
CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Full Circle Back to Africa

“Now to him who is able to do immeasurably more
 than all we ask or imagine, according to his
 power that is at work within us, to him be glory
 in the church and in Christ Jesus throughout
 all generations, for ever and ever! Amen.”

Ephesians 3:20-21

I

n the previous chapter, I reflected on reasons to pray, but in this final chapter, I will expand on something different. Jesus told stories as an effective way to teach. I will follow His example by sharing a few personal stories. I hope you can learn something from them.

A Six-Year-Old Invalid Prays a Big Prayer — and Receives an Even Bigger Answer

In June of 1950, I had just finished my kindergarten year. Within days, at the age of five, I was diagnosed with rheumatic fever. This disease affects the heart valves, which can sometimes lead to permanent damage. In order to give my heart time to normalize, I was required to lie flat on the bed all summer long. My doctor told me not to walk or even sit up.

Our old family radio was a good friend to me in those days. I still recall listening to the Wilson’s radio program called Sunshine Hour. They sang Christian music and gave a brief teaching from the Bible. I remember listening to a beautiful, popular song about waking up in the morning on Mockingbird Hill. However, my favorite song was Today’s the Day the Teddy Bears have Their Picnic.

If you go out in the woods today, 
you’re in for a big surprise.
If you go out in the woods today, 
you’d better wear a disguise.
For every bear that ever there was,
is gathered there for certain because,
today’s the day the teddy bears have their picnic.

As the summer months passed, many visitors came to our house to pray for me. My dear, hard-working parents were starting a church. My mother was pregnant and later gave birth to my younger sister that summer, just three days after my sixth birthday. My dad dripped sweat and gobbled salt tablets as he moved from press to press in the rubber plant in order to make a living, all while he tried to do God’s work. As the hours, days, and weeks slowly passed, my muscles grew weaker and weaker from not being used.

Toward the end of the summer, I received my second electrocardiogram. Eventually, my doctor told me that I could get up and start walking again. My first step was too long, and I can still remember tumbling right over. I had no control of my weak legs, and I had completely lost my sense of balance. My grandmother taught me to walk again by standing me against the brick wall on our front porch. She patiently instructed me how to maintain balance by simply standing still then slowly shifting my weight from one leg to the other and moving each foot forward only a few inches at a time. She taught me how to walk by teaching me to move slowly, taking one step at a time.

I started first grade one month late and was required to take a nap during the time the other children were enjoying recess. At that young age, I had no real understanding of how my physical condition was hindering my social and educational development. I only knew that I wanted to do what the other boys in class were doing.

During those months, I inwardly lamented my weakened, physical condition. After coming directly home from church one day, without stopping to play, I pulled a dining room chair out into the middle of the living room and knelt alone to pray. I prayed that after I turned seven years old — the qualifying age for boys to go on the YMCA hike — I would be able to go with them.
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I do not remember how many weeks or months passed between the time I prayed that prayer and the day of my seventh birthday. However, as my birthday approached in the summer of 1951, I realized that the weekly YMCA hike was the same date as my birthday. I proceeded with the formalities of showing the YMCA leaders that I would be seven. On my seventh birthday, after breakfast, I took my lunch and walked to the YMCA, hiked with the other boys, and returned home tired but happy.

Even as a young boy, I was deeply impressed with the accuracy in the timing of God’s answer to my prayer. I went hiking with the other boys precisely the day I turned seven! Two years later, I won a first-place ribbon in the first-, second-, and third-grade boys’ 50-yard dash at the Garfield Elementary School Summer Playground Annual Contest. My father told me later that he had wept with joy. For me, though, the hike was the big event. It was my first experience of the power of prayer — my own prayer.

