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What Others are saying about this book:

Master Storytellers, Floyd and Christine Schneider, take us back to tumultuous times in Austria, central Europe. They tell stories about everything from raising two boys in a foreign country to leading cynical people to the Lord Jesus Christ – using the book of John! What is truly amazing is that these stories – as artfully as they are told – indicate how chaos and darkness are conquered, and what otherwise might be called “normalcy” is achieved . . .. Lessons are contextualized for central Europe, yes; but they are also generalized in such a way that the rest of us can use them. Three cheers for Floyd and Christine! 

Gerald D. Vreeland, Ph.D. Professor of Semitic Languages and Biblical Literature, Great Northern University, Spokane Washington. Formerly at Nairobi International School of Theology (ILU), Nairobi, Kenya.  
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Dozens of letter-based short stories help you imagine, feel, and co-solve (sometimes) the strange issues facing Floyd and Christine, as they attempt to interrelate with locals and co-workers, and communicate the greatest story ever told that results in new, maturing and multiplying communities of faith. Then, feast on their summarized insights that will make your cross-cultural journey a much wiser one.

Tom Steffen, D.Miss., Professor emeritus of intercultural Studies,

Cook School of Intercultural Studies, Biola University

Ministry anywhere is hard and lonely.  Life on the mission field must be even harder.  So, I’m so thankful for Christine and Floyd and their excellent book, We Never Saw It Coming. Fifteen years in Austria – wow!  Practical, useful and very well-written.  If you think about missions, think about this book!  Use it like God uses the Schneiders!

Scott Dawson

CEO/Founder of Scott Dawson Evangelistic Association

Having had the pleasure of working with the Schneiders at a later time in their life, I can heartily recommend their new book. I read it in 2 days. Not only a memoir of their life in the Lord's work in Austria but also a guide for what one will experience, both good and bad, on the "mission" field. Take, read and be challenged to serve the Lord.

John Rush, Director of Library Services, Emmaus Bible College

B.S., Social Studies Education/English, Bob Jones University

M.L.S., Rutgers University
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Floyd and Christine have done an excellent job of letting us in on the everyday life of a missionary family. Whether you are interested in praying, giving, or going to the mission field, this book is a Must Read. Based on letters written to close friends back in the USA, they share both the hardships and blessings. You feel the emotion of going to a place you know little about . You also get a glimpse of what it means to send your children back to the 'homeland' for college. You can feel their desire to be obedient, faithful, and joyful servants taking the Gospel message to a distant land.

Bob and Joyce Roundy 

Alumni of Washington Bible College

Veteran missionaries of 47 years to Venezuela with Orinoco River Mission, New Tribes Missions (now known as Ethos 360) and The Central Missionary Clearing House. 
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“This will be written for the generation to come,

that people yet to be created may praise the Lord.”

Psalm 102:18
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WHO ARE WE?
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Who are we? Bits of dust with the Spirit of God breathed into us. Sinners, through and through, incapable of pleasing God, yet saved by His boundless grace. Disciples, weak and filled with insecurities, yet desiring to do something – anything – that would express our love for our Savior Jesus Christ. How is it possible for us to be a part of something so grand and miraculous? We never saw it coming!

Yet no one ever sees the future coming. We simply start from where we are, and we go, following the path we have chosen, and hoping the path leads somewhere we want to go. In Ecclesiastes 3:11, we read, “. . . Man will not find out the work which God has done, even from the beginning to the end.” We just want to be a tiny part of it.

Floyd was born in dusty western Texas – through no fault of his own, he says – and spent most of his childhood moving from place to place in Colorado, as his father looked for work as a small-town cop. His mother, a waitress, sent him off to Sunday School in whatever town they were currently living, saying, “When you don’t live at home anymore, you don’t have to go to church anymore.” She was rewarded when, at twelve years of age, he ran home from Sunday School to tell her he’d given his life to the Lord Jesus. [Note: Never underestimate the value of giving up part of your free time to teach a Sunday School class!]

School was not fun. No one liked the cop’s kid. During his time in high school, his parents divorced, and his mother remarried a man who had a good job. Floyd graduated from high school on Friday evening and enlisted in the U.S. Army on Monday morning because he “wanted his freedom.” He spent his time in Vietnam with the 101st Airborne Division. 

After being wounded, he returned home to heal. One evening, Floyd was watching a sunset behind the Rocky Mountains. His mother wandered out and asked him what he was thinking. 

Without too much thought, he answered, “I’d like to be like Billy Graham.” 

“Okay,” she said. “I’ll pray about it.”  

He finished up his army career in Fort Bragg, North Carolina, where there was a Christian Servicemen’s Center. The director talked Floyd into one year of Bible college before entering university to become a nuclear physicist. And Floyd didn’t let too many people talk him into anything!

Every year, the Bible college sponsored a conference in which they invited three or four missionaries to share the ministry in which they were involved. Floyd was intrigued by one of the speakers, and before the week was over, he had been talked into signing up for a summer in Germany. 

For ten weeks, the team of young people demolished the inside of an old castle, beginning classroom renovations for the German Bible Institute. One free weekend, Floyd wandered around nearby Regensburg alone until he went into a bar for a cola. He decided to use his primitive German to tell some of the men about Jesus and His death on the cross for their sin. From an evangelism standpoint, it was not a very successful encounter. But Floyd walked out of that bar, convinced that there could be no better life than to tell German-speakers about the Lord Jesus.

He returned to Bible college, and physics went out the window. Didn’t see that coming!

––––––––
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My life began on a farm in upstate New York. I loved church, which we attended at Christmas and Easter, and I preached to my dolls and built a prayer shrine in the woods. When I was nine, my parents moved us to Colorado, and my father left us soon after. I was saved around Eastertime the next year, at a little church about eight blocks from our home. God became my father.

School was not fun. I was the little girl who smelled bad and wore the old-fashioned clothes. My lunch was a peanut butter sandwich. Every summer, a childless couple in our church made it possible for my sisters and me to attend a Bible camp. The summer I turned thirteen, I heard my first missionary, a man who served in New Guinea. He thrilled the children with his stories of how he was taking the Gospel to people in the jungle. That week I could hardly wait to tell the missionary that this was what I wanted to do with my life: bring the Gospel of Jesus Christ to people who had never heard it before. [Note: Never underestimate the value of giving up part of your summer vacation to work at a Christian camp!]

Through various circumstances, I decided I wanted to go to either Iran or Europe. For me the path seemed to lead to Bible college, so I enrolled after high school, and that’s where I met Floyd. I didn’t like him much, and everyone warned me to “stay away from the soldier.”

