IREF History


A Brief History of the

INDIA RURAL EVANGELICAL FELLOWSHIP

A significant birth

In 1920, a baby boy was born into a family in rural Andhra Pradesh who worshipped the Hindu snake god.  They named him Subba Rao, 'Subbarao' being the Telegu name for the snake god.  When the time came for Subba Rao to marry, his parents arranged for him to be married to Lydia, a girl from a nominal Lutheran family.  That 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".
Changed lives

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 who had done some preaching and teaching within his local Lutheran church, attended the last meeting of the campaign on 13 Feb 1944.  After the meeting was over, John asked the visiting preacher how he could get the 'tears of repentance' he was witnessing in so many others.  He boasted that as a Lutheran preacher/teacher 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 could speak to him.  So he went home, carrying some tobacco in his pocket, intent on praying for 'tears of repentance'.  The tobacco was to roll into cigarettes to smoke, to help him stay awake as he prayed!  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.  The Lord spoke to him through an audible voice, "My son, your sins are forgiven."  John was led to open his Bible.  It was full of dust because he had not used it for such a long time.  He opened it at Mark 2.5 and saw printed there the words the Lord had just spoken to him.  He was surprised to find that he was able to read the words without his spectacles.  He never needed to use them again - nor did he touch tobacco or alcohol again for the rest of his life.

He was 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 Zech 3.4; Rev 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.  (Prasada Rao's father died in 1965 at the ripe old age of 104.)

God's power at work

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, 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.  (They were baptised by sprinkling.  This was the custom in the Lutheran church Prasada belonged to at that time.)

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. 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.  In one village, Stuartpuram near Bapatla, a number of highway robbers were converted through the great revival which was now occurring.  

The birth of a movement

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. (IREF as an organisation was formally established and registered with the government in 1971 to enable funds to be raised overseas for the work.)

A remarkable family

One day as John was praying, he heard a voice from the Lord telling him that there would be many disciples for Jesus from within his own family.  As he himself had only one daughter, he started to pray for his grandchildren, that they would become like Jesus' 12 disciples - leaders of the next generation of believers.

Meanwhile, Prasada and Lydia's family, the Rebba family, was continuing to grow in size.  Hyer Paul had been born in 1939; Victor Paul in 1941; Raja in 1944; Emmanuel in 1947 (he died in 1952); and Frances in 1950.  Another boy was born in 1953 and named Emmanuel, after his brother who had died the previous year.  The only daughter, Evangeline, was born in 1956.  Another baby boy was born in 1957, but died after 12 days from tetanus.  George was born in 1958; John Paul in 1962; and John Daniel in 1965.  Thus Prasada Rao and Lydia gave birth to 11 children, the same number as the number of apostles - excluding Judas!    

For the next 35 years, the family relied for survival solely on gifts they received from those to whom they preached.  During these early days, the family suffered many hardships because of their low income.  Sometimes there would be no food in the house to eat, and Lydia would go to the woods to find some leaves and small plants, suitable for feeding to her family.

Land purchase

In 1955, as some of the believers were praying, the Lord moved them to give money so that land could be bought in Repalle for the ministry.  The Lord gave Prasada Rao a vision concerning the way the land would be used.  In the vision, Prasada Rao saw a thatched house on the land. He and Lydia also had a vision of two white people, standing preaching to large crowds.  They were also burdened to pray for orphans, and permanent buildings to house them, and for help to be provided for widows.  Initially, the owners of the piece of land Prasada had seen in his vision refused to sell.  They were staunch Hindus and did not want the land to pass into the hands of Christians.  But after much praying by the believers, the owners relented.  The plot of land which Prasada and Lydia bought consisted mainly of fruit gardens, with orange, lemon and mango trees. 

The Lord gave the believers specific promises from the Bible concerning future developments which would unfold over the coming years.

Persecution

After Prasada Rao had bought the piece of land, some anti-Christian elements plotted to kill him.  They paid a man 500 Rupees to attack him.  One night Lydia heard voices telling her that enemies were coming to attack both her and her husband.  Lydia and Prasada, together with their five children, fled Repalle and took refuge in the nearby village of Penumuri, only hours before their enemies came searching for them.  At the time, Lydia was pregnant with Evangeline, their sixth child.  The would-be assassin later confessed his intended crime, and gave his life to the Lord.

