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Dedicated to both my friends Philip.

One Philip really had that name.

The other is an important person in this book and was named differently in real life, like all the people in this book.

I let him borrow the name from the first Philip.

Both of you have been great examples to me and both of you will always inspire me.

You are so missed here on earth.

But I look forward to our reunion.

We will have so much to discuss!





[image: Image]





[image: Image]





Preface

Getting to know Eric and Tamar on a personal level is a great privilege. They are loving, warm, and gentle - the kind of people you truly enjoy spending time with. They are full of passion for Jesus and for the people who do not yet know Him. At the same time, Eric and Tamar are very ordinary, vulnerable people, as you will discover when you read this book.

Using diaries and newsletters, Eric wrote about their missionary period with People International. It is a special story because, to my knowledge, this is the first book about missionaries in Uzbekistan. After centuries of silence, the gospel came again to Qarshi, a city on the long-forgotten Silk Road. These life stories are unique and personal. That alone makes this book valuable. What makes this story truly unique is that, from a human perspective, it doesn’t fit the typical mold of a success story. Instead, it is a narrative that vividly portrays the challenges, hardships, and the unexpected disappointment of returning to the Netherlands.

But in God’s eyes, things work differently. He shaped Eric and Tamar through this period into who they are today. Moreover, after they left, He built on the seemingly insignificant beginnings of discipleship and church planting that Eric and Tamar had begun.

But the value of this story is not only in the life lessons taught to Eric and Tamar. The story fits into a much larger story. The story of God, our Heavenly Father, who is building His kingdom and bringing world history to completion when all ethnic peoples on earth will be reached with the gospel of Jesus Christ.

It is not only the field period of Eric and Tamar that fits in this great all-encompassing story of God. Your life story also has a place in that great story! That’s why this book is a mirror for everyone who reads it.

And when you finish this book … then it is appropriate to take a moment of silence and reflection on your role and place in that great plan of God.

May 2023,

Pim van Arnhem

People International Netherlands
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Lost 
Northern Germany, 1983

The natural landscape of the North German moors had seemed so lovely and inviting to him only three hours or so ago. Now it felt oppressive. Earlier this summer evening, Eric had left his parents, brother and sister at the caravan and, as an avid birdwatcher, had taken to the forest path behind the campsite with his binoculars. The family had stopped there in the late afternoon to spend the night on their way to Denmark. The first few hours of the hike had been exhilarating. As a fifteen-year-old, he didn’t often explore outside his hometown, and he had seen just about every species of bird found there. The unexpected stop in an unknown and vast nature reserve was a godsend for him. The newly discovered birds were all that mattered at that moment. During dinner on the camping chairs, he suffered a violent restlessness. He wanted to take his binoculars and go out. Every minute of delay felt like a waste of time; sitting together as a family could be done at home. Besides, they would be traveling right away tomorrow morning, so it was now or never.

The forest path led through a coniferous forest plot. He was still sure that he was walking in an easterly direction. Beyond that, the path joined a farm road, which led him through a varied landscape of meadows bordered by wooded banks. Cows looked up dreamily for a moment and then grazed on. Something threatening filled the air. It was warm and still, not a breath of wind, but the atmosphere felt like a heavy, suffocating blanket. Swallows flew low over the ponds, clouds of mosquitoes danced on the water. There was no human anywhere in sight; all the sounds were from animals. His first find was a common redstart. He had never seen this species in real life, he could not take his eyes off the red-black bird. It just sat on a pole next to the path, right next to a barn full of screaming pigs.

Again, Eric grew restless. What other treasures might be hidden in this landscape? Time was running out, for he had only one night to find out.

He continued his way, past more fields, endless thickets, and then a bit on the moors. He encountered more unusual bird species, all new to him! As usual, he wrote them down on a sheet of paper that he had folded in half three times so that it fit exactly in his pocket. Beyond the moors were more areas he wanted to explore. He reached an asphalt road. Just when he realized that it was getting a little late now, after all, he had to go back as well, his attention was caught. Sticking out of the surface of the pond, smooth as a mirror, was a tree stump, dead and dark as the arm of a drowned man, on it sat a huge bird of prey! At the same moment, the animal spread its wings and floated away behind the pines like a ghost. Quickly Eric climbed over the low barbed wire from which tufts of sheep’s wool hung as decorations and crossed through the meadow so that he could get to the back of the pine plot. The bird of prey had long since noticed him. All Eric could still see of him was a white, mysterious apparition slipping silently between the trees. He had no certainty yet, but it looked like an osprey. Adrenaline coursed through his veins; he had to and would see it.