Floyd worked in the school’s print shop, operating an ancient printing press and turning out the monthly news bulletin for the college. I did some of the artwork for the school, and gradually, we became friends. In 1972, I was actually able to spend ten weeks during the summer in Iran as a nanny to an American family, living in Teheran. Floyd and I missed each other that summer, and so, after three years of friendship, we were married a week after his graduation. No one saw that coming!

Bible college had given us both the opportunity to meet many people who were giving the Gospel to people in many different countries. We also had taken classes that were presumably planned to help us bridge cultural hurdles and learn how to give the gospel. Some of what we learned was very good; some was not that helpful. We needed to learn more; seminary made sense. A friend of Floyd’s talked him into Western Seminary in Portland, Oregon.

We drove to Portland, and the seminary found us an apartment to rent. We asked the students downstairs if they knew of a good church. We wanted to find a church where we could serve, but where they would also understand that we eventually wanted to be missionaries. The neighbors suggested Eastgate Bible Chapel. Our first Sunday, one of the elders invited us to lunch, and we stayed.

It was there that we met Dave and Sue Walt. Dave and Sue’s home was a hospitable home, and Floyd and I – newly-wed (and hungry!) seminary students – were often guests in their home. I would study her menu, how she set the table, and how she managed to get all of the delicious food on the table – hot – at the same time. It was a great cooking class!

It was probably four years – and two babies – later when I told Sue, “I want to be like you when I grow up.” I was 24; she was probably around 45. 

She laughed and told me, “I’m just an ordinary person. You don’t know what I’m like.” 

Sue took my wish to be like her, however, very seriously. She became my discipler, my mentor, although not in the official way that all the books tell you to do it. She was a friend, the age of my mother, who loved me and encouraged me. She never told me what to do but was always ready with suggestions when I needed them.

Dave and the other elders in the church made sure that any time a missionary was in the area, we got to have coffee or lunch or dessert with them and pick their brains. We learned so much about the mission field, about the sending church, and about the life of the missionary from those encounters with astoundingly ordinary, extraordinary people.

These missionaries told us that if we wanted to go to Europe and give the Gospel to people who had never heard it – and there were many! – we needed to forget the word “missionary.” We had never heard that before! Europeans, they told us, do not think that they need missionaries. The missionaries Europeans know go to African or South American tribes and destroy their beautiful cultures. They do this by changing their traditions and artwork and music and lifestyle. Europeans don’t want that. So, if we were going to effectively present the Gospel to people in Europe, we needed to find a way to get around their prejudice against “missionaries.” We erased the word from our vocabulary and hoped to find a better answer to “Why are you here?”

When we were young, longing to serve God, did we see these missionaries and elders and mentors in our future? How perfectly those dear friends prepared us to go to Europe! We didn’t see it coming, but our loving Savior was on the path before us, leading and directing. We just needed to follow and maybe we could be a small part of the work God would do.

This book came about because my dear friend, Sue, wrote me, on average, a letter a month, our entire fifteen years in Austria! That’s around 300 letters! Back in those days, we bought stationery, wrote with a ballpoint pen, addressed an envelope, stamped it and mailed it! She never missed any of our birthdays, anniversaries or holidays. 

I also wrote to her – not nearly as often – and she kept all the letters we sent her and her husband, Dave. In 1998, about ten years before she passed away, she sent me all the letters, and she wrote: 

My dear Christine,

These letters have been a treasure, and a source of much encouragement. I relinquish them with reluctance, and yet hopefully, that they might be used in a book to hearten aspiring young missionaries. You and Floyd have a history of faith in God, the ability to be decisive, and wonderful writing skills that would be most helpful to young people. Don’t dismiss the possibility of a “living history” or biography coming about. I’d love to see it happen in my lifetime.

Take care of “my letters” and see how God uses them again in days ahead.

With love, my friend,

Sue

I think the time is right. I have reviewed some of the letters, and it is with gratefulness to Sue and hesitancy and awe that I begin this journey. Hesitancy: because I don’t want anyone to think that we are climbing up onto a pedestal. We were an ordinary young family, wanting to do something extraordinary for God. Awe: because God did so many extraordinary things while we were in Austria, and He allowed us to be a part of that. So, if you care to join me, I will take you to the Austria we remember, and we will go with the insight that 30 years has added to the memories.
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1. FLY TO EUROPE
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The Best Laid Plans . . .

Spring 1979

Dear Friends, 

It hardly seems possible that six years have gone by since we drove into Portland on a summer evening and found motels full because of a teacher’s convention.

Having ministered in and around the Portland area, especially at Eastgate Bible Chapel, for the past six years, the Lord is now moving us out to the mission field. We were commended to full-time Christian service in September 1977 with the understanding that we felt God wanted us overseas in the future. The future has arrived. We are preparing to take the gospel of our Lord Jesus to the people in Austria.

Before leaving, we are excited to announce that Erich, our five-year-old, prayed to receive the Lord as his Savior in January! Please pray for him that it was real and for us as we seek to grow him in the Lord (Ephesians 6:4).

As God allows, on October 1st, we will be leaving the Northwest and flying to Colorado, Texas, and New York to visit many of our relatives. From New York we will land in Munich, West Germany and study the German language for approximately one year in the little town of Prien. Our ultimate goal is to live in or near Innsbruck. We long to become trustworthy friends to the Austrians, thus enabling us to share the plan of salvation through Jesus Christ.

Probably one of the best ways of reaching European people is to have a reason for being there that seems legitimate to them. I plan to take a few classes at the University of Innsbruck in order to make direct contact with young adults and the professors. We will be as involved in the small local Christian church there as possible and learn from them how to establish new and strengthen existing churches. Please pray for their understanding and patience with us enthusiastic foreigners!

We desire to reach Austrians through their own culture. This means doing things the Austrian way and not trying to Americanize them. The apostle Paul said he wanted to become all things to all people in order that he might win some to Christ (1 Corinthians 9:22).

In preparation for our move, I have been praying about turning over all of our ministries to others in the church. This is being done under the prayerful guidance of our elders. Also, I am taking German grammar and conversation at Portland State. We have our passports and will receive our residence visas in Germany and Austria.

This summer we have scheduled some trips to other churches in the Northwest to show our slides and to share our burden for Austrians. I will also be preaching some at Eastgate and supervising an adult Sunday School class on 1 & 2 Thessalonians. In September, the area-wide missionary study class has asked us to present our vision for the mission field and our up-coming plans, as well as answer any questions about our venture that still remain unanswered.

We are very excited about going, and we long for your prayer support as we take care of all the practical details. We must put our house up for sale, pack, sell, or give away all of our belongings, and try to purchase those elusive plane tickets.

