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THE CONCEPTION OF THIS NARRATIVE


'I have a vision of you someday writing a book… It could have a wonderful impact on God's Kingdom.' These words, penned by Alan Moffatt, a dear South African supporter of our work in Asia, reached me on my 60th birthday. I barely dared to reflect about this huge challenge. Who was I to take on such an enormous task? I shelved the idea, but it remained embedded in my heart like a small seed planted in fertile soil, waiting to sprout some day.


Eighteen months later, in January 2018, a beautiful woman of God, whom I met in India, watered the seed. Sister Shobana was the editor of the India Evangelical Mission (IEM) magazine and asked me to contribute an article for their next publication. In response to my piece of writing, she urged me to continue to write my stories of 'difference places, feelings and God's care on you.'


Her letter continued in a despondent note that pulled at my heartstrings: 'Time and again, I mourn and realize how desperate we need good missionary writers, who can convey all that is realistic to our supporters. Much of what happens in the mission fields and in our lives is left "unconveyed" to the outside world… times when the Lord carries us and helps us sail past our disappointments, desperateness etc., assuring us with the peace and joy deep down in our hearts…'


In June 2018, a person whom I have never met, fertilized the soil in which the little seed was beginning to sprout. She was the editor of a German publishing house whom I had offered the German edition of my father's book, Your Book and My Book: A Topical Comparison of the QUR’AN with the BIBLE, for publication. She regretted that – in view of the rather small audience for such a specialized book – they could not take it on. My my eyes widened with surprise when I read on:


'But there is one idea that I had in mind when I looked at your exciting curriculum vitae and your background. Would you like to think about [writing] something else as well? How about, for example, a practical book on understanding and dealing with the culture of Muslims? … A completely half-baked idea but one that might ignite a certain spark in you…'


The seed was germinating, but my mind was still in turmoil. Was this undertaking not a size too big for me?


God did not wrangle with me even though I should have laid my doubts to rest by now. Instead, he gently sprinkled fresh water over the soft soil as the plumule reached out towards the light. This time the Master Gardener used Dr. Melba Maggay, a Filipina writer, social anthropologist and theologian, to further nourish the growing seedling. Dr. Maggay was the main speaker at a family conference I attended in Thailand in July 2018. We were assigned to the same discussion group. During the small group chats, we exchanged stories where God had stepped into our lives in times of need, sorrow, fear and disorientation. Moved by the experiences I shared, Dr. Maggay implored me to capture my personal narrative in a book. As we took leave on the final day, she smiled at me warmly and said resolutely, 'I will be waiting for your book.'


So, the seedling burrowed its head through the soil of doubts and obstacles and, over time, withstood periods of drought, storm and frost. I trained my writing skills and prayerfully put onto paper the memories that already filled my heart with love and gratitude towards the God who sees, hears and acts.









DISCLAIMER


There are days in our lives that pass by without any significance and are soon forgotten. There are other days, filled with happenings, that bury themselves into the depth of our selective, subjective and fragmented memories. Over time, the bright colours of these memories grow pale and the number of missing pieces increase. Time and again, we retouch the faded colours with shades we associate with the positive or negative emotions linked to our experiences.


My personal reflections in this biographical narrative are rooted in sketchy recollections of events and encounters. Many details, however, are reconstructed and supplemented with information collected through our regular newsletters to friends and supporters and through hundreds of handwritten letters addressed to my parents over the years. I am most grateful to my mother, who carefully filed them chronologically and returned them to me for my own reference. Nevertheless, my personal history, worldview, faith and personality inevitably shape the perspectives of events, cultural perceptions and contexts recounted here.


Readability and space have compelled me to focus my narrative on selected people and experiences and, at times, to blend two or three events together into one. To ensure the safety and protect the identity of those mentioned, I have mostly used aliases or omitted their surnames. Many dear friends and colleagues, who have walked segments of my journey alongside me, are left unmentioned. They, too, have shared in my laughter and tears, listened to me, encouraged me and prayed with me. Thank you for the invaluable imprint you have left on my life. You are not forgotten.