God, grant that I will see him!

He felt a slight guilt over bothering the Most High with such a trivial matter. Behind the sheep pasture was another path. It did not run exactly in the suspected direction of the bird, but a little further on he might have a good view from the open field. Hastily, but cautiously, he passed an abandoned farmhouse. After this, the path curved to the left and he came to a large body of water. And there it sat, in all its glory, on a low thick branch that hung heavily over the water. The bird looked sternly at Eric with piercing, yellow eyes. The magical moment, caught in each other’s gaze, seemed to last an eternity. Then the mighty hawk stretched its wings, jumped off the branch and flew away over the still, sweltering water. Eric held his breath.

Only then did he notice that it was already dusk. The sun was sending its last rays between the birches whose white barks glowed gold. Good to take the quickest way back to the campsite! So now not through the open field but via the asphalt road that seemed to run around it. After a while he expected the path to turn right, but the turn just went left. Then he’d take the next right. Unconsciously, he began to walk a little faster. Unfortunately, no right turn came. Well, maybe it did, but it was another unpaved path, which he desperately turned into. Farms, fields, bushes. He recognized nothing at all. It was really starting to get dark now; it was probably past ten. A little longer and he would not be able to see much. Eric was lost! He had no idea where he was and in what direction the campsite was. With difficulty, he suppressed a wave of panic. There was no human in sight; it was dead quiet. A raindrop fell on his nose and at the same moment a breeze picked up. The growing darkness of dark clouds above him swallowed up the light of the first stars, like a promise immediately withdrawn.

The path continued through a dark forest. Eric began to walk even faster, the panic now unstoppable. Where was that campsite? What if he walked the wrong way? What if he didn’t find his way tonight, and got lost further and further into this vast, unknown landscape? Where would he sleep, what would his parents think if he didn’t come back? Alone, all alone, in a vast and unknown land. In the distance, a bright flash lit up the dark sky, and shortly thereafter a clap of thunder sounded. It was really beginning to rain a bit now. It was warm in the forest and the air smelled sour. A cobweb clung to his face. At the T-junction of the forest path he stopped, he had no idea whether to go left or right. Then, hastily and trying his good luck, he chose a direction. His heart was racing like crazy. The little road ended in a field, where nothing at all looked familiar to him. He stood still and seemed to freeze. The fear, as well as the hope of regaining control, gave way to a total sense of resignation: like the curtain being lowered after a drama play gone bad. He was defeated. He sat down at the edge of the path, his head on his knees and hands cupped over his head.

In the distance, a roe deer barked. That was the moment he thought about God again. Only a few months ago, Eric had engaged in faith. He had never not believed in God, until a year ago he had always lived his life as it pleased him without considering others. Sometimes even to the detriment of others. He was not truly happy, for life often seemed pointless and purposeless to him. And although he was always brimming with ideas, deep down he felt alienated from the world. This had recently changed. He had felt a warmth and glow that he had not known, a feeling of light and love, a joy beyond words. It felt like an answer to needs he was not even aware of yet. He needed to pray now. Eric stood up and tilted his face up to an imaginary place and turned. Where should you look when you turn to Him?

God, if You can and will, help me to find the way.

No, this sounded rather weak, this was not going to work. He turned once more to another part of the sky.

God, if You bring me home, all my life I will do everything You ask of me! Everything!

That sounded better. A breeze stroked his face. Goose bumps. In response, there was no sound to be heard; nature settled down completely. It had stopped raining. He walked back a bit, took the other turn and after a hundred meters he saw the campsite. He had been near it without knowing!

