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    FOREWORD

  


  
    This book is a real eye-opener for pioneer evangelism. These well-written stories are gripping from beginning to end. They made me laugh and cry and praise the Lord. Not only is Winfried ingenious when it comes to the practical matters of transporting and rigging gospel crusade equipment, but his deep trust in the Lord has indwelled and surrounded him in so many deadly situations. With God’s help, he and his wife Gaby came out of them every time, shining like the sun. To me, they are heroes of faith whom I highly honor, love, and respect.


    The same is true for the rest of the Christ for all Nations Team worldwide. Every one is a specialist in their field. Jesus said, “Whoever welcomes a prophet as a prophet will receive a prophet’s reward” (Matthew 10:41 NIV), which means that “background” people receive the reward of “foreground” people. It won’t be just a slice of the reward, but always a full reward. We stood and stand together in this mighty harvest of souls, and one day will also stand together before our precious Lord Jesus, in Whose name all these glorious miracles happened. I highly recommend this book.


    Reinhard Bonnke


    Evangelist
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PREFACE

    




    


    For thirty-five years, my lovely wife Gaby and I have served as ground troops for a heavenly vision. The vision was not ours. It came to a German evangelist named Reinhard Bonnke who was called to Africa as a ten-year-old boy. Later in his ministry, he received a dream and heard the words “Africa shall be saved.” Those words changed his life and his methods.


    Today, through revolutionary advances in technology and strategy—under divine direction—we have registered seventy-five million decisions for Christ. Reinhard’s autobiography, Living a Life of Fire, describes this journey in gripping detail. It is a story told from the point of view of the man at the top.


    Mine is the same story, but written from the point of view of a man at the bottom. I am the man who, with others, trucked supplies and soul-saving equipment across thousands of rugged miles—set it up, tore it down, and drove it home from the far-flung meeting sites. I have been part roadie, part trucker, and 100 percent missionary along the way.


    Someone had to do it, and I am so glad God chose me. Looking back, I see that Gaby and I were both uniquely qualified to serve a heavenly vision with boots on the ground. There are so many others like us. No minister can accomplish his vision without a support team behind the scenes. I continue this work today, and as of this writing, I am preparing to transport equipment to yet another remote location in Africa.


    The road has been longer than you can imagine, and it has been dangerous. Indeed, some of my colleagues have lost their lives. Over the years, I have told entertaining and hair-raising stories from the road to Reinhard and other ministry staff members. They have recorded and transcribed them, and they have suggested for many years that I should write a book. At last, they have convinced me to assemble those stories with the help of author Stephen Bransford, who has experienced a few of the backroads of Africa for himself.


    Stephen first collected stories from audio tape recordings, transcripts, and the manuscripts of others who had earlier attempted this work. Then he came to our home in Neugraben to conduct his own interviews. At that time he became convinced that I should include the story of my wife’s parallel adventure with mine. Once we had agreed, he began his own research of African life surrounding our stories. We hope you will be inspired, informed, and thoroughly entertained by the results.


    We also want our readers to know that Africa is not only one state but consists of fifty-four sovereign states! Our road took us through volatile and dangerous areas because we had no choice but to cross many borders to reach our destinations. Driving from one nation to another sometimes plunged us into terrible violence.


    In much of Africa today, we see tremendous change and progress. Several countries that were in extreme poverty when we arrived in 1980 are now among the most advanced economically. The difference is as night and day. Other places where bloody civil wars were fought are settled with stable governments. Of course, new civil wars have arisen, but they will pass in time. Gaby and I feel great affection for Africa and its people. They are 1.1 billion strong, 15 percent of the world’s inhabitants, and a colorful and diverse population living on the second largest land mass on earth.


    We look forward to many more years of ministry there, crossing many more borders, and for that reason I have been careful in telling these stories from the road. In some cases, names are changed and places are not revealed in order to preserve the dignity of those involved. There are times in which I use a composite character to reveal something that is true without casting aspersions on anyone, living or dead.


    Let me also say that memory is not an exact science. As I wrote these stories, I realized that many of the players, including my wife, will remember things differently. This story is told from my point of view. The things I remember and the details I describe are written to let the reader live and breathe inside of my experience. In cases where I have left things out that others would have included, or where I have included details others would have left out, I beg forgiveness.


    


    My goal has been to inspire the reader to listen for the calling of the Lord on his or her life, to obey that call without hesitation, to enter a full, joyful, and abundant life—and to die wearing a smile, secure in His everlasting arms.


    Winfried Wentland


    October 2014
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    - ONE -


    A FINE WAY TO DIE

  


  We bounced so forcefully we would have become airborne if we were not wearing seat belts. My companion, Boafo, ducked to avoid impacting the headliner above the shotgun seat. He grinned at me and shook his head, slinging sweat from his ebony skin.


  “They will pave it one day, Boss. I promise.”


  “What? And spoil our fun?”