On another occasion when Prasada Rao was walking home alone after one of the village meetings, a group of men waited by the side of the road to attack him.  When Prasada Rao later asked them why they had left him alone, they replied, "We couldn't attack you because we saw so many people surrounding you."  God's angels had kept him safe, as in the days of Elisha (2 Kings 6.16).

Early evangelistic work

During the early days of John and Prasada Rao's ministry, the power of God was clearly at work.  They prayed and fasted before going to any of the villages.  Even before John and Prasada Rao left their homes to go to a village, often the evil spirits present in the village would cause the possessed to start trembling.  They knew that they would soon be cast out of the people they tormented.  So the believers always knew when John and Prasada Rao were on their way by the advance warning signals!  When John and Prasada Rao reached the village, often many people were delivered from their demons.

In Repalle, when people possessed by evil spirits approached the land Prasada Rao had bought, they too started to tremble and make strange sounds like bells ringing and sticks beating on palm trees.  Many people from Repalle had demons cast out from them.  One woman was delivered from 12 demons.  The land she owned has now become the site of the Boys' hostel and John's High School. 

Around 1954 a missionary in Kakinada, a town 400km to the north of Repalle, heard a voice telling her to give her pa system and lights to Prasada Rao for his ministry.

Prasada Rao would often travel to distant villages on foot and arrive home in the early hours of the following morning.  It was not unknown for him to make a round trip of up to 20 miles on foot to tell people the good news about Jesus.

Throughout the 1960's the evangelistic work continued apace.  Emmanuel recalls those early days.  He used to travel with his father to remote villages by bike, with their PA system on the backof the bike, to preach the gospel.  Yet despite his enthusiasm to emulate his father, Emmanuel did not become a committed Christian until the age of 17, in 1970. 

Overseas contacts

Around this time, Lydia and Prasada Rao made two or three attempts to establish an orphanage from their own resources and with contributions from local people.  Sometimes they would have as many as 50 children to care for, but the meagre resources they were able to draw on were never sufficient to keep these attempts going for long.  

So in 1971, IREF was formally constituted and registered with the Indian government to permit them to raise funds overseas.

A significant development in this regard was Emmanuel's marriage to Deevena Nalli.  Dee was one of three sisters whose mother had died while they were young.  The eldest sister had married Hyer Paul in 1967, and they took the other two sisters under their wing.  The middle sister later married Samson (a Christian from Vijayawada working as a missionary in Northern India).  A family consultation in 1978 determined that Dee should be married to Emmanuel.  Dee had qualified with a BSc in nursing from a college in Hyderabad and had anticipated marrying a doctor.  But Prasada Rao felt she was the right wife for Emmanuel.

At first Dee resented Emmanuel's involvement in the ministry and on one occasion told him,  "You can choose me or the ministry".  "I will choose the ministry," Emmanuel replied.  Dee went out of the house and wept for half an hour.  But during that time the Lord worked in her heart, and the matter was eventually resolved.  

Before Dee was married, Hyer Paul had arranged for her to go to the USA to work as a nurse.  In 1979, Emmanuel moved to America to join Dee (it had taken him 6 months to obtain the necessary visas and paperwork).  Emmanuel trained as a male nurse and initially obtained work in an old people's home.  Meanwhile, he was able to make known the work of IREF in the church he was attending, South Park Church, Illinois.  At the initiative of the Pastor, Art Gay, and in consultation with Emmanuel, IREF(USA) was established in 1986.  Its objects were to promote the work going on in India and encourage fund-raising from the USA for its support.  IREF(USA) is led by Prasada and Lydia's son, Dr Emmanuel Rebba, who serves as President of the Board of USA Directors. 

Caring for orphans

In November 1984, Prasada Rao and Lydia visited the USA for a preaching tour at the invitation of Art Gay.  The visit proved significant in the development of the work.  On his return to India, Prasada Rao felt confident to begin work to establish an orphanage.  

Stotarani was a young girl whose father had left her and whose mother had abandoned her to beg on the streets.  She and half a dozen other children were amongst the first to be cared for.  Initially, the children were cared for in Prasada and Lydia's own home.  But as the numbers grew, it soon became apparent that a new purpose-built home was required.  With gifts received from his 1984 preaching tour of the USA, and with other donations, work soon commenced on a single storey accommodation block.  This was built on Prasada and Lydia's plot of land.  The orphanage work began to expand rapidly.  A second storey was added to the girls' accommodation block in 1994, and in 1995 a Boys' Dormitory was built on a plot of land on the opposite side of the road.  The Christian relief organisation, 'Word and Deed' (based in Holland), became involved with the work in 1995.  Not only did they establish a child sponsorship programme, but they also contributed large capital sums for further buildings: a two-storey Administration Block and Guest House (1996), a two-storey Girls' Dining Hall and Student Accommodation Block (1997); and a two-storey Boys' Dining Hall and Accommodation Block (1997).  