But if the campsite had been so close, could he not have found it himself, if he had looked a few minutes longer? And now he had made a promise that would set the direction for the entire course of his life. Hadn’t that been too hasty, almost frivolous even? Had he not, in a moment of weakness, given away all that he was and could ever be? Curiously, these thoughts did not prevail. Instead, he felt great joy and an overwhelming peace settling within him. It was like an anticipation of what the future would bring and an impatience to start seeing it come into action soon. Perhaps it could best be compared to an out-of-the-blue phone call from the prime minister asking if you would like to serve in his cabinet. Not that he would ever aspire to such a thing; being employed by the Supreme was good enough. More than good enough.





Called 
Amsterdam, The Netherlands, 1986

After this event, initially everything remained the same. Daily life was filled with school and side jobs to supplement his pocket money. At school, Eric did not feel at home at all. He kept wondering why he had to walk around in that strange world. Fortunately, he also went to an inspiring Christian youth group that met at his school every other week. He never missed a meeting. This was the place where he made friends and slowly started to find his own meaning by taking on responsibilities.

In the summer of 1986 Eric discovered that he didn’t have to go abroad to learn about the world, because in Amsterdam the whole world came to the Netherlands. Two years earlier, out of boredom, Eric was scanning through a Christian newspaper that was lying on the table at home. Suddenly his attention was caught by a small advertisement about the work of Youth with a Mission in the capital. It was an invitation to support Christians committed to proclaiming the love of Jesus and helping the homeless, drug addicts, prostitutes and the lonely. He carefully cut out the small ad and reread it countless times. Surely this work was the gospel incarnate, an almost literal, contemporary copy of Jesus’ ministry! It seemed to come directly from heaven! The fact that such a thing existed was beyond his wildest imagination, and it was located less than an hour’s travel from home. They were looking for participants to join a two-week Summer of Service campaign, where people could actively engage in meaningful work. What a bummer that he had to be at least eighteen years old before he could join! Eric eagerly counted the months, and when he reached the age requirement, he signed up for the Summer of Service without hesitation.

Their interactions with people were simple, yet effective. They chose a busy place, such as Dam Square or Leidseplein square, then a notorious entertainment center because of the widespread drug use there. Microphones, sound amplifiers and boxes were set up on the ground around a large white cloth. The first curious people soon came to see what was going on here. Half the people came to Amsterdam to be watched, the other half just to watch them. While elsewhere on the square fire-eaters, Hare Krishna’s or shell game players showed their skills, the mime group of the youth began their task. First, the group performed some introductory skits to the rhythm of popular, rock-like music. Their team members formed a thin circle of audience around them. Immediately, this attracted dozens of other people who gathered around the circle. Then the staff took a few steps back almost imperceptibly, so that those interested were now in front, giving them a good view of the spectacle. Then came the serious skit, which dramatically depicted how young people became entangled in the devil’s nets when they lived only for their own pleasure and sought refuge in drinking and drug use. For some audience members, this play was very relatable, although they may have never thought about the role of the devil before. Following the mime performance, a brief speech was delivered, inviting everyone to engage in discussions and attend the indoor program scheduled for the evening. As the audience prepared to leave, the staff were extra alert. Like fishers of men, friendly but full of zeal, they asked the audience what they thought of the drama. Since the lion’s share of tourists did not have a tight schedule, often it resulted in a good conversation. Every day a handful of people wanted to surrender their lives to Jesus.

One summer evening Eric met two men on the Leidseplein square. This is how that happened. He was in his position at the edge of the circle, waiting for the speaker to finish, when he caught sight of them. They were both middle-aged, had the same salt-and-pepper mustache, a round head and wore worn jackets. Eric was knocked off balance for a moment, because these people did not seem like tourists to him.

“Um, what did you think of it, sir?”

“Was beautiful, was beautiful!” said the man with the faded blue jacket. The other nodded vigorously and fumbled a bit in his pockets.

“Did the message appeal to you?”

“Yes, was beautiful, very beautiful!”

He beamed with friendliness and gratitude, but also had something gloomy about him. Eric realized that they would get no further in their conversation because they spoke Dutch so poorly.

“Do you live in Amsterdam?”

“Yes, Amsterdam, yes, very good!” the other man now said.

