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IREF (UK) News Letter . . .  May 2005
A Tribute to Prasada Rao
This edition of our quarterly newsletter is a specially extended one to pay tribute to IREF’s founder, Prasada Rao, who was called into the Lord’s presence on 23rd February 2005.

Then I heard a voice from heaven say, "Write: Blessed are the dead who die in the Lord from now on." "Yes," says the Spirit, "they will rest from their labour, for their deeds will follow them."  

[Revelation 14.13]
God’s Gift

It is no exaggeration to say that, under God’s gracious hand, IREF owes almost everything it is today to the early vision, courage, determination and zeal of one man: Prasada Rao.  He was born in 1920 to a village family who worshipped the Hindu snake god, Subbarao, and so was named Subba Rao after the god.  In due course, his parents arranged for him to be married to Lydia, a girl from a nominal Lutheran family.  This meant Subba Rao had to become a Christian.  So a local Lutheran missionary came to Subba Rao's village and told him to memorise the Lord's Prayer, the Apostles' Creed, and the Ten Commandments, and then present himself for membership of the Lutheran church.  Within a short period of time, Subba Rao had learned the words of these items off by heart, because in Lydia he saw a girl he truly loved!  On becoming a member of the Lutheran church, he exchanged his Hindu god name, Subba Rao, for a more appropriate one, Prasada Rao, meaning "God's gift".

Dramatic Change
However, Prasada Rao's life was soon to be changed dramatically.  A Baptist layman from Madras was invited by an American missionary working in Repalle (a large town in Andhra Pradesh near where Prasada and Lydia were living) to preach at some evangelistic meetings.  Lydia's father, John Bolleddu, a nominal Lutheran, attended the last meeting of the campaign on 13th February 1944.  After the meeting was over, John asked the visiting preacher how he could get the 'tears of repentance' that he was witnessing in so many others.  He boasted that as a Lutheran preacher he had already baptised many babies.  The preacher told John in no uncertain terms that both he and the people he had baptised would all go to hell if they did not truly repent!  John was told to go away and pray so that the Lord would speak to him.  As John knelt down and began to pray, the Spirit of God touched him.  John started to repent of his wretchedness as the Lord convicted him about the true state of his life. He then became burdened to pray for his son-in-law, Prasada, who was living a bad life (gambling, cock fighting, and wife beating were amongst his more serious offences!).  Home life for Lydia and her two young children, Hyer Paul and Victor Paul, was far from happy.
On 5th April 1944, the Lord spoke to Prasada, "If you were to die tonight, where would you go?"  He had no peace of mind throughout that night.  He was struggling and crying as the Lord showed him his sinful life.  He was brought to the point of repentance with tears of contrition.

Early the following morning, Prasada received a vision from God and heard His voice saying to him, "Your old clothes are taken away, and new clothes are given to you.  Your sins are forgiven."  (see Zechariah 3.4; Revelation 19.8).  He could see a hand giving him a white robe.  He was filled with great joy and power, and with a new spirit of prayer.  As the Holy Spirit's power filled him, he began to pray for the sick. Shortly after Prasada Rao's conversion, Lydia too realised her nominal Christianity was inadequate, and she also gave her life to the Lord.  Subsequently Prasada's parents became believers.  
A new movement is born
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Prasada Rao now started to preach in a new way, not simply telling the Bible stories he had learned from Lydia since getting married to her, but preaching in the power of the Spirit from his heart and personal experience of the Lord.  He began to live a changed life too, experiencing victory over past vices.  Previously, his preaching had not borne any relation to how he had been living.  
During the first month after his conversion, Prasada Rao saw 40 people come to know the Lord.  The Lord confirmed Prasada's preaching through many miracles: demons were cast out, and people were being healed of various diseases.  Many people started to come to Prasada from surrounding villages.