  Little did he know how much I meant what I said. I had turned my back on the glass-smooth German Autobahn—speeding along in high-performance BMW and Mercedes-Benz automobiles—for the chance to crawl across Africa just like this, road hazard to road hazard. I wouldn’t miss it for the world.


  Our sudden bounce had not come from too much speed. Rather, I was being typically careful hauling our precious Christ for all Nations (CfaN) cargo for Evangelist Reinhard Bonnke. The sudden lurch had come when the front wheels of the big Iveco truck had dropped into a dry season chuckhole that I had not seen. The hole had formed at the bottom of a huge rut with walls rising twelve feet high on either side of us. The hazard could not be avoided. Our path was a one-way dirt track through the jungle.


  
    The air brakes hissed as I brought the truck to a full stop. Our cassette player had been filling the cab with worship music. I switched it off to concentrate on my next move.


    On this sunny day in 1990, we were making our way from Mamfe to Ikom, near the border between Cameroon and Nigeria. In this jungle region, deep ruts would form during a tropical deluge as trucks and automobiles became stuck in a bottomless quagmire. The spinning wheels of vehicle after vehicle would dig the mud hole successively deeper. Stranded cars and trucks were forced to wait hours or even days, hopelessly mired until another vehicle arrived with sufficient power, traction, and cable to pull them free.


    


    That is why I had installed a large power winch on the front of my truck. It held a long spool of cable that had been an instrument of rescue dozens of times over the years.


    During the dry season, which runs from October through February, the deep ruts of the tropical African rainforest are baked until they become cement-like channels like the one we had entered on this fine day. The unexpected bounce we had experienced could be counted a blessing compared to the trials of navigating this route during the rainy season.


    “Thank God it’s February, eh, Boafo?”


    “We thank God, Boss. And we thank Bonnke for only preaching in the dry season.”


    “Indeed, a lesson learned at my expense many years ago.”


    I reached to the dashboard and triggered a drive lever. Electronic switches released a gasp beneath the cab as air pressure engaged three axles to the drivetrain. I could feel the low range gears align with a thunk. At full power, our six-wheel drive, turbo-charged diesel revved to a high RPM and cautiously edged forward.


    Checking my mirrors, I watched as each axle of our tandem trailers dropped into the hole behind us. A small increase on the accelerator was all it took to lift each axle out and move us gently forward. Thus, all seventy tons of Reinhard Bonnke’s crusade equipment—platform, lighting towers, generators, and sophisticated audio electronics housed in two containers behind us—passed through the hazard unharmed. I shifted the transmission from low range to high and resumed our cruising speed of about thirty-five miles per hour.


    I smiled to myself at a job well done. This was my calling and ministry.


    Call me a truck driver for Jesus. More specifically, call me a truck driver on the African road for Jesus. I love it, I live it, I breathe it, and I never feel more fulfilled than when hauling this cargo that has been responsible for introducing millions to the saving knowledge of the Lord Jesus Christ. But as always, there are enemies and obstacles to overcome on the salvation road.


    For example, just yesterday Boafo and I left the city of Bamenda. The CfaN meetings there had been wonderful yet challenging. As we set up the platform against the wall of the soccer field, we heard rumors that we were not wanted in this city of 250,000 people. Local factions had sworn to drive Bonnke out.


    On the first night 30,000 people came to the field. As Reinhard preached, I saw a stone fly over the wall and into the crowd. It was a signal for an entire mob to begin hurling hundreds of large stones over the wall. Local pastors rushed to the center of the stage and used their umbrellas to deflect the attack from Evangelist Bonnke.


    “Father, forgive them for they know not what they do,” he shouted repeatedly into the microphone as the stones continued to fall.


    Many in the audience were seriously injured, falling to the ground bleeding and screaming for help. After about twenty minutes the police arrived and chased the mob away. Ambulances, taxis, and private automobiles were called to take the injured to area hospitals. Chaos seemed to have won the day.


    I looked at the shiny new cab of our Iveco truck, a piece of equipment we had recently upgraded. To my dismay, it looked as if it had been through a hail storm. Its finish was dimpled from dozens of direct hits. From that point on I would remember Bamenda whenever I looked at my truck.


    Reinhard and the local pastors huddled on stage. They prayed and took counsel. The consensus was that the meetings would continue in the face of this opposition. The local leaders would seek an increased police guard posted beyond the wall.


    “I have learned a hard lesson here,” I said to Boafo. “I will never set the platform against a wall again.”


    He nodded. “It gave cover to the enemies.”


    Through the next three nights, the forces set against us were defeated. The following night’s crowd grew to 50,000. A total of 195,000 attended the four nights of preaching, with 45,000 registering decisions for Christ—another blessed mission accomplished in Africa.