Above all, our new life in Austria must be a family endeavor. Please pray that our preparation and our first year overseas in language school will result in our family growing very close together and close to God.

Thank you for caring about us,

Floyd and Christine, Erich and Michael Schneider

––––––––
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November 1979 – Amsterdam

I hadn’t expected jetlag to make the floor wobble. I felt as if my feet weren’t mine. As we staggered off the airplane, everything was too loud, too bright, and too much trouble. Airline travel was easy in those days – only we didn’t know it then. All we felt was jetlag.

Besides which: they were speaking a foreign language – and not German, the language we intended to learn. Floyd and I stumbled from the jetway, hauling too many carry-on bags. We were also hauling our two young sons. Erich was five-and-a-half; Michael, two-and-a-half. We had named them to fit in with both cultures – Austrian and American. Erich Sauer was a European theologian, although we actually saw the name as we had watched an Austrian skier in the Olympics a few years earlier. Michael’s name was pronounced Mee-kai-el in German, but with so many Michaels in his class, he would be called Mike.

The boys were exhausted. It was early morning in Amsterdam; that meant midnight in our heads, East Coast time. Floyd found us a place to sit in the airport and then he fetched our luggage. Back in those days, each passenger was allowed two bags, maximum weight 70 pounds each, and two carry-ons. With that much space we were able to bring all we needed for a year of language school. 

Oh. Did I forget to tell you that language school was first on our agenda? We had done so much planning for our life in Austria, that I didn’t want to bore you with all the details – at least not all at once. It took us six years in Portland to make all the plans. Briefly, the final plan looked something like this:

––––––––
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Fly to Europe

Drive to southern Germany for language school.

Learn German ☺

Move to Austria

Evangelize and learn from missionary experts

Plant churches

––––––––
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Floyd had folders and folders full of letters and papers, which we hoped would make all of this possible. We were in Europe. Check. Step 2: Drive to Germany.

Well, it wasn’t quite that easy. Floyd piled the luggage around our seating area and then went to pick up the car we had already purchased with some of the money from the sale of our house. My, that sounds easy. I have no idea what Floyd had to do or where he went. I had two sleepy boys, they had to be entertained, we were hungry and thirsty, and I couldn’t leave our luggage while Floyd was gone. He was gone a long time. A lonnnng time. (And we had no cell phones back then. I’ll have to keep reminding you of this because we went to Austria right at the edge of the technology era, but we weren’t there yet.)

Well, we were in Europe, where everything moves more slowly. Not necessarily a bad thing, but frustrating to jetlagged travelers. I suppose patience was our first lesson (besides being nice to each other when we were extremely overtired). I can’t even remember why, but the car was not ready, or it was the wrong car, or some of the papers hadn’t been properly prepared, or all of the above. Floyd returned to us without the car. He spent the whole day trying to get us a car.

We ate at the airport, and we spent the day at the airport, and we slept that night in the airport.

––––––––
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A Soft Bed

I am Dutch. I should have been happy to see the Netherlands. I was, in a way, but life was more serious, and there was no money or time for sightseeing. We woke up in the airport still, and Floyd spent that whole day working on securing our car. He went back and forth from us to the auto showrooms, where you could buy a car tax-free, if you took it to another country (which we were going to do). Finally, everything was arranged. We could leave the next day.

The next day? Discouraged, Floyd flung caution to the winds, piled all our stuff into a taxi, and asked to be taken to a bed-and-breakfast. 

Amsterdam is a wonderfully quaint city with narrow streets and canals running through the middle of every block like alleys in the town in which I grew up. We were dropped off at a picturesque building at the edge of a canal. Mind you, we had 16 pieces of luggage. Maybe we had two taxis; I can’t remember. I do remember talking about our finances. Floyd and I came from poor homes, and we had never aspired to be rich. Yet missionary living would test that in us. Putting the bed-and-breakfast on a credit card was painful.

Our room was on the second floor, and the stairs were so narrow and steep that it was like going up a ladder. How did we get our two-year-old up the ladder? I don’t know. We left most of our luggage at the front desk. All I remember is that we slept in a soft bed. After two days of no sleep, we slept long and hard and woke up at all sorts of strange hours and didn’t wake up when we wanted to. That’s jetlag.

We did feel better the next morning after a beautiful and bountiful breakfast in a cheerful Dutch breakfast room. Boiled eggs, fresh crusty bread, sweet butter, fragrant cheeses, colorful jams, and plenty of good tea for us and cocoa for the boys: European breakfasts became one of the cultural aspects we loved the most. 

With hopes high and bodies strengthened, we manhandled all our luggage back into the taxi/s and returned to the airport to pick up our car. 

It wasn’t ready.

We had done a lot of planning, yet there was so much to learn. Back then, before left-luggage was considered a danger, there were lockers at the airport where a person could store his belongings and go sightseeing, while waiting for a flight. We had so much luggage, that the man who tended the lockers said we could just leave everything behind the desk and come back tomorrow to get it. Then Floyd found a hotel that had a shuttle to and from the airport. 

Another swipe of the credit card, and the boys and I spent the day in peace and comfort. Floyd didn’t. He spent the day ironing out all the details for our car. How thankful I am for him! He worked so hard and took such good care of us. Finally, early the following morning, we were able to pack our luggage into our tiny hatchback Fiat. It was so small that we felt as if we were in the cockpit of an airplane, but it was all ours!

I don’t intend to take you hour by hour through all fifteen years of life in Europe! First impressions, however, are indelible. Those first three days in Amsterdam were the realization of our dream. As nightmarish as they seemed, we were where we believed God wanted us to be, and that was an exhilarating feeling. It probably gave us strength. Some of our philosophies of ministry would be tested sorely. The first was to view the other culture with: “It’s not stupid; it’s just different.” We had drilled that into ourselves, and Floyd still drills that into all his missions’ students. It’s not stupid; it’s just different. Every culture has reasons for doing what they do, and we need to discover why. We were beginning learners.

––––––––
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Sometimes We Need Help; Sometimes We Don’t

One of the difficulties of writing a memoir while many of the people you know are still alive is that not all the stories are pretty. If I include stories of difficult relationships, people could be further hurt or angered that I would bring things up again. If, however, I leave out the accounts of how we handled sticky relationships, you, the Reader, might get the impression that we got along with everyone just fine and never had any difficulties. I have tried to be gentle with disagreements we had with various people. We are humans, and we think we are right. The people we disagreed with are also humans, and they also think they are right. The disagreements were not usually gentle; they were harsh, heartbreaking, and sometimes downright ugly. But my letters did not usually drag Sue into the melee with us. The fact that the accounts were usually written within weeks of events, however, tells us that they really happened. We can all learn from successes and failures, from good times and bad. Sometimes we learn more from the bad.