He grabbed a crumpled pack of cigarettes from his pocket. There were only a few left in it. Such nice men, but how difficult it was to really engage in conversation. Would they feel at home in the Netherlands?

“Have you lived here for a long time?”

The men looked at him not understanding.

“You. Amsterdam. Many years?”

Eric made a counting gesture on his fingers, but at the same time was embarrassed to talk so idiotically.

“Ten and … nine years!” the man in the blue jacket said. He apparently meant nineteen years.

“And him!” he pointed to his companion, “Him, ten years! We work. We from Turkey!”

Eric wanted to say something back, make contact, but how can you say something if you don’t know if they understand?

“Welcome to the Netherlands!”

Later, he couldn’t fathom why he had extended a hand while making that statement. It seemed unreasonable to welcome someone who had resided in that place long before he was even born. But it didn’t seem to bother the men. They just seemed grateful and happy. It felt as though they had been toiling away here for years, their efforts going unnoticed and unappreciated until now. From his pocket, Eric pulled out a tract written in several languages, including Turkish.

“Please sir, this one is for you, and this one for you.”

Very politely, the men took it.

“Thank you,” said the man with the blue jacket.

The other man held up his box of cigarettes and offered Eric one.

“Please, for you.”

“No, no, I don’t smoke!”

“No, you take, for book, please”.

The summer in Amsterdam brought Eric many powerful impressions. It was like walking on a cloud: the passion of faith among the youth group, the warm feeling of shared vision, cheerfulness and joy. The daily street activities were exciting and the conversations on the street often intense, but nothing impressed him as much as meeting the Turkish men. In the commuter town where he lived, there were no guest workers, or at least, he had never noticed them. For him, “guest workers” was nothing more than a sociological phenomenon discussed in school with geography and social studies. Behind the phenomenon appeared to be people. People who could touch you with their mix of kindness and sadness.

In the library, he started looking for books about Turkey. Reading them, the country slowly took shape for him. It went from an unknown guest worker country to a country with many colors and dimensions, a rich culture and an immense history. A country in which almost all the people were Muslim. The next trip to the library yielded a stack of books on Islam. The more he sought to satisfy his hunger for knowledge, the greater the hunger became. Knowledge was like the surface of a balloon: the more you blew it up, the bigger it got, and as it got bigger, the exposed surface to the unknown grew exponentially.

In a similar fashion to how a small advertisement had guided Eric to Amsterdam, a few years later, another ad pointed him towards the next chapter of his journey. This ad was about a project that allowed young people to exchange writings with one another. Your picture would appear with a profile in a magazine published by Christians in the Arab world, and this could be responded to by a foreign reader. Eric however did face a serious challenge, because he was given a long reading list about Islam, the Middle East and the people who lived there. The Quran itself was also on the list. Fortunately, the library had most of the titles. Others he could borrow and some he ordered. He did not have much money for this, as he earned only a few guilders an hour by filling shelves at the supermarket or picking tomatoes in a garden greenhouse. Yet his sense of duty to complete reading all books on the list won out over his innate frugality. Within a year, he had read the forty-five books. Years later, he smilingly realized that the list was probably meant for reference rather than a must-read of all those books. Meanwhile, the correspondence had begun. Every afternoon around four o’clock he looked with impatient anticipation for the postman’s red van, which often brought new letters from Egypt, Tunisia, Morocco or the Palestinian territories.

Thus, as Eric’s knowledge and experience grew, God led Eric step by step in the direction of the mission field.





The first trip 
Turkey, 1989

With a group of nearly seventy young people, from a dozen countries, Eric had traveled to Istanbul by bus. They were accompanied by Roger from England. Eric was deeply impressed by this passionate, lean man with his gray beard. On the way through Yugoslavia, Greece and Thrace, he had taken the microphone each time and provided information about the places they were passing. He taught about the Muslim population of Bosnia, the last remnants of the Turkish community in the eastern Greek region of Kavala, and about the inhabitants in the dens of Istanbul’s mighty city wall, who formed a distinct ethnic group. Roger really seemed to know everything about this part of the world. The large group was divided into teams of four or five people. They had to appoint their own team leader, and Eric was chosen by his team. Each team was assigned a Turkish province to which they would travel the next morning on their own. But first there was a secret mission to complete.