PREFACE


In 1984, God uprooted me from my beloved South Africa and planted, uprooted and replanted me again and again into diverse Thai soils with varying climatic conditions. He exposed me to drought, storms, floods and disease, interjected with sunny periods filled with fragrance, joy, satisfaction and laughter. He always knew when and how to strengthen, to protect and to nourish me. Never once did he abandon me.


My narrative weaves itself through cultures and events which have challenged my thinking and shaped my understanding of my Maker and of his Word. You will see glimpses of my conversation with God in times of upheaval, up-rootedness, loneliness and confusion. You will marvel with me at his intervention – not according to my will but according to his mercy and goodness.


You will meet people of different cultures, religions and backgrounds, who have left a deep imprint on my life: co-workers, who gave up their homes, material possessions, promising careers and the praise of man to live out God's love among people living in bondage, poverty and despair; Malay Muslims friends, who stood by our side and received us into their families and communities; Thai and Malay followers of the Jesus-way, who loved Jesus more than their own life.


Sit back and let me take you across the ocean to a blend of people living in the shadow of chedis1 and minarets.





1 A chedi or stupa is the most venerated religious structure of Buddhism, traditionally containing relics of Buddha or of revered Buddhist monks. Chedis symbolise the essence of Buddhist teachings and the path towards enlightenment.









WHY WAS I SPARED?


For the mystery of human existence lies not in just staying alive, but in finding something to live for.


—Dostoevsky


They found me floating face-up in the middle of the swimming pool, my eyes gazing into the blue skies above. Panic-stricken, my father hauled my little body out of the deep water and grabbed me by my ankles to dangle me upside down while tapping my back. To his amazement, I neither coughed nor spluttered. Instead, I freed myself from his grasp and asked, 'Where is my watering can? It fell into the water… I wanted to fetch it. Then an angel came and carried me.' At the age of merely three, I couldn't really comprehend the miracle of my rescue.


Some months later, I nonchalantly crossed a busy road in front of the Joubert Park in Johannesburg's Central Business district. My mother had briefly released my hand to retrieve my five-year-old brother, who had forcefully freed himself from her grip to run away. After catching him, she quickly returned to where she had left me, but I was nowhere in sight. Frantically, she glanced in all directions and called my name. She asked passers-by whether anyone had seen me. But no-one had. In her despair, she thought about seeking help at the closest police station. Suddenly, her eyes fell on a woman, who crossed the road at a nearby traffic light. Carrying me in her arms, the woman walked straight towards my mother, handed me over to her and vanished before my mother could even thank her. Was she an angel?


How I had crisscrossed my way between cars and busses to the other side of the street and remained unharmed remains a mystery. In the depth of my memory, I somehow recall an invisible hand pulling me aside just as a vehicle was about to hit me. It may have been a dream. It may have been the hand of the angel who had placed me back into my mother's arms.


As a child, I didn't ponder much about those incidents. That God cared for me was as natural as the warmth of sunrays on my face on a mild summer's day. That he saved my life evidenced his love and care, as did his provision for our daily needs, especially after my father relinquished his work as a designer goldsmith to reach out to love-starved youths in the crime-ridden townships of Johannesburg. For years, my parents trusted solely on God to provide for all our necessities, and he never forsook us.


On one occasion though, God's supplies arrived at the eleventh hour. One morning, our family of six sat hungrily around an empty breakfast table. No bread, no butter, no oats, no milk. Strangely, my father thanked God for the food we had not yet received. Then he rose and strode towards the entrance as though expecting a visitor. Suddenly, he halted as his eyes fell on an envelope that someone must have pushed in under the door. He opened the door, but no-one was in sight. I watched him pick up the envelope, rip it open and pull out a green ten rand note2.