Prasada Rao was a teacher in a local primary school at the time, teaching 5-11 year old children.  The Lutheran missionary working in Repalle recommended that Prasada be sent away to Bible College for training.  The whole family moved to Rajahmundry, near the Godavari River, to a Lutheran college where Prasada Rao studied for the next 2 to 3 years.  After finishing his course, Prasada Rao was appointed a full-time preacher in his Lutheran church. Father-in-law John and Prasada Rao established a prayer cell in a home in Penumudi to support their ministry.  
Miracles continued to occur through the power of God's Spirit at work in Prasada's life.  Prasada Rao and his father-in-law, John, were invited to many surrounding villages to preach, and to share what God was doing through them.  
However, early in 1950, a disagreement occurred between the local Lutheran Pastors, and John and Prasada, largely over the issues of repentance, new birth, and the miracles that were occurring. By this time, Prasada Rao's father-in-law, John, had already resigned from the Lutheran church and after receiving clear guidance through prayer, Prasada Rao and Lydia soon followed suit.  They began to depend solely on the Lord for their daily needs.  Some of those converted from Hinduism joined John and Prasada Rao in their independent work.  The ministry started to spread throughout the region in response to people sharing their wonderful testimonies.  And so it was that the seeds of IREF were born [For a full account of IREF’s early beginnings and subsequent history, see our website: www.iref.co.uk]. 
Today, the IREF family (for that is what it is) encompasses some 300 pastor/evangelists, both men and women, serving almost 1,000 churches.  IREF also runs four boarding schools, two Child Development Centres, a Junior College, a degree College, a Nurses Institute, a Teacher Training College, and a Bible School.  It is active in relief programmes, aiding over 2,500 families in the wake of the recent tsunami disaster.  The story of Prasada Rao is a powerful illustration of our Lord’s parable of the mustard seed.

"The kingdom of heaven is like a mustard seed, which a man took and planted in his field.  Though it is the smallest of all your seeds, yet when it grows, it is the largest of garden plants and becomes a tree, so that the birds of the air come and perch in its branches."     [Matthew 13.31-32]
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David Hunt writes: Prasada Rao was not only a very great inspiration to all of us who were privileged to meet him.  He was also very dear to our hearts as a father-figure in the faith.  I will treasure so many happy memories of him - his infectious smile that always lit up our lives, and the tremendous sense of humour he had.  As I picture him in my mind's eye, I see him as someone having a quiet chuckle to himself, over something that had amused him - like the time when he was almost run over by a boat, whilst conducting baptisms in the River Krishna!
No doubt, the source of his contagious joy was the delight he had in his Lord and Master, a delight that gave him a quiet serenity even in the midst of severe tests to his faith.

He was a man of great courage as well as great vision.  It is one thing to see the future, or more accurately, to be shown it by the Lord.  But it requires great perseverance and determination to turn the Lord’s plans into solid realities.  What we see of IREF now is due to the solid foundations Prasada Rao laid in the early days of the mission.
I will never forget the tremendous heart he had for the salvation of the lost.  I recall one visit to an outlying village, on our visit to India in 1996, when throughout the journey there he was deep in prayer - and throughout the meeting itself, he was weeping before the Lord for the salvation of his fellow nationals.  It taught us all a great lesson about being passionate for the salvation of the lost, and all for the greater glory of our Saviour.

I will always remember too, the wonderfully gracious nature he showed - both to us visitors and to his extended family of boys and girls and young people around the compound.  He was genuinely loved - not just admired or respected, but loved - by all who were privileged to have contact with him.  We held him in true affection.  One of my favourite photographs from my last trip is a picture of Prasada and Lydia surrounded by a group of happy children.  
Technically, the picture isn't a very good one.  But it is one of my favourites because it so epitomises the man he was and the ministry he fulfilled.
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I know Lydia will miss him sorely, and so we extend our deepest sympathies on to her.  I know too that all their children will miss him greatly as well: Emmanuel, Hyer Paul, Victor Paul, Frances, Evangeline, John Paul, and John Daniels, together with their spouses and children. Our sympathies are with all those in the wider IREF family, all whose lives have been touched by Prasada Rao: children, young people, pastors and Bible Ladies, students and lecturers, and ordinary church members.  The number must run into tens of thousands.  They have lost a very great leader, but a leader who pointed them beyond himself to the Lord whose presence is ever with us.
Naturally, we all mourn Prasada Rao's loss at this time.  But we also rejoice that he has entered into his eternal reward - the presence of the Saviour he lived for and the Lord he served with such fervent love and commitment.  The world is a poorer place with Prasada Rao's passing; but earth's sad loss is heaven's rich gain.  I can imagine him even now embracing those who have gone before him - members of his own physical family and members of his extended spiritual family.  And his lovely engaging smile will be broader than ever!
Ian Leitch writes: From the first day I met Prasada Rao in 1996, I knew I was in the presence of a unique man.  His strength of character and leadership were evident.  His love for the Lord and service to Him had produced a harvest to be seen by all - churches, schools, colleges and orphanages. 

My yearly visits to Repalle enabled me to get to know him better and appreciate him all the more. Although he could tell many stories of the Lord’s victories from past days, he never lived in the past.  He was always interested in the present and what the Lord was doing now.