    I had hired a crew of fifty from local churches to help us disassemble the equipment and stow it in containers. Boafo and I supervised. Once everything was packed, we hit the road that same afternoon, camping by the road as darkness fell. As usual, I spread my bedroll on top of the first container to avoid the vermin that might crawl over my body in the night if I slept on the ground. Boafo chose to sleep reclined in the truck cab.


    On this, our second day of travel, we hoped to cross the border of Nigeria and spend the night at a hotel in Makurdi. After that, another long day on better roads through the most populated areas of Nigeria would deliver us home to the great city of Lagos.


    As we rumbled along the Mamfe–Ikom Road, the temperature rose to nearly 100 degrees Fahrenheit with more than 90 percent humidity. This was the norm for equatorial Africa in February, and we drove with the windows open. A shirt soaked with sweat provided poor man’s air conditioning as the tropical breeze passed through the cab.


    The moving air also helped mitigate the working man’s patina, which might otherwise have been overpowering. We had stayed in the empty containers during the entire Bamenda crusade, guarding our equipment against mischief from the local enemies of the gospel. This meant that we had not found access to a bath or shower. I had been able to have a sponge bath before the opening night, but after that it seemed counterproductive in a city where 99 percent of the population bathed less than once a week anyway. We blended well.


    The work of disassembling the crusade equipment, as always, was physically demanding. I can testify that under such conditions a working man soon abandons his cologne and underarm deodorant. First-time visitors to Africa are often appalled by the body odors, but I can testify that the human brain has a wonderful capacity to eventually ignore such unpleasantness—especially when there is no possible escape. By this time, on the road headed for home, I smelled only success.


    Our seventy-ton load continued to rock and roll across the uneven clay track through the forest. At last, in a clearing ahead, I saw the border crossing come into view. The typical barrier with the crosshatched pattern of red and white was down, stopping all traffic. There were a number of tent shelters among a phalanx of wooden sheds on either side of the road. A dozen soldiers dressed in jungle camouflage were walking around the buildings carrying automatic weapons. Something about their attitude put my senses on guard.


    My senses have always peaked to high alert when going through border crossings. Many things can go right or wrong in such places. My eyes search to the right and left of the road as we approach, cataloging the buildings, the personnel, and the number of cars waiting to cross. I am taking inventory, looking for anything unusual.


    In this case, delays were obvious from the two dozen vehicles waiting in line. This was a remote crossing. There were plenty of personnel on hand. Why were they holding up traffic? While delays were typical, I thought the number of soldiers unusual.


    


    Before leaving Lagos I had read of unrest brewing in the county. President Babangida, a ruling general who had seized power in a military coup, had promised to return Nigeria to civilian rule in 1990. As the year began he had reneged on his promise, announcing that civilian rule would not happen until 1993. Riots had broken out. Rumors were rampant that another military coup was brewing among mid-level officers in the national army.


    Another possibility tickled at the back of my mind. CfaN had scheduled an upcoming crusade in October to take place in Kaduna, a Muslim stronghold in the north. Much talk about the possibility of violence at those meetings had made the news. Also, many factions in the Nigerian military were Muslim, with hostile feelings toward Christians.


    I pulled the truck into line behind a number of Land Rovers and regular automobiles, shutting off the engine. There was no use burning fuel as we waited. I knew from experience that we might be here for hours, even days.


    We watched the activity before us. Almost immediately several soldiers seemed to notice our truck. They began to gesture and point. Soon, four of them broke away from the others and began walking toward us down the line of automobiles.


    “I don’t like it, Boss.”


    “Yeah, something’s up.”


    One of the soldiers walked around the tractor and trailers before coming to a stop at my window. “You are with Bonnke?”


    “Yes.” He must have identified me by the name JESUS spelled in large red letters on each trailer.


    “Start the truck and follow me,” he ordered.


    The soldier then walked back up a frontage lane beside the main road. I fired the engines and crawled slowly along behind him, passing the other waiting cars. The occupants watched us with great curiosity. They had obviously been waiting for a long time, and we were headed toward the front of the line. The soldier signaled that I should park close to the main gate. I had the feeling that they had been waiting for us to arrive.


    The soldier told me to bring my passport and other documents and step down from the cab.


    Boafo handed the usual packet of documents to me.


    “If I am not back in three hours, try to get to a telephone and call for help.”


    The soldier led me to a tent on the left side of the buildings. Beneath the shelter a large man, a military commander of some unidentifiable stripe, sat at a table. He signaled that I should place the documents in front of him. I did. He studied them, inspecting my picture in my passport. He glanced up at me and nodded. Standing abruptly, he said, “Come with me, Mr. Wentland.”


    The officer swung his rifle strap over his shoulder and led me out of the tent onto a path behind the buildings. This was not standard procedure. Few requests like this had ever been made of me at a border crossing. In my mind, a red warning flag went up. As I moved along the path, the other four soldiers closed in behind me with guns at the ready. Now all of my warning flags were flying at full mast.