It was an hour or two past the time when the last calls to prayer had competed with the bustling noise of the vast metropolis. The sweltering heat of the day was still omnipresent in the narrow streets that night. Slowly, a serene calm came over the ancient city. For a thousand years it had been the capital of the Byzantine Empire and then another half millennium of the Ottoman Empire. Side streets showed glimpses of the black waters of the Sea of Marmara, where the gently swaying lights of ships offered a sleepy sight. Tall, slender minarets rose in the distance, like silent sentinels of Allah’s presence.

The fifteen leaders were out and about with Roger. They followed him to a square with parked cars. A cab driver was asleep on his steering wheel, two stray cats watched from a wall, and the place reeked of rotting fruit and vegetable waste. When the coast seemed clear, a Turkish brother surreptitiously opened his trunk. To each team leader he handed over a large stack of Turkish Incils, New Testaments, wrapped in brown wrapping paper. At Roger’s insistence, these were immediately stowed in the bags they had brought with them.

The following morning, a Turkish bus transported Eric’s team to the capital of the province they were assigned to. An employee of the bus company walked down the aisle, offering passengers a fragrant rose perfume to apply to their hands. People smeared this on their faces for refreshment. Besides himself, his team included three South African girls and a boy from the French-speaking part of Canada. They were the only foreigners on the packed bus and quickly attracted the attention of the other passengers. This was both because of their light skin color and because they spoke English to each other.

As the rugged, dry mountains and dusty villages outside slipped by, South African Sarah and Elsie initiated a conversation with the passengers seated in front of them, two men who had stowed away their large bags in the baggage hold before the journey began. Eric had taught himself some Turkish over the previous years. During the course of the next four weeks, he would have very few moments of rest because Sarah and Elsie were relentless in their efforts to make connections, and they frequently relied on him as an interpreter. After a Turkish barrage of questions and a quickly declined marriage proposal, that was offered quite bluntly by both men, Sarah asked in an equally direct manner if the men had any assurance that God would allow them into heaven. The men looked at each other for a moment and one of them replied:

“I am a Muslim. Muslims must pray five times a day, fast the month of Ramadan, go on pilgrimage to Mecca and follow all the rules of the Quran.”

“Do you do all that?”

“Sometimes yes, it’s quite difficult. I must work hard; I think God understands. In a few years I will turn forty, then I will do it very seriously”.

“If you keep all those rules, is that good enough for God?”

“God alone knows.”

“Can’t you be sure of that yourself?”

“No, only God knows.”

“But isn’t that hard for you? Aren’t you afraid you’re not good enough for God anyway?”

Sarah’s glowing black eyes looked at him piercingly.

The man hesitated and looked outside. Eric followed his gaze. A roadside sign indicated they were just twelve kilometers before the town of Iznik. Iznik was the Turkish name for Nicaea. Seventeen centuries ago, after three centuries of persecution, the Great Council, the first international church meeting of Christianity, took place here. Such a rich tradition, what a history!

The man seemed to recover and continued the conversation.

“What God decides is always right. He knows everything best. Allah bilir.

God knows.”

But you didn’t get off that easy with Sarah and Elsie.

“But that’s very difficult, isn’t it, that you always have doubts about whether you’re not going to hell?”

Eric felt a little uncomfortable translating and firing the questions so directly at these strangers. He noticed that sometimes he rephrased the words a little more kindly. The man’s response surprised him.

“Yes. This is very difficult. I’m scared, I try not to think about it too much, but sometimes I have anxious dreams.”

The man showed his sensitive side. He tried to suppress his tears. His friend had sat silently listening and nodded cautiously. Elsie suddenly held one of the books in the brown wrapping paper in her hand and reached out to Eric.

“Look up 1 John 1 verse 9 and read that out loud!”

Eric quickly found the words. He first read them over to himself briefly to practice the pronunciation and then he read aloud, “If we confess our sins: He is faithful and just to forgive us our sins and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness.”