Nothing revealed who the human donor might be, but we all knew that the gift ultimately came from God. No one else knew about our needs. Soon we feasted on the fresh bread and sweet jam from the grocer's shop around the corner.


* * * *


As I grew older, the depth of God's love for me – so clearly visible in his miraculous interventions in my life – filled me with the yearning to live my life for him and his purposes. But how and where?


My father's love and dedication to bringing light and hope to the lives of hundreds of township3 kids living under perilous conditions touched me deeply. Since the age of eight, I joined many of the Bible Band4 youth camps my father ran during school holidays. Together with a hundred or more youngsters of Coloured [a neutral South African term for people of mixed race] and Indian ethnicity, I roughed it in tents on some rugged ground, somewhere away from civilization wherever the South African apartheid regime gave us permission to camp. Some years, we crossed the border to Mozambique or Rhodesia [now Zimbabwe], driving long distances, squashed together like sardines in old trucks my father had welded and riveted together from old vehicles retrieved from scrap yards.


The camps provided neither privacy nor comfort. Instead, sheer adventure awaited us. We scaled Cathedral Peak, galloped down narrow mountain tracks on horse back, abseiled down vertical rock faces in the Magaliesberg mountains and plunged into crystal-clear rock pools. We defied the treacherous undercurrents of San Martinho's blue lagoon and dared Tongaat's ferocious waves that crashed over our heads, pushing us under water and spinning us round and round like rag dolls in a tumble dryer. For two weeks, the beauty, peace and tranquillity of God's creation chased away the nightmare of the everyday township reality of my fellow campers – a life defined by violence, alcohol, drug abuse and poverty. Trust and friendships grew like tender shoots, and hearts opened towards Jesus and his message of love. Each day, we discovered more of the nature of God in his word, and every day some of the underprivileged youths placed their broken lives into his hands, seeking forgiveness, healing and new life. The outward scars on their bodies remained, but love and hope replaced fear and desperation. In their midst, I found my deepest friendships and my spiritual home.


How I longed to follow in my father's footsteps and to carry God’s love and healing to others who suffered under a life of desperation and hopelessness.


And yet… what qualified me to be such a messenger of God? One look at myself threw cold water over the flame. I was shy and introverted, was not a public speaker and lacked leadership skills. How could I do anything meaningful for God?


But the fire within me kept smouldering. I desperately needed to know if this was just a teenage whim or if God was really calling me.


1974, the year of my high school matriculation, brought more urgency to my quest. Knowing God's purpose for my life was vital in the choice of my tertiary education. His plans, my abilities and my educational pursuit needed to converge.


I took an aptitude test and sought advice from people who knew me and whom I trusted. Among them was my maths teacher. I had no clue as to his personal beliefs, but he knew my capabilities and my limitations. Moreover, Mr. Daubert had been a source of encouragement to me, motivating me to give my best. Once, he had lifted me up after a poor test score by writing with bright red ink under my disastrous result, 'Next time will be better!' This spurred me on not to give up in despair, which was my natural tendency. I rose, tried again and succeeded.


One day after class, I approached him with shaking knees, not daring to look into his eyes. My hoarse voice quivered as I asked, 'Can I ask you something personal?'


He looked at me in surprise but smiled encouragingly.


'So…what's on your mind?'


'I have just taken an aptitude test at Wits University,' I responded. 'They told me that I am suited for a career in social work or psychology. Or I could become a maths teacher… Actually, I am also considering another option…' I wavered briefly, nervous about his response. Would he understand or ridicule me? 'I would love to go to a Bible College… I just don't know what the best choice is for me…How would you advise me?'


His hazel eyes pensively looked down at me as he hesitated for a moment. Then he said, 'Follow your heart!', grabbed his satchel and strode out of the classroom.


I felt as light as an eagle soaring in the clear skies. My heart directed me to Bible College. Surely, that would be the best place to find out what future God had in mind for me.