We drove south through the Netherlands and into Germany. We actually crossed that border in a torrential rainstorm. Our tiny Fiat was packed to the gills with all that you can fit into eight large suitcases and eight carry-ons. The boys didn’t have car seats back then, but everything we had was tumbled around them like packing peanuts. Three of our suitcases were on the roof, standing up, doubling the height of our tiny car. We were afraid that we would have to unpack everything at the border, but it was such a miserable evening, and I suspect that we didn’t look very dangerous to the border guards.

Two American families who were missionaries in Germany had offered us places to stay on our trip to southern Germany. My account of our time with them, as written in our first prayer letter to friends back home reads: 

We stayed with two missionary families who helped us immensely with advice on things like shopping for food and furniture. Also, God gave us a ministry of encouragement to them as they provided hospitality for us.

All true, but definitely not the whole story. 

I forgot to mention that I had caught a cold before we flew to Amsterdam. If you have ever flown with a cold, you know it does painful things to your sinuses and/or ears. Well, four days after we landed in Europe, both my ears were still plugged, and everyone who spoke to me sounded as if they were down a tunnel. I also forgot to mention that Floyd had sprained his ankle in Gettysburg, PA, just a few days before we got on the plane. Now that I think of it, it must have been hard on him with all that running around at the airport and taking care of us. He’s a wonderful man!

The first couple we stayed with took us in and mothered us with such loving care. I was put to bed with hot tea, and our boys played with their slightly older children. I slept a lot, and I really only remember being coddled. Floyd remembers their happiness that we were in Europe, and they even begged us to come back after language school and help them in their work. Nope; we were going to Austria.

The second couple needed our encouragement. They were struggling with inadequate finances, and their ministry was not going well. They kept telling us that they were only telling us their difficult stories so we would be prepared for all the negative things that always happen to missionaries. They didn’t like the German people, nor did they have much positive to say about the ethnic group they were working with. The problem for us was that we did not need to hear about how awful life was for them in Germany – and by extension, in Austria. We were still jet-lagged and reeling with new sights and language and food and money system. 

We went to bed that night, rudely awakened to the fact that some people wouldn’t help us love the people we came to minister to. If we listened to their advice, we would dislike the Austrians before we ever set foot in the country. Our attitude would make or break our endeavors.

As we left this last family and drove toward our language school, we were saddened by their unhappiness, but we also had plenty of new thoughts about our upcoming ministry. We determined to spend our time with the nationals. We wanted to learn their language well enough that the Austrians would not be ashamed to call us friends. And if we ever got the chance to mentor a new missionary, we would not burden them with our sad stories. We realized that our spirits had not been too dampened. The sun was shining, and the gray and white Alps rose up to the south. We would – finally – be taking the first step toward telling Austrians about Jesus Christ: Learning German.

We just prayed that the language school would have our apartment ready three weeks early.

––––––––
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Preach the Gospel

In First Corinthians 15:1-6 the apostle Paul wrote to the people in the little church in Corinth:

Now I make known to you, brothers and sisters, 

the gospel 

which I preached to you,

which also you received, 

in which also you stand, 

by which also you are saved, 

if you hold fast the word which I preached to you, 

unless you believed in vain.

For I delivered to you as of first importance what I also received:

That Christ died for our sins

According to the Scriptures,

And that He was buried,

And that He was raised on the third day

According to the Scriptures,

And that He appeared to Cephas [Peter],

Then to the twelve.

After that He appeared to more     than 500 at one time.  

This is the Gospel in a nutshell: It must be communicated, using words. It must be received, either through the ears or through the eyes, believed, and held firmly for it to be effective in the lives of the hearers. It must include the necessity of Christ to die for our sins to rescue us from the wrath of God. It must include Christ’s physical death, burial, and resurrection, with proof of all three. Most importantly, mentioned twice, it must come from the Scriptures. 

The word “Gospel” comes from an Old English word, “Godspell.” The Greek word, however, sounds vaguely like our word “evangelism,” and means “good news.” Over the centuries, there have been many methods of giving out the Gospel, but the Gospel has never changed. The apostle Paul wrote the whole book of Galatians to warn against changing the Gospel or adding anything to it. 

Let’s look at the Gospel a little more closely, and also consider a few things it is not.

First, although the Gospel is Good News, it does not start out that way. The bad news is that we are separated from God, our Creator, by our own sin, and there is nothing we can do about it. The theological word for this is Total Depravity. It means that “the heart is deceitful above all things and desperately wicked” (Jeremiah 17:9). This is not a popular message, nor is it even believed by most people in the world.

Eleven years after we had graduated from Bible college, we went back to visit one of Floyd’s favorite Bible professors. He invited us to sit in his class on Romans. It was halfway through the semester, and he was still in chapter 1. Later Floyd asked him why he had not made more progress in seven weeks. “It takes that long to convince them that mankind is truly depraved and cannot save himself. Even our churches preach that people are basically good.” 

People only compound the situation by trying to fix this their own way. They try to do good works, pay money, and dig deeper into their religion to appease God or at least to calm their own conscience. 

For those called to go forth and bring the Gospel to the unsaved, this part of the message is very important because they need to know from what they need to be saved. Bringing medicine or clean water to a country, while it may catch the attention of the people, does not in itself answer the sin problem. No matter what method we may choose to win people to faith in Jesus Christ, it must never become more important than the simple Gospel.

The second part of the message begins to sound better. “God so loved the world . . ..” (John 3:16). Most everyone wants to be loved and accepted just as they are by someone more important than they are. Not only does God love human beings, but He has been working to win them back to Himself since Adam and Eve hid in the Garden of Eden.

For the person bringing this Good News to unbelievers, this love can flow from God through the believer in many ways. Medical work, teaching literacy, digging wells for clean water, and many other services can demonstrate God’s love to people. It also can be as simple as bringing a new neighbor a jar of homemade jam or mowing the lawn. We just need to avoid getting so tied up in the service we are performing that we forget to give them the Gospel with words. They need the message, and messages require either spoken or written words.

God’s solution to the sin problem is the third point of the Gospel, and it is shattering in its implications. “God so loved the world, that He gave His only begotten Son . . ..” (John 3:16). More specifically, God gave His Son as a fitting sacrifice for the sins of everyone in the whole world, substituting the death of His Son for our death (1 John 2:2). In fact, the apostle Paul writes that “while we were still helpless, at the right time Christ died for the ungodly” (Romans 5:6). Even more astounding is this: that God “. . . made Him who knew no sin to be sin on our behalf, so that we might become the righteousness of God in Him” (2 Corinthians 5:21. 