A College Sophomore Learns the 
Power and Influence of Regular Prayer

In August 1962, I left home and entered Mount Vernon Bible College in Mount Vernon, Ohio. I was a bit of a rascal my freshman year. However, during the summer of 1963, between my freshman and sophomore years, my dad wrote a letter to me suggesting that I begin the habit of praying one hour a day. This has always been a curious thing to me because, to my knowledge, Dad did not have a regular time of serious prayer. Furthermore, I am not aware that he made this suggestion to any of my siblings. Yet, God used that letter to start me on a life-impacting habit.

Also in the summer of 1963, I turned 19, and read Elizabeth Elliot’s Through Gates of Splendor. In the book, she tells how her husband loved and read the Bible. I decided that I would follow Dad’s suggestion for prayer and Jim Elliot’s example for Bible reading. I began to pray an hour each day and read the Bible for an additional hour. Within months, I doubled my prayer time. I, more or less, maintained that prayer pattern until I began to experiment with praying four hours a day on July 9, 2002.
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As I began my new praying routine in 1963, I realized that I needed to think of things for which to pray to ensure I was doing something constructive during my hours in prayer. I prayed for each of the teachers in the Bible College. I prayed for each of the students. I spent particular time praying for each of the new students — especially that they would find employment since most of us were working our way through college. It was in the fall of that year that I met Char. I do not think she would have been interested in me if it were not for the changes that God had made in me because of my time alone with Him. 
My time alone with God affected the way I thought — He rubbed off on me. What concerned Him began to affect me. I have found, since then, that this healthy, wholesome process delights God. In prayer, we pray that the kingdom of God will come and that His will be done on Earth as it is in heaven, which ultimately serves him and benefits others. Therefore, another advantage of time spent alone with God is that we change in character by associating with such Good Company.

My natural intensity focused on something good, something that was worth being the center of my attention. I have always been intense, but now I was earnestly seeking God. I felt that my passion had a noble purpose. This passion still holds true for me today. It was God’s blessing that in the summer of 1963, my daily time in the presence of God caused a significant change in me. I even heard through the grapevine that students who had returned to school that fall commented among themselves about the difference they saw in me. Prayer changes things. Prayer also changes us.

Financial Miracles Moving Us toward Africa

In my book, Habits of Highly Effective Christians, and in earlier chapters here, I told many personal stories of how God has used and answered the increased prayer in my life. Many miracles have occurred along the way. As I write in 2007, to our surprise, God is doing even greater things. These blessings, however, have developed through difficult twists and turns of events. In Chapter Four, I made a reference to how we walk on water. The following is how God responded to our earnest prayers.

In 2005, an organization for international missions offered Char and me positions that would have opened ministry doors to many parts of the world for both of us. We were excited about that and felt God was leading us to accept the offers. I resigned positions at ORU and the Tulsa Chinese Christian Church. We began to make relocation plans, along with everything else that goes with them. However, in February 2006, the organization withdrew our offers. We were heart-broken. Why was God placing us on another job-related roller coaster ride?

Several days later, we explained our tragic situation to a pastor friend. We also expressed to him our long-term buried desires to return to the mission field. And as we discussed the fact that we were without jobs, we realized we were now free to follow our hearts! We then told him about our relationship with the World Mission Centre (WMC) headquartered in Pretoria, South Africa. This fine networking organization had coordinated my two ministry trips to Madagascar for pastors’ conferences. Our pastor friend understood that we did not want to go to Africa if we were only motivated by our disappointment. He comforted and encouraged us.

A frantic, hurried search for just anything that looks like a fruitful ministry opportunity is not a good method for carefully finding the will of God. We wanted the plan, not a plan. We kept praying. 
Looking back, many miracles have occurred since the international missions offer was withdrawn and we decided not to reverse the process of resigning at ORU. These miracles have confirmed the rightness of our decision to go to Africa. Some of those miracles include such things like receiving sufficient long-term financial commitments to cover our room and board while abroad; receiving an offer to buy our house in Tulsa; and being offered storage for our furniture at no cost. All of these “gifts” are good for as long as we are in Africa.