    I recalled graphic newspaper stories of unauthorized executions that took place on the orders of renegade officers. Or perhaps this man was a Muslim with radical sympathies who would now take matters concerning the upcoming Kaduna crusade into his own hands.


    Another scenario seemed even more likely. I remembered how in a neighboring state I had sat down to breakfast under the rule of a friendly president, and by the end of the meal a coup had taken place.


    A new president was in power and we listened to the radio as he declared a new direction for the country. The friends of the former president were now the enemies of the state.


    I searched my memory, trying to recall if Reinhard Bonnke had been shown in Nigerian newspapers shaking hands with President Babangida. In fact, heads of state often sought to be seen with the evangelist for political advantage. I wondered if another military coup had taken place as we traveled the Mamfe–Ikom Road. Rapid switches in power often resulted in violent purges in order to seal the authority of the new government.


    We walked across the clearing and neared the edge of the dense jungle. The officer did not slow his pace but took a path into the forest. As the darkness of the jungle canopy closed in overhead, I realized that I had prepared myself for this day long before it happened. I began talking to the Lord in my mind.


    Father, if this is my last day on earth, I praise You. It has been an honor to serve the name of Jesus in Africa these eleven years. If I die as Your servant, I know You will comfort my loved ones. It is well with my soul.


    As I passed through the jungle, it no longer seemed dark. The greens of the trees and shrubs around me were warm and fragrant and glowing with life. I reached out and touched them as I passed, praising God in my heart. My Creator had fashioned every living thing here, and He was with me now. I was not alone walking this jungle path.


    The trail seemed long. I began to look for signs of a freshly dug grave. My body would decay quickly in the acidic soil of the tropical rain forest, but on resurrection day, every scattered molecule would reassemble and be transformed into an eternal body that would rise to meet the Lord in the air. These trees will clap their hands, I thought. Lord, You do all things well.


    We came to a small clearing with a mud hut beneath a thatched roof. Coals smoldered in an open cooking pit in front of the dwelling. A goat was tethered to a tree and chickens wandered about, clucking nervously and eating insects. I saw no pile of fresh earth.


    


    At the hut the officer turned to face me. He seemed nervous, unsure of himself. I stopped, and the other soldiers stopped on either side of me. The officer walked toward me. He stopped again. “Is it true? I must know, is it true?”


    “Is what true, sir?”


    A second soldier spoke on my left. “I heard it on the radio. I told him.”


    “And what did you hear on the radio?”


    “Bonnke. Do the blind see? Do the lame really walk? Are people healed?”


    “Yes, it is true,” I said. “Two days ago in Bamenda I saw it with my own eyes.”


    The officer nodded and stepped even closer. “My mother is very sick inside. She has malaria. Will you pray for her?”


    So this was not to be my last day on earth. God still had things for me to do. I smiled at the officer. “Absolutely, I will pray for her.”


    As my eyes adjusted to the earthen darkness inside the hut, I could feel the desperation of this woman lying on the very brink of the grave. I had been there with malaria myself in 1985, given up for dead by the doctors in Lagos. Here was someone like me, reaching out perhaps for the last time, seeking the touch of the Man Who raised the dead, made cripples walk, and caused the blind to see. The One Reinhard Bonnke had preached about on the radio. The One I represented.


    I thought of other lives I might have chosen. I might have won that Olympic medal and hung it on the wall of my office. I might have remained a banker in Uelzen. I might have remained a soldier, defending a country without a war. I might have been speeding along the Autobahn in a sleek, air-conditioned Scania super cab, delivering a load of steel to another high-rise construction site in Germany. But no — I had chosen this path. And it had led me here. Here and now.


    I reached down and laid my hand on the fevered brow of a soldier’s dying mother. And I began to pray for her in Jesus’s name. I rebuked the powers of darkness that held her in their grasp. Within minutes she rose from the bed feeling better, grasping my hand in both of hers, tears streaming from her eyes, thanking me again and again in a language I could not understand.


    I left the soldiers with Christian literature from the supplies in our truck. They left me with broad smiles, embraces, warm handshakes, and expressions of deep appreciation repeated again and again. We passed through the border without inspection, ahead of a long line of waiting vehicles.


    So ended another day on Africa’s salvation road.
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    - TWO -


    A WIFE FOR THE ROAD

  


  
    I do not seek danger. Danger seeks me.


    I suppose I should say this at the very beginning because it might not be obvious as my story unfolds: I am not an adrenaline junkie. I am not a thrill chaser, and I do not walk the high wire without a net. I look for the smoothest and safest route between two destinations. But in Africa, nothing ever goes quite as planned. In the simplest of terms, I am following a call from God to be involved in missionary evangelism, and the nature of that calling has placed my life in danger again and again.


    When God places His hand on someone’s life He does not give them a clear vision of the road ahead. At least that has been true in my case. In limiting my foresight, God has been merciful to me. Had I known the details of all that would come my way, I would have borrowed a great deal of trouble from the future, and it would have been more than I could carry on a given day.