That is really Good News! Not only are we loved and Jesus died for our sins, but God even made it possible for us to be justified – to be made righteous – before God. Sin no longer has to separate us from God.

Here, of course, is the catch. In John 1:12, we read that a person must become a child of God. Although we are all creations of God, He is not our Father unless we want Him to be. And if we want Him to be, then we must love and receive His Son as our Savior and the only Solution to our sin problem. This is a decision, and not a decision made lightly. We are not offering a quick fix to sin; we are offering an alternate life – one free from the burden and guilt of sin, but one also requiring obedience and love toward that God who has offered eternal life. 

When we are presenting the Gospel to people, it’s really important that they are not coaxed into making a decision they don’t understand. In Russia, we attended a large Bible study, where the Russians were coming to learn English by reading a simple English translation of the Bible. At the end of the Bible study, everyone was given a short questionnaire to fill out. One of the questions was, “Would you like to accept Jesus as your Savior?” We could understand some Russian, and we overheard a teenage girl ask her father what she should write. “Say ‘yes,’” he told her, “Otherwise, we won’t be able to keep coming to these English classes.” 

By now, if you have read this whole book up to this point, you know that we believe the best way to present the Gospel is through the gospels – Matthew, Mark, Luke, or John. We read in Hebrews 4:12, that “the Word of God is living and active and sharper than any two-edged sword, and . . . able to judge the thoughts and intentions of the heart.” As Floyd often says: It does not say that the word of Floyd or even Billy Graham is living and active and sharper than a two-edged sword. The Holy Spirit speaks through God’s word, and He can speak to the heart in a way no human can.

It is important that we, as evangelists, know where the Gospel comes from. It comes from God’s word, and God’s word is the only written word on the face of the earth that is inspired by God (22 Timothy 3:16), is living and powerful (Hebrews 4:12), and that has the ability to change lives (Colossians 3:16). 

There is also a reason for four “different” gospels. Matthew, written by a Jewish ex-tax collector and one of Jesus’ disciples, is full of fulfilled prophecies from the Jewish Old Testament. They demonstrate that Jesus and His message, life, death, and resurrection were already predicted hundreds of years before He lived. This is a great book to read with Jewish or Muslim friends who revere the Old Testament.

The book of Mark was written by a Jewish man to the Romans, who were, of course Gentiles. The Romans were not so interested in who a man was, but in what he could do. The book is short and fast-paced. It’s actually a good book for Americans, who don’t have much time and want to hurry to the ending. If you read Mark with your unsaved friends, however, don’t get in a hurry. Every story is rich with information they will need to make an informed decision for or against Christ.

Luke was a Greek doctor, and his gospel is full of stories with a medical slant. Greeks were also interested in who a person was, and Luke gives a very complete picture of where Jesus came from and why.

Finally, John reaches out to the thoughtful intellectual. It begins with simple words to describe deep theological truths. We found this book to be life-changing with university students and Europeans who were very religious. You can find a lot more information on how to lead an evangelistic Bible study in Floyd’s book, Evangelism for the Fainthearted.​[1]

There is, of course, no way to know if a person really has made a decision to follow Christ. There is only evidence. While we were in Austria, we would see people decide to get married, to love a difficult spouse, to forgive a child, to stop cheating on exams, and we would understand that they were saying yes to God. Would they continue to say yes? That came from further leading them to study God’s word and to help them to discover how a child of God lives. As we look back now, and see their children and grandchildren making decisions to follow Jesus, we have to say, “Yes, they made that decision way back then.” The only real proof any of us has is that we persevere in the faith until we draw our last breath.

In the meanwhile, we, who want to bring the Gospel to our little part of the unsaved world, would do well to listen to some of Paul’s last words to his young disciple, Timothy:

I solemnly charge you in the presence of God and of Christ Jesus, who is to judge the living and the dead, and by His appearing and His kingdom:

Preach the word; be ready in season and out of season; reprove, rebuke, exhort, with great patience and instruction. For the time will come when they will not endure sound doctrine; but wanting to have their ears tickled, they will accumulate for themselves teachers in accordance to their own desires, and will turn away their ears from the truth and will turn aside to myths

But you, be sober in all things, endure hardship, do the work of an evangelist, fulfill your ministry (2 Timothy 4:1-6).
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2. DRIVE TO GERMANY FOR LANGUAGE SCHOOL
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Winter 1980 – Germany, We are Here!

Prien am Chiemsee (pronounced “Preen ahm Keem’-say”) literally means Prien beside Chiem Lake. If you have ever seen calendar pictures of quaint Bavarian villages, Prien was one of them. The months of November to February are usually Europe’s dreariest time of the year. (Remember that if you ever plan a vacation there!) We were, however, in love with the place. The carved balconies, the narrow, winding streets, the steepled churches, and so many of the people actually dressed for everyday in the local, colorful costumes.

Our living accommodations were ready, but less enchanting – way less enchanting – than we had planned. We were given two rooms on the second floor of a mid-century, student dormitory. We had to share the area with other international students – girls – who were very noisy with their boyfriends. If you know what I mean.  ☹

We made one room a children’s room – in which we also ate our meals. For Michael’s bed, we found a great big box and added a three-foot long cushion we found in the basement. The other room was for studying and “living.” We bought a small television and watched children’s programs every evening. (More about TV later!)

Usually, I cooked in the large kitchen, in which all the students cooked. I learned quickly that the Germans and Austrians ate their large meal at noon and a smaller, snack-like meal for supper. By adapting to that schedule, I usually had the kitchen to myself. (More about cooking later.)

The housekeeper, Frau Holeb, was a matronly lady with white hair and dressed in a blue house-dress. She was delighted to have children in her dormitory and did her best to give us some privacy. Eventually, she found us a hot plate and a small refrigerator so we could cook our meals upstairs. Washing up was difficult in the bathroom sink, but I never had a pile of dirty dishes because there was no place to put them. Life was awkward, yet simple.

Floyd was already aggressively working on his German. The day Frau Holeb asked me why we wanted to learn German changed my outlook on the mission field. I knew I could not tell her that she needed a missionary: Church buildings occupied the center of every village and town. I mumbled that we just wanted to live there for a while and then I dashed back to Floyd to ask him what we should tell people.

––––––––
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Where He Leads Me I Will Follow; 

What He Feeds Me I Will Swallow!

––––––––
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I first heard this line from Al Cole, a missionary to New Guinea, when I was in eighth grade. His diet included lizards, bugs, and odd roots. Stories of his life in New Guinea inspired me that the only life worth living was the missionary life. 