The silent man reached for the book and made it clear he wanted to take a look at it. He re-read the words to himself and then didn’t stop reading. Perhaps he would read on through Revelation! Several people on the bus had turned around during the conversation. A man two rows in front of them asked if he could also look at the book. Together with his wife, he read the words that were pointed out to him. The woman pulled the book out of his hands and read the words again. She tapped the woman across the aisle, presumably said something like “you just have to read this,” and pressed the Incil into her hands.

Deeply impressed by this scene, Eric thought back to the training week that had preceded the trip. They learned that they had to be especially careful. Talking too openly about the Christian faith was dangerous in this country. Working with literature especially had to be done very carefully, but now the forbidden book was literally going through the entire bus from back to front! Right on their first day, a bus full of Turks were introduced to words unknown to them. A book so liberating which likely had been written by an apostle on an island just off the coast almost two thousand years earlier.

For nearly four weeks they stayed in the city of their goal, the medium-sized provincial city of Eskişehir, which means “Old City” in Turkish. The city hardly had any old buildings. In the center were many similar residential blocks four or five stories high. It looked somewhat messy, as many flats were still under construction along the partially paved streets. Fortunately, the approximately four hundred thousand residents gave color to the place.

The hotel they stayed in was called Taşkent. He wondered if perhaps the owner himself was from this far-off city which Eric knew from geography lessons was located in the Soviet Union. This country would cease to exist two years later, but no one knew that now. Didn’t Turkic peoples live there, too? After all, didn’t the Turks originally come from somewhere near Mongolia? Didn’t the legendary Silk Road from Europe to China run through that area? He tried to remember what he had read about the history of the Turks. He realized he knew no more about Tashkent than it was a name by a small red square on the map. It was the only city indicated in the southern part of that giant country that took up half the globe in his atlas: the mighty, terrifying Soviet Union. No matter how he pondered, the image received no more resolution. Beyond Turkey’s eastern border began a world totally unknown to the West.

From the hotel, they went into town every day to meet people. They strolled along the cozy quays of the river with its special blue color. Getting into conversation with people about the gospel was no problem at all thanks to Sarah and Elsie. In this, Eric often filled the role of interpreter. He was glad that he had learned Turkish so diligently over the past few years. On the one hand, it made him feel good to be so useful, but it was also frustrating at times when he just couldn’t find the right words or understand people’s answers. It took him a lot of effort, because the sentence structure of Turkish was completely different. In Dutch or English, a sentence had many separate words, but in Turkish most words would be joined up in some way into a single very long word where the sequence of the parts had to be exactly right. At the beginning of the conversation this was okay, but after an hour a leaden feeling arose in his head. One day they met a Turkish man from Belgium who spoke Flemish. With him, Eric and the South African girls were able to communicate in Dutch, while the Canadian boy stood there looking a little perplexed. That day, Dutch was the world language.

The weeks continued to fill up with special encounters. For example, there was Emin, the young, smooth-talking jet pilot. Upon returning home, Eric would receive an angry letter full of accusations, for he had figured out that they were covert missionaries, wolves in sheep’s clothing. Had he known that right away, he would surely have reported them to the police. Eric met Abdülhamid, a serious Muslim with a dark beard. He looked much older than he said he was. He was taciturn and polite but kept his distance from the message. A full year later, Eric received a letter from him telling of a dream he had had. A man in white clothes, shrouded in a radiant light had appeared to him. The letter came exactly two days before Eric was to make another trip to Turkey. He then met him again in a village on the Black Sea.

But now, there was also a whole family they had met. Several times they were invited for meals with them. They were also allowed to join them on an excursion to the pilgrimage site of Şeyitgazi. They traveled for hours on a bumpy, dirt road, in the back of a rickety truck. A thick layer of dust was in Eric’s hair. Once they arrived at their destination, they saw a meter-long sarcophagus. This was necessary because saints would continue to grow after death, or so it was said. There were only a few other visitors. These visitors rubbed the stone coffin and then wiped their hands on their faces. While praying, they addressed their wishes and supplications to Allah or perhaps to the saint. If Allah is so far away and unapproachable, then you do in fact need saints for your spiritual needs, Eric thought.