More miracles continued. Within days, the WMC told us that they would be willing to coordinate travel and conferences in Africa if we wanted to do that full-time. Additionally, the mission that initially decided not to engage our services graciously gave us funds to bridge us through the time between the discontinuation of my salary at ORU and our arrival in Pretoria, South Africa. My website manager offered to waive the maintenance expense for my two websites for the duration of our years in Africa. A technically gifted friend offered to help us select laptop computers and set up our high-speed and wireless Internet connections. An anonymous donor gave a gift to our work, now called the African Pastors Training (APT) Project, which was large enough for us to purchase a vehicle and home furnishings in Pretoria. Lastly, a professional financial advisor recommended that, since I was qualified, I could retire early—three years before age 65—and could begin to receive Social Security benefits.
Network Miracles Also Moving Us toward Africa

Networking with groups of ministers, ministries, and organizations is extremely important to a foreign missionary. Our objective was not just to go to Africa, but to join hands and hearts with God’s people, His laborers. In doing so, we will contribute to the development, education, and empowerment of thousands of pastors. We want to serve and help them become influential, effective, successful, and fruitful.

On five of the previous six annual ministry trips abroad, I had traveled to multiple nations in Africa. When I contacted the WMC to tell them of our desire to train pastors in Africa, I asked them if they would be willing to help coordinate our conferences and activities. The WMC told me that they receive more invitations to conduct pastors’ conferences than they can accept, and they were happy to have us join them in this work.

In the weeks that followed, we met many fine people who were involved in ministry in Africa. Some of these were new contacts while others were friends of friends, missionaries, and nationals from across Africa. What is even more extraordinary is that I did not know that this network even existed until I started making trips to Africa in 2000. Char and I had no idea that our newly found relationships would eventually lead us to travel from nation to nation as we teach pastors full time. I only know that in July 2002, during my second trip to Africa, I opened myself to something new when I doubled my prayer time as an experiment to see what God would do. The experiment continues to this day. To be someone new, you have to do something new.
For the past 10 years, our home, cars, positions, and social networks in the United States have been very nice. However, the glory cloud is on the move again, and you just do not mess with glory! If it were my own, selfish decision, I would be tempted to remain at ORU and TCCC. When I think of our move to Tulsa from Beijing 10 years earlier, I remember tearfully leaving the mission field. However, I also recall how we modified our lifestyle to include cars, carpeted floors, and enjoyed a quiet place that was our own, and how we quickly adjusted! I also distinctly remember, however, that my level of personal happiness did not rise with these conveniences. We had been just as happy on our bicycles in the noisy, crowded, and exhaust-filled streets of Beijing while living in concrete apartments. Personal happiness does not depend on life’s conveniences as much as on one’s attitude toward God-given tasks. We are anxiously waiting to serve alongside our brothers and sisters in the nations of Africa’s sub-Sahara region.

Earlier, I shared a rapid succession of miracles. Char and I are “walking on water” and yet we are just getting started in Africa. The transition from Tulsa to Pretoria has forced us to look intently to Jesus. I do not dare focus on the impossible circumstances. I do not ever want to take my eyes off Jesus. I want to maintain my concentration on Him. In addition, I am eager to discover what else will happen if I stay serious about prayer.

Several Conclusions to Consider

In this book, I invite you to experiment with prayer. You may be wondering, “Where do I go from here?” If testing prayer seems like too big of a risk to you, I believe it is a risk that you cannot afford not to take. Take some steps. Move forward. The following thoughts may help you advance on your path of increased fruitfulness.

Ask God how much, when, and how He wants you to pray. He is the one you serve. He cares so much about the expansion of your influence through increased prayer that He is very happy to help. As you ask God, the Holy Spirit will show you how you should seek God earnestly. Do not feel any obligation to duplicate another’s prayer pattern — get your instructions directly from God.