Anyway, Floyd and I knew that German food was highly edible, so we were not worried about having to eat strange things. What surprised us were the markets.

Prien’s grocery store was quite small, and although I walked down every aisle, I saw so little that looked familiar. When I got to the checkout counter, I did not have enough in my cart for supper. I had to go back to the front door and start again. 

The second time through, I discovered that shopping was going to be easier than in the States. There were few choices. Spaghetti sauce? There was one kind. Cereal? There were five choices. Canned peas? There they are: take ‘em or leave ‘em. Milk? One kind in a one-liter (quart) box. The only choices were at the deli counter: many kinds of cheese, cold cuts, and fresh meat. But I didn’t know any words for any of them. And how do you say “slice” or “a quarter of a kilo”? 

And then the breads! I smiled and pointed and said “Danke.”

Eventually we discovered a larger store in a larger town. Even then, the choices were limited. I would stand at the deli counter and listen to what others said. Then I would try it: “Ten decagrams of sliced ham, please.” That’s about four slices. 

I forgot to mention that the refrigerators were small – what American students would put in a dorm room. Only, everyone’s is small. Milk, however, did not have a long shelf life, and most wives and mothers shopped every day. Except for the hours between noon and two pm. And Wednesday afternoons. And every evening of the week. And Saturday afternoon and all day Sunday. And religious and political holidays. We had to plan very carefully, or we would run out of food sometime on the weekend. No convenience stores anywhere.

––––––––
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Austria At Last!

Language School was very expensive. It was also hard work. I studied the first two months, while Floyd stayed home and took care of the boys. Erich was going – reluctantly – to kindergarten. There was only one in town – at the Catholic Church. I’ll write more about the boys’ schooling later. I realize now that I was “in over my head” with the culture and several hours of homework and classes all day, five days a week. I am grateful that Floyd was such an attentive father. He learned how to change diapers (deciding that disposables were more time-saving than cloth), prepare meals in our less-than-ideal cooking situation, and do the shopping. He also threw himself into learning as much German as he could. Anyone who met Floyd found him eager to practice any new phrase he had discovered that day.

Another American missionary couple with two children was also attending language school with me. Although it was tempting to spend time with them, we did not believe – as they did – that God had put us together in language school to be a missionary team forever. We really made it a priority to spend time with any willing German-speakers. 

Our first trip into Austria is still vivid in our memory. We decided one Sunday to drive an hour to Salzburg to attend a small Baptist church. We drove east on the Autobahn, and it was a lovely day. The Austrian Alps rose, gleaming white to the south. It was our first outing, and we were enchanted by the small villages in the distance, each one surrounding a church. The fields were covered in deep snow.

Floyd and I had been convinced that we would be missionaries in Austria even before we got married. The first thing we did on our honeymoon (I’m not making this up!) was to drive to a movie theater and watch “The Sound of Music,” a musical filmed in Salzburg. Now – finally – six years later – we would see Salzburg with our own eyes. We were even more excited that we would finally meet some Austrians. We stopped at a gas station, and Floyd got out and whooped with joy – a very American thing to do. 

The believers at the little church welcomed us warmly, but we struggled to understand their accent – so different from the proper High German in our language class. One little old lady asked me several times if Michael was a “Madl or Puub.” What she wanted to know was if Michael was a girl or boy (although it seemed pretty obvious to me!) But the words she used were not words I knew. “Madl” sounded similar to the word I knew for girl (Mädchen), but the other word was not even close to the word for boy (Junge). In fact, it sounded like “poop.” I wrote down the word phonetically and when I was alone, looked it up in the dictionary. Sure enough, “poop” meant “poop.” It was not until much later that I learned that the word was “Bub” (pronounced “Boop,” if you can believe it!) And that’s the Austrian word for boy.

Which brings me to another topic altogether: German words that sound like American swear words. “Ausfahrt” means “exit,” and there were lots of them on the Autobahn. “Dammit” means “with it.” I had to get over it. It was just my own personal embarrassment.

––––––––
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Slow Down and Smell the Flowers

When we moved to Europe, we discovered that life was slower than in the States. The weekly schedule seemed to be tailored to encourage family relationships. The shops were closed between noon and two so that workers and school children could go home and have a hot lunch, which the mothers shopped for and prepared all morning long. Saturday afternoons were set aside, it seemed, for family outings – especially since the children had school on Saturday morning. Sunday was the day of worship, and I suspect there was a religious reason why no stores were opened on those days. When we got to Austria, they did not have Wednesday afternoons free, so I never did learn why they did that in Germany.

All of this made shopping difficult, as we often ran out of milk when the shops were closed. Religious holidays also closed the shops and so when Christmas fell on Monday, the stores could be closed for 4 days. Thankfully, the weather was cold, and we could put some things on the balcony. Why would we do that? Because the refrigerators were so small.

Governmental red tape was also long, which was why it took so long to get our car. When we were waiting for our first crate to come to Prien with some of our belongings, the paperwork was unintelligible to Floyd. In a letter to my mother, I described what was happening.

First, “Your crate has been in for two weeks and you owe dock fees.”

Then, “I’m sorry, your crate wasn’t on that ship after all.” 

Then, “The ship will be in Monday; you’ll have your stuff next week.”

And then, “The ship is in and your crate is on it.”

Then, “The ship won’t be in until Saturday.”

Doesn’t anyone out there know???? We’re still smiling.

––––––––
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Floyd made several trips to the shipping company and to the customs office, but the shipping company was clueless, and the customs office wanted money. Finally, in desperation, Floyd walked into the tiny police station in Prien and asked if anyone spoke English. A very nice German policeman, who was delighted to practice his English, made one phone call, and the crate arrived the next day.

That was not the end of the crate problems, however. The dormitory did not want the crate taking up a parking space and demanded that we move it immediately. Floyd and I cannot, to this day, remember how we did it, but we must have packed everything into our two rooms. Every time we received crates or packages, especially ones we had shipped ourselves, I would chastise myself for how materialistic we were because we had been doing just fine without all the stuff that was now cluttering up our lives. 

––––––––
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Building Toys

Although we had sold the house and had money saved, we didn’t know if we had enough. We were sent out from our home church and had not done the traditional money-raising circuit, so we really did not know where more money would come from. Except we knew it came from God.

Christmas was going to be simple. We bought a small tree, and scoured the area for lights. They were nowhere to be found. (The following year we learned that everyone uses real candles, and they think electric lights are garish and cheap.) We decorated the tree with popcorn chains, bells made from egg cartons and aluminum foil, and a few tiny wooden ornaments we bought at the Christmas market. 