Eric began to realize that he was being called by God to later serve as a missionary in Turkey. Since meeting the two Turkish men in Amsterdam, he had come to love these people and their country more and more. This gave him a strong motivation to learn the language and by now he could make himself well understood. While on this journey, as he observed the villages passing by through the window of a Turkish intercity bus, he was overwhelmed by a deep sense of compassion for the people residing in those places. He saw them toiling wearily and burdened in the fields, hanging out behind their fruit or vegetable stands or sitting in groups idly on the sidewalk. For each village he prayed that the people would find freedom in Jesus, and for someone to go there to tell them about it.

How, then, can they call on the one they have not believed in? And how can they believe in the one of whom they have not heard? And how can they hear without someone preaching to them?

Eric was eager to be that person who would come and tell. During his four weeks in Eskişehir, he found immense satisfaction in getting an early glimpse of what was to come. Yet he was still brimming with questions. After all, what path should he follow to get here in the long run? What steps were needed for that and who could help him with advice? What education would be best for him? Moreover, he longed to go with someone. Could he find a girl who felt the same calling and passion, or would it be better to put this desire aside? To all these questions he would get answers over the next few years, but not always as fast as he wanted or in the way he expected.






Puzzles 
The Netherlands, 1987-1991
From the moment Eric had consciously begun to believe in God he knew he would want to work in missions. After all, he had experienced the love and grace of God as an all-consuming wave in his life. When you were deeply convinced that people could only be reconciled to God through faith in Jesus Christ, you wanted nothing more than to proclaim this news to others, right? He was willing to put everything else aside for it. So how could it be that so many other Christians did not have this missionary urge? Did they not care? Or did they only half believe? Eric had a lot of trouble understanding that. Was he too radical? Or was it a fierce, unbalanced emotion that sociologists attribute to religious conversion? Perhaps he had an ideal image in mind that, for most people, gradually faded with the worries of everyday life? In any case, he had a lot of support from the singer Keith Green. Green was once a hippie who sought meaning in numerous Eastern religions, but ultimately came to Jesus. His words Jesus commands us to go; it should be the exception if we stay often sang around in Eric’s head.
A crucial question that weighed on his mind was how he could join the mission field in a country like Turkey, where staying for an extended period without a profession was a challenge. Years later, Eric would often wonder why he hadn’t simply approached a missionary organization.
After all, there were plenty of those. Perhaps he was too much of a “do-it-yourselfer,” someone who wanted to discover for himself what was best for him. In retrospect, that was a pity, because it could have saved him a lot of trouble if he had sought advice from others. Perhaps then he would have recognized certain unhealthy patterns in his decision making sooner.
Eric struggled to select a course of study that aligned with his future goals. Upon completing high school, he applied to study chemical engineering primarily because he excelled in chemistry and found it fascinating. Still, the idea of working in a laboratory felt confining to him.
Based on information gleaned from various newsletters, Eric learned that working as an English teacher could provide a visa for countries that otherwise presented challenges for missionary entry. You would then work as a so-called “tent maker,” a term that referred to the apostle Paul who earned some extra money as a tent maker during his missionary journeys. Even today, many missionary workers engage in regular employment, primarily to support their income and, most importantly, to reside in a specific country. So, pursuing a course of study in English became the clear choice for Eric. There was another problem though: English was his worst subject at school.
Eric prayed, Lord, what should I do? Show me the way ahead!
The deadline to still be able to change study choices was fast approaching, but Eric just couldn’t make up his mind. Prayer was a struggle. Why was he not getting clear answers? A while ago, he had met a woman who worked with children in Turkey. Eric had written a letter asking her the easiest way to enter that country. That was now a few months ago and he still hadn’t got a letter back. If he didn’t decide within a few days, he would automatically decide on chemical engineering. Also fascinating. Surely God had given him talent for that very thing for a reason, hadn’t He? Then suddenly the answer came from the woman, like a butterfly that just flew into the house while the door was already closing. She wrote that as an English teacher it was easy to live and work in Turkey. Eric had one more day to apply for the English teacher training program. The first class would be after the weekend. His parents were dumbfounded. They had not seen this sudden change in direction coming. It had never been his style to talk much about his private thoughts.
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