Experiment with prayer. God is not threatened by our attempts to learn something new through experimentation. He is happy when we care enough about our growth to try doing something new in order to be something new.

Keep growing. We do not intentionally level off as years pass; we want to keep growing. So, to avoid being lulled into complacency, consider the possibility of doing something different in order to be somebody different.

Seize the opportunities. The needs and opportunities of our generation are great. Prayer is a much more constructive and fruitful alternative to just wringing our hands and sighing about how bad things are getting. 

Seek his blessings. God is good. He does not reluctantly grant the few blessings He must. Rather, He eagerly listens to our prayers and gives far more than we can imagine. God wants us to learn how to pray effectively and efficiently in order to bear much fruit.

Do more. God does more when we do more. Try it. Though the way God works will always involve the mysterious element, it does appear that when we do more, so does He. A link exists between our action and His; our prayer releases God to work.

Get tough. Be tenacious in prayer. Persistence, perseverance, patience, passion, self-control, and steadfastness are all good qualities that will help you on your way.

Open your heart and mind. Determine God’s will and pray accordingly. God has an opinion about your prayer concern — let Him show you what to pray.

Prioritize God in your life. Make your relationship with God through prayer the central, most important aspect of your life. If you do, you will have no regrets when your earthly life is over and your accomplishments are measured by an eternal yardstick. Acknowledge God in all your ways, in every circumstance. Pray about anything and everything. If something is worth your involvement, it is worth your prayer.

See your own results. Do not compare your fruitfulness with that of others. Rather compare your present fruitfulness with your former fruitfulness. This is how to determine if your increased prayer is making you more fruitful.

A Few Final Thoughts

We can divide our time as humans into the two categories of decision and implementation: deciding and doing; dreaming and accomplishing. Great feats and marvelous projects are possible as long as we keep these two functions separate, make good decisions, and act accordingly. If we decide well, then we act well. Life, therefore, is a matter of implementing decisions.

Before you can do anything valuable, first you must make a good decision. The process of making good decisions involves careful investigation, evaluation, obtaining sufficient information, weighing the alternatives, and then making the correct choices. The prudent person will not become busy doing anything until he has first carefully thought his way through to an informed decision. Many problems develop when we rush into activities without making thoughtful decisions. The Bible commends the doer, but to do right, you must first decide right. 

After the good decision has been made, it is time to implement the choice. Remember, decision and implementation are very different. If we confuse these two, our actions can become clumsy — we become unstable, impulsive, double-minded, and undependable. A good decision can be lost if we repeatedly review the situations too much and later remake the decisions influenced by the mood of another moment. Unless there is new information or the situation significantly changes, do not change the decision. 

Both are important — decision and implementation. God commends the doer: “Do not merely listen to the word, and so deceive yourselves. Do what it says” (James 1:22). “Anyone, then, who knows the good he ought to do and doesn’t do it, sins” (James 4:17). Jesus taught, “But everyone that hears these words of mine and does not put them into practice is like a foolish man who built his house on sand. (Matthew 7:26). 

While I am running, is not the time to decide whether to run or not. This is true whether it is a training run or a race. When I ran marathons, the pain in the balls of my feet traveled to my calves and then to my thighs. My lungs gasped for air and the salty perspiration stung my eyes. My shoulders ached and my whole body longed to lie down and breathe. This process happened throughout the entire race. That, however, was not the time to decide whether to run a marathon. The person who makes a good decision but does not implement it is like the person who hears the Word but does not do it.

By the same token, when an enticing, pornographic picture appears unexpectedly on our monitor screen, it is not the time to decide whether to look at it. Make the decision ahead of time not to look at those types of pictures before they ever appear and determine to stay with that decision if the time comes.

Deciding, then doing, is the same with prayer. Throughout this book, we have talked about the results available with praying more. I hope this has not been just a series of interesting stories, but an encouragement for us to be doers together. Make a good decision about how much you will pray, and then do it.
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