Erich and Michael had discovered a brand-new toy set called Playmobile® in the window of the toy store. The dear little people with all their accessories – and a pirate ship! – and a castle! They were very expensive. On Christmas morning, we thrilled the boys with two substantial boxes of figures. The first contained knights, king, queen, horses, and all the weapons, saddles, plates, cups, and crowns for a kingdom. The second: cowboys and Indians, with all their paraphernalia.

It was Christmas break, and I was finished with my class. I sat on the living room floor with boxes, a knife, glue and crayons and created a castle to the specifications of two small boys. It was very therapeutic for my poor, German-language-stuffed brain. Eventually, we also built a sailing ship, a log cabin, a tepee, and an apartment building, complete with working elevator and revolving door. These were not temporary toys. They moved every time we moved, and were played with for many hours by many children. 

Erich confessed to me not long ago, that when we moved to Vienna eight years later, he and Michael took the (by then) dog-eared cardboard buildings into the woods and set them on fire.

––––––––
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Television Was Easy, Too 

In Germany, there were three channels; in Austria, two. They were government-run, and the news was the same on all the channels. Programming began around 11am and ran to around 11pm. (This was in the days before cable television, which did eventually come to disrupt family evenings.) Children’s programming was one hour long. “Am, Dam, Des” (similar to Sesame Street) was educational, followed by a cartoon – different every day, followed by a five-minute “Jump-Into-Bed Story.” At first, we watched the children’s programming avidly, adding the news later. Because everything was in German, everything else was too far above our heads.

Although we were immersed in our own little village, the world marched on. We had left the United States right at a time when the nation of Iran was in crisis and was openly in opposition to the U.S. The Shah had been deposed, and the revolutionaries had attacked the U.S. embassy and taken 52 hostages in November 1979, right as we were leaving for Europe. A rescue attempt went very badly, and they remained in captivity until January of 1981 (we were in Austria by then), when President Ronald Reagan took office.

All news was not bad. After the New Year, we were delighted to be able to follow the 1980 Winter Olympics from Lake Placid, New York. Unlike sports coverage in the States, which focused mostly on U.S. accomplishments, European television showed every athlete in every sport, preempting all other television programming for two weeks. By this time, Floyd was in language school, and I was at home with the kids. The TV was on all the time, and we all learned a lot of German, simply because we knew the context of the sports.

––––––––
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January 1979 – Swallowed by a Train

Dear Mom, 

I’m so glad you gave me a smattering of German and French while I was growing up. At times I feel a bit phony, pronouncing things correctly because people expect an American accent from me. I find that I have no problem in the formation of the sounds. Thanks. Please pray for my vocabulary and especially grammar. Without proper grammar, I will always be a foreigner or a simpleton. It’s so hard and in many ways quite different from English. And class is so intense that I have more in my notebook than in my brain.

In my class, there are perhaps a dozen people from the West – U.S., Poland, South America. All the rest are from Asia – Iran, Turkey, Japan, Indonesia. I have troubles with the morals of some of the students. One of the Turkish men asked me out! Floyd was ready to punch him! I’ll be glad to be Mommy again and let Floyd go fight with German!

––––––––
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One of the students we got to know was Mary. She was a theology student from Gettysburg University in Pennsylvania, learning German so she could read German theology books. We invited her to spend Christmas Eve with us, as she seemed to have no one else. We all gave presents and ate chicken and things I could fix without a kitchen. She was sweet and seemed lonely.

About a month later, at the end of the language course, Mary was returning to Pennsylvania. We offered to take her to the train. On the evening she was to leave, it began to snow. It was one of those postcard-perfect evenings. The fat snowflakes were falling, and the night was soft and peaceful. Some of the Christmas lights still decorated the Bavarian town, and lit everything with a golden glow. The boys, bundled up against the cold, were excited about seeing the train up-close. We waited on the platform and heard the rumble of the train before we could see it. It was right on time. (Trains in Europe – at least in northern Europe – are always on time.)

Mary had two large suitcases, and so Floyd carried them onto the train for her.

Erich said, “The train’s not going to leave with Daddy, is it?”

“Of course not,” I reassured him.

The conductor looked down the line of cars, and waved his arm.

I thought of saying, “My husband needs to get off,” but I didn’t know how to say it.

And the train doors slammed shut, and the train took off – with Floyd inside.

We could see Floyd trying to manhandle the doors open, but they are securely locked when the train is in motion.

Erich began to cry.

I stood on the platform with two small boys and the snow swirling down and realized I had no car key to drive us home, no key to get into our apartment, and no money for a taxi. I asked at the ticket window when the train returned from Munich, and the person said the next train came at 2 a.m. It was a 20-minute walk back to the dormitory – too far for the boys to walk and too far for me to carry Michael. I knew, however, that Mary’s room was empty and unlocked, so we could sleep there until Floyd figured out how to get home and could unlock our apartment. And remember, there were no cell phones.

I hugged the boys, told them everything would be all right, and that Daddy would be home soon. I decided to walk to the police station and see if someone could take us home.

After about a half a block, I slipped my hand into my pocket and discovered the key to our apartment. We trudged back to the train station and took a taxi to the dorm. I ran upstairs to our apartment, got money to pay the taxi, and then snuggled the boys into bed.  They fell asleep.

At around 1 a.m., Floyd clumped into the apartment with his own story to tell.

––––––––
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While the boys and I were still standing open-mouthed on the train platform, Floyd was trying to wrench the door open and jump out. An alert conductor saw him at once and stopped him. 

“You would kill yourself if you jumped out. The train is going too fast.”

Floyd asked him where the train stopped next.

“Rosenheim.” Rosenheim was about a 30-minute drive from Prien am Chiemsee. “The next train back is at 2 a.m.”

“I don’t want to go to Rosenheim; do I have to pay?”

The conductor asked Floyd what had happened.

When Floyd told him what had happened, the conductor thought the whole thing was very funny. [Actually, Floyd should write this part of the story; he’s much funnier than I am.] Anyway, the conductor left Floyd standing beside the door and went chuckling down the center aisle, checking tickets of the other passengers.

Eventually, the train arrived in Rosenheim, and Floyd got off. A taxi was waiting right there, and Floyd asked the man how much to drive to Prien. I’m sure that it was expensive, but the alternatives were more expensive, so Floyd got in. He regaled the driver with his story as they careened around curves on dark, narrow, snowy roads. Snow. Don’t forget that it was still snowing.

The area was beautiful; white meadows stretched away from the roads and met the dark woods behind. In places, the woods marched right up to the road, and the evergreens were decorated with fluffy globs of snowflakes.