    “Take therefore no thought for the morrow,” Jesus said, “Sufficient unto the day is the evil thereof” (Matthew 6:34).


    In light of my call to Africa, these have been words to live by. When someone shoves a loaded pistol in my face and threatens to pull the trigger, that is quite enough evil for one day. When I am abducted by drug-crazed children carrying AK-47 assault rifles, that too, is enough evil for one day. When I am trapped in a riot and people are being dragged from vehicles and killed to the right and left of me, that is quite enough evil for the moment. When the road is blocked with burning vehicles and men with machetes are waiting to hack me to pieces, that is a full day’s evil on the African road. As I step into each new day, I do not borrow trouble. “Sufficient unto the day is the evil thereof.”


    While it is true that God did not show me the future, it is with great satisfaction that I look back on thirty-five years of missionary travels with Him. I see the path and the direction He has given to my life. I see the perils like those listed by the Apostle Paul: “In journeyings often, in perils of waters, in perils of robbers, in perils by mine own countrymen, in perils by the heathen, in perils in the city, in perils in the wilderness…” (2 Corinthians 11:26).


    Paul’s list of perils reads like a familiar road map to me. But the list is incomplete. My travels have led not only to trouble, but also to the kind of miracles that are seldom seen outside the book of Acts. These manifestations of God’s love and power stand above the dangers I have faced as the true purpose of my calling.


    It was, in fact, miracles and mass evangelism that first captured my mind and heart as a young man. It was 1978 in Germany. Following my military service as a Special Forces soldier, I was soon to graduate Bible college after three years of study. Evangelist Reinhard Bonnke came from South Africa with stories of signs and wonders. These miracles were exactly like those Christ promised would follow them that believed as they went into all the world preaching the gospel. In Africa, the excitement drew tens of thousands to hear the gospel message. I had never seen response on such a scale.


    When Reinhard shared these stories with the student body, my heart leaped within me. I would leave Germany without a second thought to see myself in that picture, healing the sick and helping lead thousands of hungry souls to salvation. Nothing from that day until now has altered my course. Reinhard spoke, but I received my call directly from the Lord of the harvest. It is Him I serve.


    Even though I was young, I was not naïve in one respect: I knew that bringing the gospel to heathen lands would invite spiritual opposition. The great enemy of God’s kingdom still roams the earth. As the Apostle Peter put it: “Be sober, be vigilant; because your adversary the devil, as a roaring lion, walketh about, seeking whom he may devour.” (1 Peter 5:8).


    I knew this was generally true for believers whether in Germany, the United States, or Africa. I also knew that it was true for all times, including Peter and Paul’s day, when they had been called to die a martyr’s death for the sake of the gospel. I knew that God’s enemy is highly motivated to stop the spread of the gospel and that as a missionary I would paint a spiritual target on my chest. None of it dampened my eagerness to follow this calling.


    I had grown up in relative safety in Germany, but the generation prior to mine had faced the Second World War. In my home city of Hamburg, firebombs had rained from the sky until only smoking ruins remained. As a post-war child, I had seen the graphic pictures of charred bodies in the streets. Men, women, and children had been unable to outrun the firestorms. Allied bombs had rained on the just and the unjust, on the innocent and guilty alike.


    I knew well that a decade before I was born, an evil Nazi empire in Germany had threatened to devour the entire world. My parents and their small circle of Christian friends had opposed that regime and some had been imprisoned for their beliefs. We understood that serving the God of the universe did not make us bullet proof. Believers were sometimes killed in His service. We were not untouchable and we needed to remain sober and vigilant. As I said, I knew this in my youth.


    My response to that reality was to assume the attitude of the three Hebrew children in the famous Bible story. They refused to bow to the image of the king of Babylon even when facing death in a fiery furnace. They told him that God could deliver them from the death he had prepared for them, but even if He did not deliver them, they would not bow. Their stand became my stand for Jesus: that whether by life or by death, I would serve the Lord. Many times I have been tested in this resolve as evil has come to devour me. And in every case so far, my life has been preserved.


    This leads to a most curious confession. As my sense of calling to Africa reached its peak, my longing for a wife grew equally strong. These two things do not normally and reasonably go together. In fact, I think they should have driven each other apart like the repelling ends of two magnets. Why would I, a man planning to plunder the devil’s backyard, desire to bring along a wife?


    


    The Apostle Paul urged others in his evil day to remain single. Facing dangers again and again on the missionary road, he did not take along a wife. The apostle’s caution hardly entered my mind in 1978. Nor did I consider that the road in Africa would be too much for the delicate sensitivities of a woman. As I prepared for missionary service, I felt a need for connection with a wife. Not just any woman, but one who would share my missionary resolve—by life or by death.