A second orphanage was established in 1992 in the tribal village of Arumbaka near the town of Cherupali.  A fine two-storey building was constructed there in 1996.  

Income Generation Scheme

An income generation scheme was established in the tribal colony of Arumbaka close to this orphange.  It was financed by Word and Deed.  It was designed to provide a source of income for Christian families from the tribal community, where a church had already been established.  Interest free loans enabled people to buy items such as sewing machines, rickshaws, fishing nets, livestock, and even rat traps.  The Indian government offers two rupees for every rat caught!  A Training Centre was established to teach women how to use sewing machines, so that they could make clothes for selling in local shops.  As these items generate income, the loans are gradually repaid, enabling the capital sums to be recycled.

Educational initiatives

By 1998, the number of children being cared for had risen to over 1000.  Over the years, extra storeys were added to several of the buildings in Repalle to enable them to accommodate the growing number of children and students.

In 1987, a school was established to educate the children being cared for.  At first, the classrooms consisted of a few, small, brick-built rooms together with a large, open-walled thatched construction.  But in 1996, work commenced on a fine purpose-built school building, appropriately named the John's High School, after Lydia's father.

IREF was concerned to provide higher education for the people of Repalle and its surrounding villages too.  So in 1993, the Repalle Christian College was established offering external degrees through Nagarginur University, near Guntur.  The College began by meeting in the converted buildings of a former chicken farm for its classrooms and laboratories.  But in February 2000, as part of IREF's Golden Jubilee celebrations, a foundation stone was laid - in faith - for a purpose-built College building.  This was a necessary step to take if validation of the College's courses was to be renewed, following its first five years of full operating capacity. (The first students graduated in February 1996).  In its first year of operation (1993/4), 85 students were admitted; 200 students enrolled the following year (1994/5); and 300 the year after (1995/6).  The College currently caters for over 550 students.

The Repalle Christian College is the only evangelical degree college in Andhra Pradesh, a state with a population of over 65 million.  The College was established:

· to provide good Christian higher education for poor students who would not otherwise receive any; 

· to prepare young men and women for the ministry of rural evangelism;

· to teach Biblical truths and basic evangelical doctrines;

· to present a holistic ministry and the message of the Gospel to the rural poor.

Initial funding for the College was supported by Word and Deed.

Following the visit of a medical team in 1996, a Nurses Training Institute was established: 'The St Peter's Multi-Purpose Health Workers (Female) Training Institute' to give it its full title!  Courses last 18 months and 15-20 nurses are trained at a time.  

The Repalle Junior College was formed in 1998 to offer a wide range of courses at a level between that of the High School and Degree College.  Over 200 students are currently studying at the junior College.  Courses are offered in a wide range of subjects and last two years. 

Hostels for male students are situated close to the main IREF compound; female students are housed within the compound for security reasons.  The number of residential students is expected to rise to around 250 when the current building projects are completed.  

Additional schools have been established at the fishing port of Nizampatnam, where the 70 children sleep over during the week and return to their own homes at weekends; and at the tribal colony of Nerulipalem, a few miles from Repalle.  Literacy levels amongst the adults living in the tribal colonies is very low, only about 2%.  So the 40 children being taught to read and write in their village will be of invaluable help to their parents. 

All of these educational institutions have played a vital role in seeing many children and young people come to faith in Jesus Christ.

Visiting Teams

In 1986, Art Gay and Bill Hybels led a seven-strong team of evangelists and medical personnel from the USA to conduct gospel meetings in Repalle and it surrounding villages, and to man medical clinics.  This venture was so successful that it soon became an annual occurrence, the highlight of IREF's year - especially for all the children, who love having visitors.

Sad Losses

In 1986, Frances' wife, Pavana, died from throat cancer at the young age of 33.  This was a particularly bitter blow for the ministry of IREF as she was a qualified doctor and had been hoping to establish a medical aspect to IREF's expanding work.  She had helped with the first medical team in January 1986 and died in December the same year, leaving a five year old daughter, Lydia, behind.