2 Ten South African Rand in 1960 equaled about 900 Rand or 50 € today.


3 During the apartheid era, townships were racially segregated urban housing estates for the non-white population with Blacks, Indians and Coloureds (the name given to people of mixed race) each living in separate townships.


4 My father and two local co-workers established the "Bible Band" to reach out to young people in the Coloured and Indian townships of Johannesburg through Bible classes in schools, youth camps, teenage clubs and Bible training courses.









A TIME OF MOULDING


If we accept God and our own immortality, we understand that our lives are not meant to be a joy ride but a time of preparation, a moment, in terms of eternity, of testing and endurance.


—A. J. Cronin


January 1975


I couldn't stop the tears of loss and pain as I reluctantly boarded the plane bound for Germany. My family and many friends had gathered in the departure hall of Jan Smuts International Airport5 to farewell me: Bible Banders, school friends and members of the One Way Club, the German youth group I had attended on Friday evenings. We clustered together in small groups, some standing, some sitting on the bare floor. One by one, my friends stepped over to say their good-byes and press a card or gift into my hands. As a cloud of sad silence descended upon us, a friend pulled out her guitar. Soon the harmonious blend of our voices filled the departure hall, drawing many curious eyes towards us. A loudspeaker announcing the boarding of my flight penetrated our singing. Everyone rose and a mix of brown and white hands united for a last song:


We are one in the Spirit, we are one in the Lord.


And we pray that our unity will one day be restored.


And they'll know we are Christians by our love.


We will walk with each other, we will walk hand in hand…


The final boarding call coerced me towards the departure gate. I glanced back into the weeping faces of those I loved. A sympathetic air hostess gently led me across the tarmac towards the plane. With each step, the pitiful wailing of my beloved four-year-old brother grew fainter. He had promised me multiple times before my departure, 'When you leave, I will not cry. Only my eyes will look very angry.' His intention to be strong was drowned by the agony of us being torn apart.


I was the last one to board. Soon the engines began to roar and within minutes the aircraft rolled down the runway with rising momentum to take off, leaving all I knew and loved behind. I stared out of the window to cast a last tearful glance at the city I called home. The yellow mine dumps faded away below me. Now I was alone among strangers, all moving towards the same destination but with different intent.


* * * *


Germany greeted me with freezing cold temperatures and a sky as grey as the habits worn by the deaconesses in whose motherhouse I was to spend the next thirty months. Their warm welcome brought a hint of colour into the sense of loss and lostness that pervaded my heart.


The Motherhouse Aidlingen, where I had enrolled for my theological training, rested peacefully on the foot of a hill in the Swabian Alps, surrounded by meadows, fields and forests. Strangely, it was here, submerged in tranquillity, that culture shock threw me into a deep inner turmoil. I missed home, my mother's listening ear, the home cooking, my little brother's constant chatter and my beloved sister, with whom I had shared my room and my life.


I missed the 'Jesus House', where the Bible Banders gathered on Sunday evenings to worship God and to listen to his word.


I longed for the rhythm of Africa, the South African sun, the clear blue skies, the smell of the veld and the rocky koppies6.


Tears streamed down my face when I received news from home. My heart ached unconsolably when I read letters from my dearest friend, Pasty, from Western township. Would we ever walk with each other hand-in-hand in the world of our dreams where there was love, peace and equality for all?


Amazingly, the deaconesses never stopped showering me with kindness, patience and love – even though I must have been rather prickly and withdrawn at times. Luckily, I had seven months as a trainee housekeeper in the motherhouse before my official studies began, enough time to overcome my turbulent feelings of frustration, anxiety and confusion. By September, although homesickness still followed me like a shadow, my inner peace had returned, and I was eager to face my future with expectant anticipation.


What bliss to spend two years exploring the historical, geographical and cultural context of the Bible and gaining deeper insights into biblical truths. God's plan to deliver humanity from the misery of sin, at such an unconceivable cost to himself, overwhelmed me once again. No human being could ever think up such a scheme, let alone foretell it with such meticulous detail, centuries before its implementation.