    


    I think this idea is expressed today in certain graphic novels, or perhaps in war video games or action-adventure movies in which the male warrior is accompanied by an attractive female in armor with a gun or sword in her hand. Together they battle great enemies. Like most entertainment, it is an overblown fantasy. But it illustrates a point. In real life, finding this kind of woman to be my wife was going to be like finding a needle in the haystack. It was beyond a long shot. It was a fool’s quest.


    Remember, in 1978 we had no Match.com or Christian Mingle. People did not order their perfect match on the Internet. For me, there was only one Matchmaker: the Holy Spirit. So I dialed Him up the old-fashioned way—I got on my knees and made a request.


    “Heavenly Father, I do not want to be single as a missionary. I want to have a wife to share my life of adventure in Africa. I ask You to lead me to the one You have for me. Amen.”


    I have always been one to put feet to my prayers. Rising from my knees, only one candidate came to mind: Gabrielle Goetz. Gaby was a blonde Lufthansa Airlines hostess with a smile that would melt a glacier, a laugh that would fill a room with sunshine, and brown eyes that sparkled with the warm love of Jesus. In my mind she stood alone as the pinnacle of choices. I would not waste time looking elsewhere if Gaby would have me. If she said yes it would be as if God Himself had spoken, and I would consider myself the most blessed man on the planet.


    I walked to my bathroom and looked in the mirror. “Gaby, will you—would you—uh, do you want to get married?”


    How utterly inept! I would have to do better. Much better.


    I tried again. “Would you mind very much marrying me, Gaby?”


    Now I seemed pathetic and whiny. I might as well have said, “If you’re not too busy, or if you don’t have something planned for the rest of your life, or if there isn’t someone else you would rather marry besides me…” This had to stop.


    Walking out of the bathroom, I paced the apartment floor. I so wanted to be married but I could see that I was not much for making a proposal. How should a man propose to the woman of his dreams? And who did I think I was, dreaming of her—of all women?


    This would be like a fairy tale frog croaking out a proposal to the king’s daughter before the magic kiss had revealed that he was actually a handsome prince. Unfortunately, the mirror confirmed that I would never be a handsome prince. And if I knew Gaby, she had little tolerance for fairy tales of any sort. She was a bright-eyed, no-nonsense woman of real consequence. There would never be a spell strong enough to cause her to seriously look my way. Right out of the gate I could see that I was trying to climb the Mount Everest of all marriage proposals.


    I walked back into the bathroom and took a long look in the mirror again. Using my fingers, I tried to smooth a shock of unruly hair into place. It continued to defy me like a stalk of tumbleweed, standing in spite of my effort. I shook my head, thinking, The power God will have to use to answer my prayer will dim the lights in heaven.
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    - THREE -


    FIRST STEPS


    Gaby and I had known each other from childhood, since the year she was ten and I was thirteen. Church had always been our common ground. Her father and mine were both Pentecostal preachers in northern Germany. But that is where the similarities ended.


    Her grandparents, Albert and Emmi Goetz, had fled the Allied bombing and taken up residence on a secluded country estate near the village of Neugraben. Their home in Hamburg lay in ruins. Albert was a prosperous publisher and printer known for a widely distributed monthly Christian newspaper in Germany called More Light.


    After the war, Albert and Emmi expanded the Neugraben property into a multi-facility compound for housing, feeding, and ministering to hundreds of mentally and physically ill people who heard about their work through advertisements in the More Light publication. The property also provided acreage for summer youth camp activities.


    Gaby’s parents, Siegfried and Elisabeth Goetz, followed in her grandparents’ footsteps, ministering to the sick and to a sizeable congregation that met regularly on the family grounds. The Goetz family was prosperous, well-known, and respected in German Pentecostal circles.


    Meanwhile my parents, Otto and Gisela Wentland, ministered in various small churches around Hamburg. For a short time, my father ministered together with Siegfried Goetz at the compound in Neugraben, where I first met Gaby.


    


    My father preached and served as a local pastor but was also an expert handyman and carpenter. He taught me to solve problems with my brain and my hands. If one of my toys became broken, he would show me how to repair it. If my bicycle had a flat, I was instructed to fix it myself. This approach was born of necessity. We rarely had means to pay for professional repairs, which eventually led me to my passion for fixing anything and everything mechanical.


    At the same time, I credit my mother for cultivating an awareness of foreign missions in me. She collected biographies about missionaries and she would often read them aloud to all four of her children at night. Tales from India, China, and Africa were the most common and always filled our heads with scenes of faraway places.


    In my teenage years, God’s Smuggler, the story of Brother Andrew smuggling Bibles to the Eastern Bloc countries during the Cold War, was among my favorites. I especially admired the way he modified automobiles to disguise his contraband and slip past border guards.


    At this time, I had not yet felt God’s call to missions work, though I was constantly exposed to it at home and through church meetings. I often saw Gaby during church and youth activities but she seemed like a little sister to me. I did not consider her a friend at that time because of the difference in our age. A three year span seemed like a full generation when she was ten and I was thirteen.