In January1990, a double tragedy struck the Rebba family.  George, the third youngest member of the family, was tragically killed in a car accident, en route to picking up that year's evangelistic and medical team from Guntur railway station.  One week later, Raja (the third eldest child), who up until that time had done much of the translation work for visiting preachers, also died from cancer.   

The European dimension

In 1996, the annual evangelistic and medical team included personnel from the UK for the first time, and within four months IREF(UK) had been formed to encourage prayer and financial support from Great Britain.  The work is overseen by a group of five trustees. 

Fruitfulness

God's hand has clearly been at work through these annual teams.  During their ten days of evangelistic ministry each January/February, typically over 1000 people come forward at their meetings in response to the invitation to receive Jesus Christ as Lord and Saviour.  Care is always taken to ensure good follow up, to preserve the hard won fruit.  Names and addresses of those responding are taken and then forwarded to their nearest evangelist.  A Bible, together with basic follow up literature, is made available to each respondent.

An annual Youth Conference was established in 1995, with visiting speakers from the USA.  The Golden Jubilee Youth Conference in January 2000 was attended by over 3000 young people, some from as far away as Hyderabad.  Over 500 responded to the invitation to commit their lives to Christ.

Training Evangelists

By the late 1990's over 120 IREF evangelists (men and women) were working in some 350 towns and villages up to 200 miles from Repalle.  They have pastoral responsibility for over 10,000 believers.  Sponsorship of these front-line workers is actively promoted in the USA and UK.  Since foreign missionaries can no longer obtain visas to work in India, IREF is committed to equipping their own nationals to spread the Gospel.   

One of Prasada Rao's earliest concerns was to ensure that his growing number of evangelists and pastors (both men and women) were well-grounded in God's Word.  To that end, he runs teaching and training sessions each month for them in Repalle as one of the conditions of them being funded through IREF.  

From 1996 onwards, Ian Leitch, an evangelist and Bible teacher from Scotland, began to take groups of evangelists and elders (60 at a time) through his New Life Seminar course.  The course manual was translated into Telegu by Frances, and became the first theological book many of the evangelists came to possess.  (Very few Christian books are available in Telegu.  A few have been translated by Frances and Emmanuel from English into Telegu, and there are a few books of sermons by Telegu-speaking preachers.)

In 1999, funds became available for the construction of a purpose-built School of Evangelism.  It first intake consisted of 36 students (28 boys and 18 girls) between the ages of 18 and 25.  It is currently staffed by two full time lecturers, who between them cover Old and New Testament Studies, Missiology, and Ethics.  There is a strong emphasis on practical assignments.  It is hoped that the students so trained will play a major part in the nurture of new Christains converted through the annual team visits.

Church buildings

On 17th September 1997, IREF's 3000-seat Repalle Evangelical Church building was opened.  It is the second largest church building in Andhra Pradesh and provides an excellent facility for the 1200 IREF children and students to worship in week by week, along with local believers from the town of Repalle.

Funds are continuing to be raised to build simple thatched-roofed churches, and more robust brick-built churches, in many towns and villages as the work continues to expand.  Many seekers and believers from a Hindu background find it easier to go to a public place of worship to meet with other Christians than a private house or unidentified building.  Church buildings act as a visible presence for the Gospel in a town or village, and experience shows that numerical growth often follows their construction.

An unfinished story

65 million people live in the 30,000 towns and villages of Andhra Pradesh.  It is estimated that over 10,000 of these villages have no known Christian witness.  Many have never even heard of the name of Jesus.  Often when the Gospel reaches a community for the first time, many embrace it gladly, despite opposition and persecution from their contemporaries.

As an indigenous Indian mission, IREF is dedicated to:

· reaching the rural population of Andhra Pradesh with the Gospel of Jesus Christ;

· mobilising individual Christians to the task;

· planting and establishing local churches;

· caring for orphans and providing them with a Christian education;

· establishing income generation projects to enable the poorest Christians to provide for their families.

The story of IREF is a modern-day illustration of the parable of the mustard seed (Mat 13.31-32).  From the conversion of one man just over 50 years ago, there are now over 10,000 believers in more than 300 towns and villages up to 200 miles from Repalle where that conversion took place.  The story of IREF, like the book of Acts, is an on-going story.  IREF's vision and burning ambition, like Paul's, remains to  'preach the Gospel where Christ is not known' (Rom 15.20).

Rev David Hunt, February 2000

For further details, contact: 

IREF(UK), 94 Sunniside Road, Sunniside, Newcastle-upon-Tyne NE16 5NF
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