He was a spiritual giant, leading many to Christ, and teaching and training them to do the same thing.  He was loved and respected by all.  His weaknesses were far outweighed by his strengths.  His presence commanded respect, and yet he was the friend of everyone.

In the last years as he became more frail, his spirit was still strong.  I loved the times I spent with him, and his smile of recognition and warm words of encouragement. Now he is gone, “but he, being dead, still speaks,” [Heb 11.4] through the wife he loved, the family he raised, and the ministry he pioneered.

Alongside Prasada Rao was Lydia, his faithful wife and dedicated mother to their children, a godly woman.  In dangerous and difficult times, she remained steadfast to their calling and ministry.  Now her husband is gone, but their legacy continues through their children: Emmanuel, John Paul, Francis, Victor Paul and Evangeline, as they continue to develop the ministry that started over fifty years ago.
From the USA Board: We are sad that a man who meant so much to us is no longer with us.  We remember his warm greeting, his powerful preaching, his love for Jesus and a burning desire that all would know his love and salvation.  He answered God’s call to the ministry over 50 years ago, and from the world’s perspective started with no resources; but he knew where his strength came from.  His faith that God would provide never wavered.  He was faithful in caring for widows and orphans, even when his own family had nothing.  He was faithful in preaching God’s Word, sometimes when very few were listening.  But God uses us in our weakness.  He loves when we give him all we have, and trust he can use it for his glory.  
The Lord blessed Prasada Rao, and today the ministry of IREF touches tens of thousands through hundreds of churches, all because one man answered God’s call and loved those around him.  In joy, we know Prasada is now worshipping Jesus with all the passion he served his Lord on earth.  We honour his example of serving Christ.  The IREF USA Board has approved a Memorial Fund in Prasada Rao’s name.  Funds will go to the IREF ministry that Prasada Rao poured his life into for over 50 years.     
* * *
Ullipalem Update

We are pleased to be able to report that we now have sponsors for half the children at IREF’s new Child Development Centre at Ullipalem.  Please pray that we will quickly receive more sponsorship offers, so that all the children are supported by the start of the next academic year.  Let us know if you would like more leaflets to pass on to your friends and contacts.

Tsunami appeal
In the first phase of the relief work, packages containing rice, dhal, clothes, blankets and cooking utensils were distributed to 2,585 families in ten villages.  In the second phase, IREF provided 200 families with fishing nets to give them tools to feed themselves.  All the families were overwhelmed with gratitude and thanked IREF again and again for the help offered to them.  
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Thanks to a generous donation from India Outreach Ministries (a USA fund-raising charity), IREF has placed orders for five fishing boats, which will be given to five families whose boats were damaged in the tsunami.  This will have the effect of helping over 100 families in the area, as more are employed and given an opportunity to work to provide for their families.  Emmanuel Rebba writes, “We thank the Lord for all the generous partners who have made this possible.  Your prayers and support have made a huge difference in these ten villages.”
Update from India
· IREF’s Youth Conference, held earlier this year in January, was attended by over 5,000 young people each day.  59 young men and women accepted Christ as their personal Lord and Saviour and were baptised as new believers in the River Krishna.  The theme of the Conference was “Remember your Creator in the Days of your Youth”.  After teaching sessions in the morning, the afternoons included written Bible knowledge tests, singing competitions, and quizzes.  Evangelistic rallies were held in the evenings. 
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IREF’s Nursing School was started in 1997 for girls graduating from the John’s High School.  40 students are enrolled in each 18-month course, at the end of which they take government-set exams.         On passing, the nurses receive certificates qualifying them to work in both government and private hospitals.  Until recently, the Nursing School was accommodated in one of the Dining Hall rooms.  But thanks to a generous donation from India Outreach Ministries, the Nurses School now has its own purpose-built building.  It was dedicated and declared officially opened on 9th February this year.  It is situated next to the present administrative block.  

· Prison ministry.  In the third week of July last year, permission was granted for IREF to begin a prison ministry.  Bibles were distributed to all the inmates of the Repalle jail.  Tears were shed as many heard the Gospel message of forgiveness for the first time.  IREF evangelists were able to pray with several of the prisoners.    
India 2006 team

Please continue to pray that we will be led to the right people to join our 2006 team.  Both medical and Bible teaching personnel are needed.
   David Hunt [Chairman, IREF(UK)]
Contact details: 94 Sunniside Road, Sunniside, Newcastle upon Tyne NE16 5NF; telephone and fax: 0191 488 3433;

e-mail: iref@drghunt.freeserve.co.uk; websites: www.iref.co.uk and www.irefusa.org