    Whenever Gaby and I were together we were part of larger groups. We enjoyed activities such as skiing in the Alps, swimming at the beach, horseback riding, bicycling, and attending summer camps or special church meetings. Gaby accompanied the older youth during these activities and wasn’t shy about making her presence known. She was Siegfried Goetz’s oldest daughter, obviously the apple of her daddy’s eye, and had quite a precocious personality as a young girl.


    Summer youth camps were typically inspiring for all of us. Away from the world of adults, we were challenged by preachers who spoke to us as if we were capable of having a full relationship with God. Indeed we were capable, and we responded enthusiastically. We grew to love God with all our hearts. Neither Gaby nor I ever had a mind to stray from the faith of our parents. Everything good and worthy seemed to be found in a relationship with our Heavenly Father. We learned that He was with us in absolutely everything, and if we listened with spiritual ears, we could hear Him leading us in the best way to go. This was our Pentecostal heritage. To us it was a living faith, not a dead religion.


    When I reached the age of fourteen, my father became pastor of a church in Ebstorf, a city near Bremen and eighty miles west of Hamburg. In this new town, we lived near my older cousin Friedel, who had an auto repair garage. He began to allow me to visit and work in his shop on evenings, holidays, and weekends. He could see that I had a natural talent for mechanics. In my mind, cars provided wheels to a world of adventure. I came to believe that if I took good care of them, they would take good care of me.


    Friedel had recently been released from military duty. In Germany we had a draft that required young men to serve their country for eighteen months after high school. They had the option of serving in the military or in a civilian service. In a few years it would be my turn. I liked the idea of being a soldier.


    The late 1960s was a time of unrest among German university students. It made me angry to see them on television each night, rioting, burning, looting, and speechmaking as they tried to overthrow the government. I told my parents I wanted to fight the anarchists. I wanted to be a soldier and perhaps a policeman. To my surprise they discouraged the idea even though they agreed with my feelings about it. They suggested that I had a good brain and should use it in a safe job. From then on they began to speak of the valuable careers in accounting, law, teaching, and other forms of clerical work.


    One day I asked Friedel what it had been like to serve in the military.


    I received another surprise. He seemed quite troubled by the prospect.


    “Soldiers drink, curse, and womanize,” he said. “They will draw you into a life of sin.”


    “How could they draw me in? I don’t want to do those things.”


    “You haven’t been there, Wini. I have. Listen to me. The government offers many alternate ways to serve your country without being a soldier. When they draft you, you should choose a way out. Claim to be a conscientious objector. That’s the best way.”


    “But I am not a conscientious objector.”


    “It is a religious thing and your father is a minister. They’ll believe you. Besides, Christians are not supposed to kill.”


    “That is not what the Bible means. We believe in protecting our homeland. We believe in upholding law and order. Why shouldn’t a Christian be a soldier?”


    “The military is ungodly, believe me. Do anything to stay out, and that’s all I have to say about it.”


    His concern made an impression on me, though I never fully agreed. It seemed to me that a believer should be the same whether in church or on a military mission, in a good place or bad. However, one day I had an idea that took my mind away from military service. The entire nation had become excited about the upcoming Olympic games set for the summer of 1972 in Munich, Germany.


    “Friedel,” I said, weeks later. “I’ve been thinking maybe I can be an Olympic athlete. I love sports and if I make it through Olympic trials, I can be excused from military service to train for the games.”


    “Great idea, but you’ll be too young.”


    “I’ll be eighteen, and there are many sports that allow athletes to compete at that age. If not, then I can aim for the Montreal games in ‘76. Just imagine if I won a gold medal for Germany. Think of the opportunities I would have to testify for Jesus. People would see that Christians are not wimps.”


    “Now that is a very good plan for you, young man. Stick with it.”


    In our spare time, Friedel and I began to buy classic BMW, Mercedes, and Volkswagen cars. We restored them in his shop and sold them for a profit, putting aside some of the money to buy more cars. I never knew a moment of boredom working in that garage.


    Meanwhile, at school I took every course in physical education available, including swimming, wrestling, soccer, track and field, and gymnastics, seeking the sport at which I might earn a spot on the national team. As far as I recall, I was the only student who practiced with grease and oil stains beneath his fingernails. But for me those stains were a badge of honor. I was able to save money from selling the restored automobiles, and my bank account rewarded me with the power to have things other teens my age could not afford.


    When summer came, my parents allowed me to take an adventure abroad with an older friend of the family who had a roadster. We took sleeping bags and hit the road bohemian style, staying in youth hostels or sleeping by the roadside as we explored Europe. For several weeks we traveled through Macedonia to Philippi and on through Turkey to Galatia and Ephesus, places the Apostle Paul wrote about on his missionary journeys.