The deeper my understanding of God grew, the more unworthy and insignificant I felt. At the same time, the yearning to live my life for his purposes deepened.


'Please reveal to me in a tangible way if you really want me to serve you in a place of your choosing,' I prayed again. 'I want to be one-hundred percent sure.'


God answered me in a most unconventional way. Not wanting to exploit the generosity of the deaconesses, I had applied to the German government for need-based student funding to cover my Bible School fees. Some months later, the official statement from the state funding department arrived. They would grant me a non-refundable scholarship that covered not only my tuition fees but all living costs as well. There was, however, one proviso: that I should pursue a career where my training was mandatory. Accepting the funding, therefore, required me to become a full-time Christian worker, either locally or cross-culturally.


* * * *


January 1978


After graduation, I registered for the four-year BSc (Nursing) degree at the University of Cape Town. Studying was combined with practical work at the famous Groote Schuur Hospital, where Dr Christiaan Barnard had completed the world's first successful human heart transplant in 1967. The days were long and exhausting, and there was little time to enjoy the imposing mountainous backdrop of Devil's Peak. I dashed between the hospital, the Medical School and the Faculty of Nursing like a robot. The huge workload severely curtailed the time I desired to interact meaningfully with my patients on the ward. Some days, I felt disheartened. How could my patients, colleagues and fellow-students see God's reflection in me if my studies and nursing duties drained all my energy?


Engrossed in depressing self-reflections, I one day entered my bedroom in the Nurses' Residence to find a stout, middle aged Xhosa7 woman mopping my floor. She turned to face me with a smile that lit up her dark face and enquired, 'Nurse, is this your room?'


I smiled back as I nodded in affirmation.


She introduced herself as Gladys. Then – out of the blue – she asked, 'Nurse, can you teach me how to pray?'


I was flabbergasted. 'How do you know that I am a Christian?' I stuttered.


'Every time I enter your room, I feel such peace,' she responded. 'I want that peace… Can you teach me how to pray?'


God's voice filtered through Gladys' request. I heard him whisper, 'Don't you see? It's not about you or what you can or cannot do. It's all about my presence with you. So just stay close to me, and you will bear much fruit.'


Bubbling over with joy and utter amazement, I prayed with Gladys. Before we parted, she agreed to accompany me to my father's weekly Bible study8.


One Sunday, she visited my family home for afternoon tea and announced, 'I have brought you a gift. It's a song I've made up for you.'


She stood up and began to sing in her deep voice a melancholic tune that pulled at my heartstrings. The text repeated four words again and again, 'And Peter wept bitterly.'


The song was her testimony, arising from the depth her soul, to express her repentance and turning to God – a gift of eternal value.


A most unlikely friendship developed between us – Gladys, a poor, middle aged, black domestic worker and me, a young, white student nurse.


Even though our paths eventually separated, the bond between us remained until the day she died almost three decades later. It was her daughter who informed me one sad day in a handwritten letter that her mother had suffered a severe stroke. Unable to write to me herself, she had instructed her daughter to let me know that she had prayed for me and my family daily since Sydney and I had first left South Africa for Thailand in 1984.





5 Jan Smuts (1870-1950) was twice prime minister of South Africa, 1919-1924 and 1939-48. The airport is now named after O.R Tambo, an anti-apartheid politician.


6 South African term for a small, isolated hill


7 Xhosa people are a native South African ethnic group of about 8 million people, who reside mainly in the Eastern Cape region. Ex-President Nelson Mandela belonged to this ethnic group.


8 My parents had moved from Johannesburg to Cape Town while I was in Germany.









OVERSTEPPING THE POLITICAL COLOUR LINE


God does not play favourites, but […] whoever fears him and does what is right is acceptable to him, no matter what people he belongs to.