Suddenly, a deer bounded out of the woods and crashed into the taxi. Fortunately, taxis in Germany and Austria are Mercedes – strong, powerful, safe. The deer probably did not survive; the Mercedes sped on. Floyd’s heart sped on as well. In twenty minutes – record time - the taxi delivered him at the train station in Prien. Floyd drove our car back to the dormitory and found us safe and sound in our beds.

I don’t remember praying during this whole evening. I’m sure I must have, and I think I probably prayed with Erich and Michael when I put them to bed. We had many things to pray about, but at the same time, we just had the assurance that God was with us, watching over us. We were also grateful for our dear friends in America, who were praying for us faithfully every week. It was a comforting thought, and I say thank you even now to them for their commitment to us and to the work we thought God wanted us to do.

––––––––
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Fasching

Southern Germany and Austria share many holidays. Three hundred sixty-five Roman Catholic saints have been assigned their own day of the year. Many are important enough that they enjoy holidays, and some even close all the government offices. Christmas and Easter are important, but arguably the most popular holiday is Fasching, or as it is known in the Americas, Mardi Gras. 

It falls on the Tuesday before Ash Wednesday. Its purpose is to allow the people to have one more fling before they begin Lent – six weeks of fasting in preparation for Easter. The heart of Fasching was the masked ball. The idea was that one could go to the ball, masked, and do anything that would have been normally forbidden. The mask would hide their identity. We were told that priests offered special forgiveness for the things done that night. One neighbor told us that it was the one night where she could get revenge for all the affairs her husband had the rest of the year.

The shop windows were full of costumes, many as grisly as anything seen at Halloween. Children invited their classmates to costume parties, which were “harmless”, but believers did not usually participate because of the connections to immorality and sin. Fasching is not a Christian holiday. Evangelical believers rejected the whole premise, and had to come up with alternatives for their children during this time.

Our first Fasching in Europe occurred in February, and changed the direction of our lives, but that is for the next article.
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3. MOVE TO AUSTRIA
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Spring 1980 – Graz Wants You

On Fasching Tuesday, Floyd packed a small bag and drove to the province of Styria in southern Austria, to the second-largest city, Graz (pronounced “Grahts”). Missionaries often talk about their “calling” to a specific country or to enter a particular ministry. The calling is usually not as simple as it sounds. We were in Europe (#1), learning German (#2), but the third item on our list was to move to Austria, and while Austria is only the size of South Carolina, we still had to decide where in Austria we would live. Were we “called?” We would find out.

We had heard of a German missionary couple in Graz, who had told others they would be willing to work with and train new missionaries. We knew we needed a lot of training: hence, the trip to Graz. We prayed that if we were meant to move to Graz, God would provide three things: 1) A friendly missionary or church to get us started in the new location. 2) An affordable place to live. 3) A way to get a long-term visa so we could stay in the country. Floyd prayed that all three would fall into place in this one trip.

He drove into downtown Graz, to be confronted by a life-sized cardboard tank, rolling toward him in a Fasching parade. Colorful brass bands played Austrian tunes, and all sorts of bizarre, masked creatures danced and staggered down the street. What kind of a crazy town was this?

The following morning, he was welcomed warmly by the German missionary and his wife. Over coffee and pastries, they told him of the little Austrian church that was about 14 years old. Herman seemed very willing to help us adjust and was glad that we were going to work together. That was #1. (With Floyd speaking rudimentary German, and Herman, speaking a less-than-fluent English, the two men would discover a few years later that they had seriously misunderstood one another. But I am getting ahead of myself.)

Floyd wanted a specific German Bible, so Herman sent him to the tiny Christian bookstore near the center of town. Two sisters ran the shop. While Floyd butchered the German, asking for a Bible, they asked him in English if he was a missionary. Because they were believers, he admitted he was – complete with a wife and two kids.

“Do you have a place to live?”

“Not yet.”

“It’s practically impossible to find a place to rent unless you know someone or pay a realtor several months’ rent.” The two sisters looked at one another. “Well, we have been in Graz for 25 years, and we have never known of a place to rent until this week. It’s an older house on the edge of town. We can arrange for you to see it.”

“Today?”

He went to see it and rented it. #2.

The German missionaries had suggested that the easiest visa would be a student visa, so his last stop was the Foreign Students’ Service Office at Karl Franzen University. He was heartily greeted in English by an Austrian official with a pronounced Texas drawl. Turns out, he had married a woman from Texas. He helped Floyd enroll in the university – thereby getting him a student visa. Language courses for foreign students would begin in the spring semester, in six weeks! #3! As Floyd’s wife, I did not need to enroll, but would be allowed to take the same courses to learn German. This would be the answer to the question, “Why did you come to Austria?” My answer would be: “My husband is a student at the university.

Floyd called me, told me about his day, and asked what I thought. What could I say? We had prayed and God had provided.  Floyd returned to Prien – elated and encouraged – to finish the German course in Prien. Then we packed up our belongings and moved to Graz on Easter weekend.

Now that I think of it: How did we move everything in our tiny car? I don’t remember.

––––––––
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Beggars Can’t be Choosers

Not that we were beggars, but we didn’t get to choose our house. It sat on the side of a very steep hill. The front door was 32 steps down from the narrow street. Neighbors across the street were 32 steps above the street. The view was spectacular! Across the valley on the very top of the opposite hill perched the ruins of an old castle. At the bottom of the valley was a creek, and on our property was the possibility of a guesthouse, which we never used. On the ground floor of the house were a kitchen, another room that could be the dining room, a coal room, and a bathroom. We heated the bathroom by the fire we would light in the oil hot water heater when we wanted a bath. Upstairs were three bedrooms, one of which we eventually turned into our living room.

The house was heated with hot water heat; that is: the water was heated by a wood or coal fire and then flowed into the radiators. The stove was downstairs in the kitchen, and every morning we would build a fire in the stove and then keep it going all day long. We tried to learn how to properly stoke the fire at night with “Koks,” a very hard coal, but we never got the hang of it. To heat the house properly, the radiators should have been mounted under the windows, but to save money, someone long, long ago had mounted them on the center walls in each room, directly above the stove. So, the house was always cold except right next to the heaters. When it was very cold, we had to keep an eye on the thermometer attached to the water pipe. Occasionally, it registered boiling temperature, and it’s probably a miracle that we did not blow something up.

The house was a lot of work. To feed the fire, Floyd ordered a load of coal, which was dumped in our parking space. Then Floyd had to shovel it into bags and transport it down the 32 steps to the coal room. The neighbors came to help, telling us cheerfully that we should have ordered the coal in bags. We knew that, but the load of loose coal was cheaper. Later, Floyd helped them shovel their coal too.
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