day, as Toc Aitch. Today its head office is in Birmingham and Her Majesty, The Queen is their patron.




Arnold became attracted to “Toc H” and became a member for some years. By April 1925 Arnold decided to offer himself to a Missionary Society and by June that year he accompanied his aunt to the annual conference of the China Inland Mission at Swanwick, Derbyshire - the same location as the Conference of Overseers of Churches of God (COCG) is now held. There he came into conversation with a man who asked him, “Are you a Christian” - a question he’d never been asked before. Then this man asked, “Have you received eternal life?” and “Have you been born again?” He replied honestly that he didn’t know.




During the late afternoon of 12th June 1925, at the age of 29 Arnold was born again and by God’s great mercy he turned back from along the road leading straight to hell. So now at last he was truly a “Christian,” not because he professed to be one or because others told him so, but because Almighty God, the King of Kings, had sent forth His edict and called him by that name.




Arnold wrote his story of how God bore patiently with one of His erring creatures for 29 long years, wonderfully preserving his life through a war, ever pursuing him with His loving-kindness, and finally drawing him to the Savior of His own providing. Little wonder that he believed the truth of His words, “I have loved thee with an everlasting love, therefore with loving-kindness have I drawn thee” (Jeremiah 31:3). Shortly after it was first published in 1935 the original run 10,000 copies had run out and a reprint was needed. A copy of the booklet accompanied by a personally addressed letter from Arnold was posted to all 700 pupils, teachers and masters, as well as to the head of his old school, Charterhouse. It can be found at the end of this book (see Appendix 1).




On a summer’s day in 1927 he had been exercised to work in Palestine whilst in prayer asking God as to where his future work would be. Whilst still on his knees, the answer came in one word: “JERUSALEM”. In September 1936 Arnold was commended by the Conference of Overseers of the Churches of God to full-time service. Arnold’s widowed father died on 2 December, 1938 aged 86, and with his inheritance Arnold financed and commenced his work in Palestine.




By 1941 the booklet “Drawn by Love” had been translated and printed in Hebrew and Arabic for distribution to every house in Jerusalem. The motto on the Atkinson’s brewery beer was “Held up as the best!” Arnold learned of the One who can truly be held up as “the best” - his Saviour Jesus Christ. 
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A.F. Atkinson
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I am hoping to arrive at Haifa, Palestine, on May 23rd 1939, and to stay in Palestine for one or two months. On landing, I expect to go straight to Jerusalem. The continuous prayers of fellow-saints are earnestly asked for: I believe PRAYER is the most important factor of all in taking the Gospel to the Jew in Palestine.

* * *

On the fourth day’s voyage from Marseilles I landed for several hours in Egypt (at Alexandria), and so received my first impression of the East. Here the direst poverty lives side by side with great riches; and in the marked absence of women in the streets—and in the frequent black dress and black veil of the few women who are to be seen, one is forcibly reminded of the slavery and oppression of the Israelites in Egypt of old (in the main shopping and residential centres of Alexandria the women of richer classes are often to be seen and are unveiled).


The first glimpse of “the glorious land” was obtained through a haze of summer heat which clothed the range of hills running along the border of the Mediterranean. The Bay of Haifa is marked out by a slight gap in this range. The natural bay is now further protected by two moles which run out from the two extremities of the bay until they nearly meet. Through the narrow entrance so formed the largest ships can safely pass and anchor by the side of one of the quays. I landed in Palestine about 6.00p.m., i.e., about the time when the Jewish Feast of Pentecost (Feast of Firstfruits) was beginning. In the synagogues on this day the Book of Ruth is read; for it is still literally true that this is the time of “the beginning of barley harvest.”


Just as Ruth (a Gentile) became in God’s hands a great blessing to Israel and was herself greatly blessed after she came to “the land” for the first time, so may our arrival in the land on the Day of Pentecost (to my mind no mere coincidence) be a token of the blessing that God’s people (the saved of Gentile nations, for the most part) will become to the Jews of Palestine, and also an earnest of the blessing that we shall receive, for our closer participation in the spiritual history of God’s chosen people Israel in “the promised land” (cf. Deuteronomy 27:3). And just as the firstfruits indicate a future and greater ingathering, so may it also be an indication that many others of God’s people are soon to come to the holy land to play their part in the furtherance of God’s purposes here.


The first Jew I met on landing was a taxi-driver. The next morning before I left for Jerusalem we sat down together on the balcony outside the hotel and he quietly listened while I pointed out the emptiness of Judaism (with no solution for the great problem of his sins and their forgiveness) and the all-sufficiency of the Lord Jesus and His atoning work. He gave me his address and I gave him Jewish tracts; he asked me to call and see him when I return to Haifa.


I left Haifa for Jerusalem about 11 a.m. and reached Tel Aviv at 1.00 p.m. The heat was so intense, the hot sirocco1 wind blowing, that time was needed for the car to cool down before the climb to about 2,500 feet (the elevation of Jerusalem) was commenced. I thus had four hours in which to see something of Tel Aviv, the only all-Jewish city in the world.