—Acts 10:34b-35 (CJB)


Boxing Day 1979


A group of eighty or more Bible Banders, myself included, pitched our round canvas tents under the shady trees at the foot of Brotherton mountain. The majestic Cathedral Range lined the distant horizon. Once again, we inhaled the unpolluted mountain air, swam in crystal-clear mountain streams and scaled mountain peaks to marvel at God's magnificent creation stretching out before us until it melted into the horizon.


When darkness fell, we watched the orange-blue flames of our huge campfire devour the branches and twigs we had gathered in the surrounding woods. In the gently illuminated darkness, our words and songs merged to testify to God's absolute goodness and unsurmountable greatness. Finally, when sleepiness overpowered us, we crept through the thick darkness into our respective tents, falling asleep instantly despite the hard, uneven and unpadded soil on which we rested.


Many evenings, however, a small group of us resisted sleep to linger around the smouldering, crackling fire until the dying embers could no longer provide us with warmth. Shrouded by the deepening darkness, our self-consciousness melted, giving us courage to disclose our deepest hopes and fears. As trust and acceptance grew, even the usually reserved men revealed their innermost thoughts and feelings.


Among our group of moon-lovers was Sydney, a young middleschool teacher. The more I listened to him, the more attracted I was to him. He was a talented musician, a lover of literature and deeply devoted to God. In addition, he was eloquent and an attentive listener.


My feelings towards him should have elated me. Instead, they sent my heart into turmoil. I knew that a romantic relationship between us wasn't viable. A friendship across the racially defined 'colour line' was illegal. According to the Population Registration Act, Sydney was classified Cape Coloured9, and I was a white European. In everyday life, we were not supposed to meet. And yet…should human laws that took away the dignity and equality God bestowed on all mankind alike, suffocate our love?


Two months later, in February 1979, we dared to give our love a chance. Dating was challenging. Meeting in public places was risky; we were on constant alert towards neighbours and strangers who might report us to the authorities. Being apprehended was likely to have devastating consequences, not just for us but also for our families – especially my parents, who could lose their permanent residency and be forced to leave South Africa and their vital ministry.


Despite the heavy cloud of uneasiness and fear of being caught, our love continued to flourish. We wrestled and asked ourselves again and again: Was there really a future for us? Would it be possible for us to serve God together in a place of his calling? Or was the race issue too big a problem? Were there places on this earth where we could live together without facing discrimination and where our children could grow up without feelings of inferiority and fear of rejection? Was there a way forward for us?


After almost two years of inner turmoil, I wrote in my diary, 'When God is for us, we can scale walls erected by people. When he is with us, others will see that God does not judge by skin colour but by the heart's intent; not by the exterior but by what is embedded inside.'


In June 1982, we officially sealed our love before a magistrate in Germany. To avoid being arrested at the airport on our return to South Africa, I retained my maiden surname. Carrying the surname 'Witbooi'10 would betray me, as no white person had that surname.


Even after our wedding, Sydney and I continued to live low-key lives, avoiding the curious eyes of suspicious strangers. There were, however, some hopeful signs that pointed towards a loosening of the apartheid grip on the country, especially in the Western Cape region. As long as no one would report us to the authorities for defying the Group Areas Act, we had hope of not being prosecuted.


We expected our stay in South Africa to only be temporary, knowing that God was leading us to serve him in another country and culture. I cried with joy when an international mission agency accepted us as new workers for Southeast Asia – and that at great risk to themselves. Accepting a racially mixed couple could be interpreted as breaking the law; Many of the organisation's Council members were concerned about possible implications. After much toing and froing, the National Director, Don Houliston, challenged the Council by asking, 'Whom should we obey more, God or man?' They relented, and God honoured their courage and protected them from all harm.


In February 1984, we boarded a one-way flight to Singapore to attend an eight-week orientation course before heading towards our designated country, the Kingdom of Thailand.





9 South African ethnic classification of persons of mixed race


10 As most of my friends and acquaintances know me by my husband's surname, I have used 'Witbooi' as my author's name.
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