In Tel Aviv, owing to the holiday, crowds of people (all Jews) were on the extensive sea front and sands, and many were bathing. A slight breeze blew off the sea, tempering the heat. As I walked along the sea front and threaded my way through the streets of the town during several hours, it became very evident to me that Palestine today is a LAND OF YOUTH—a land of young Jews and Jewesses, who are for the most part of fine physique, living upright, moral lives and are of dauntless, invincible hope. Self-sacrifice of no mean order has been shown by young Jewish pioneers (especially in the last twenty years or so) in the reclamation of swamp and rocky desert land, often involving death through malaria or through insufficient food, or from attacks of their enemies.


Much of the wonderful progress that has been, and is being achieved, has been in the face of great opposition; it has literally been true that the builders of modern Palestine “every one with one of his hands wrought in the work, and with the other held his weapon” (Nehemiah 4:17). Comparing the unsaved of Israel in Palestine with the unsaved of Britain today, one believes strongly that Israel is the more clean-living, and less God-forgetting, nation of the two. Also that while the British Empire is slowly but surely on the decline (because God and His word are fast going out of the lives of its inhabitants), many in Israel in Palestine today are slowly but surely becoming more open-minded toward God and nearer the kingdom (Mark 12:34). In the last few weeks one has been able to talk with Jews for hours on eternal things, whereas in Britain one would only be able to speak for minutes.


Is it possible that we of God’s people (and especially the younger saints2) will be slow to seize the opportunity now afforded of making our contribution toward the spiritual blessing of the Jews? Moreover, the situation is accentuated by the fact that a spirit of hatred to the Jew is fast permeating all nations, culminating, as it will in a coming day, in determined united efforts to exterminate Israel (Zechariah 12:3,9, etc.).


About 5 p.m. on May 24, I left Tel Aviv by car for Jerusalem. Turning eastward we left the low-lying land bordering the sea (it is here that the orange and grapefruit are chiefly cultivated), and began to rise steadily among the Judaean hills. As further north, so here well-cultivated land alternates with barren, rocky ground; part of the desert has, through God’s blessing, and through the herculean efforts of the pioneer aided by the research work of the scientist, been made to blossom as the rose. It must, however, be borne in mind that the primary application of scriptures which speak of the desert blossoming as the rose is not for the present days, but rather for the future when God will effect great physical changes in connection with Christ’s return to the earth (see Isaiah 33:21; 35:1-10; 41:17-20; 43:19,20; Ezekiel 47:1-12).


Nevertheless, wonderful changes have taken place even in the present day; fruitfulness exists in many parts where barrenness reigned for centuries; but much more remains to be done. And if the physical revival of Israel and the land is being slowly achieved at great cost, any spiritual blessing that comes to Israel in this dispensation or in the next will be costly too; for human hearts, as well as desert land in Palestine, are barren and rocky.


While the orange trees disappear as one rises in altitude to the 2,500 feet above sea level at which Jerusalem stands, the vine becomes more in evidence, sometimes growing on terrace above terrace, which have been made through arduous toil on the steep hillsides. By the side of the road the pipeline runs, carrying the precious water from near Tel Aviv up to Jerusalem and furnishing this city with an excellent water supply, whether for drinking or for the watering of gardens.


About 7.00 p.m. we reached Jerusalem (the approach from the west is not so impressive as from the Mount of Olives on the east); the white stone buildings interspersed with the dark green of the cypress and lighter green of pine and other trees, the whole lit with the softening rays of the setting sun, combine to give a pleasing appearance and a warm invitation to the approaching traveller. The first of the many and beautiful garden flowers I noticed was the passion-flower (so called because its structure is supposed to be suggestive of our Lord’s passion) and the love of Christ seemed to smile upon me as I reached “the city of the great King,” the one place in the whole universe which is most closely associated with God’s Revelation of Himself as Love. Little wonder that God still loves Jerusalem.


As I knelt in prayer before my Father I was full of thankfulness for how He had so far prospered my journey, and for the prayers of fellow-saints to this end. A sad exhibition of anti-Jewish feeling came under my notice in a leaflet written and circulated by a believer (at least, so he claims to be) in Palestine today. He states that, because the Zionist movement and the return of Jews to Palestine are not Christian movements, therefore they are contrary to the will of God and so are to be condemned. He seeks to support this by a misguided reference to scripture, from which he argues that the present return of the Jews will dissolve into thin air and be a complete failure.


He further says of all Jews, “Ye are of your father, the devil,” and “the nation Israel is not only a nonsense, but a great nuisance in the world.” Little wonder that Jews have not always a high opinion of “believers” when some who profess to be such are entirely destitute of love, and seek to turn the Scriptures against a persecuted and suffering people. The truth is that “the Most High ruleth in the kingdom of men” (Daniel 4:25) and the present return of Jews to Palestine is in accord with that rule and in accord with the Word of God, just as was the deliverance of Jerusalem from the Turks in 1917.3


God has wrought very wonderfully for me in opening to me several Jewish middle-class homes (all brought about through my meeting young S.T. in Beth Hakerem, who wrote his parents and asked them to look after me when I arrived). Mr. T, the father, is one of the leading Zionists here—he is an official in the “Jewish Agency”4 which has to do with all Jewish immigrants entering Palestine and settling them on the land. He and his wife found me a private room where I could get one good square meal in the middle
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