    The next summer, when I was fifteen, we did it again. This time we went to North Africa, crossing the Mediterranean at Palermo, Italy, on a ferry. We drove through Tunisia for a couple weeks and thoroughly enjoyed learning to negotiate for trinkets and food in souks and bazaars.


    I was exhilarated by the experience of sleeping by the road as the desert sky rained down a steady whisper of starlight. I had never seen such vivid starfields in Germany. They filled me with a new sense of wonder at the vastness of God’s universe.


    I gained an unusual confidence from the challenges of crossing borders with a passport, obtaining visas, and developing skills that opened doors to new and exotic places. While traveling, I learned to reinterpret the word no to mean “temporarily no” or “possibly yes.” Patience, politeness, and creative negotiations seldom failed to open doors for us during these freewheeling travels.


    When I turned sixteen, my father took a position as pastor at a church in the city of Uelzen, sixty miles south of Hamburg. The sports program in the new school was excellent, and as my body matured I became even more dedicated to my goal of making the Olympic team.


    


    During this time, I saw Gaby occasionally at conventions and youth functions. Even though she was now thirteen years old, I still thought of her as a child. We were fond acquaintances, not yet true friends.


    In 1971, during my final year of high school, disaster struck me down. While working a gymnastics routine I fell badly, hitting the floor with my body bent at an extreme angle. I lay there unable to move. I found myself staring at a gymnasium light fixture overhead, housed in its protective wire cage. Oddly, the cage around the light seemed more like a prison than a protection.


    


    Accidents always produce a sense of shock, disbelief, and questions. What happened? How did I get here? What did I do wrong? Why can’t I move my legs?


    Until this moment my life had been a record of unbroken progress. Horizons were limitless. Now I sensed walls closing in. In the back of my mind unspoken religious questions began to whisper their venom. Did I do something to deserve this? Have I been going the wrong way? Father, are You trying to get my attention? Is this to teach me a lesson?


    At the hospital Mom and Dad stood on either side of the gurney as a doctor mounted a set of X-rays on a light board in front of us, confirming the worst. Life for me would never be the same. I had broken my back severely. The doctor used his pointer to show where the vertebrae had broken away from the spinal column and the raw nerve sheath was now exposed. A wrong movement of my upper body could stress the nerves against the jagged bone fragments and render me a paraplegic, instantly.


    Mother wept and stroked my hand. Dad shook his head in disbelief. A sword of Damocles had been suspended over my head, held there by the merest of threads. One wrong move would bring it down on me with devastating results.


    I was seventeen years old, on the verge of my full athletic powers. None of this seemed real. I could not get my mind around it.
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  - FOUR -


  SOLITARY JOURNEY


  
    While convalescing in traction for weeks, I began to feel my legs again. The exposed nerve sheath on my spinal column allowed my brain to send signals to all of my leg muscles, and they responded. I began to wiggle toes and flex muscles, starting a kind of isometric exercise routine even as I was strapped to the bed. After a couple weeks, I began to feel like I could take up my bed and walk.


    This was good and this was bad. Now that I could move my legs, the doctor warned, it would be more difficult for me to remain still. With all my energy, if I tried to move, I would become my own worst enemy. The spine would naturally bend with the movements, and that would make everything come undone.


    My parents were present at my bedside as the doctor brought a metal brace into the room.


    “This is your new best friend,” the doctor said to me sternly. “Hear me and hear me good, young man. You must never move without it. Do you understand?”


    “Of course we understand, Doctor,” my mother replied.


    It is good that she spoke for me because my reply would not have been fit for polite company. As each strap was fastened to my upper and lower torso and cinched snugly, I fought an urge to rip it from my body and throw it away. I felt that I could move very well without it. Little did they know that I was determined to find a way to prove the brace was useless.


    My parents helped me to my feet in the contraption and I stood awkwardly, feeling like a human turtle carrying an upright shell. I could not turn right or left without turning my whole body. Bending over was out of the question. I could kneel down and use my arms to reach the floor. My memory of the gymnasium light in its cage now seemed prophetic of life in this brace.


    In a month, I graduated from high school. Summer came and there would be no foreign adventures on the road for me. My parents pulled strings to find me a job as an apprentice at a bank in the village of Ebstorf some eight miles north of our home.


    This was not a job on any wish list of mine. I felt like a wrongly accused criminal forced to perform community service. Everything in me wanted to rush to work in the nearest auto repair garage, discarding both the brace and the bank job. I could barely endure the manicured look of my fingernails. At least I was able to drive a car, which provided some solace. I obtained one of the BMWs Friedel and I had restored and used it to commute daily.


    Finally, alone in my office one day, I decided to take the brace off. My work was not strenuous. Working with numbers and counseling bank account holders while sitting at my desk was not a huge risk to my spine. I unstrapped the cage and propped it in a corner. As I turned back to my chair everything seemed normal. Then I found myself face down on the floor, unable to rise. My backbone had not been able to support even minimal stress and I had collapsed.


    My coworkers were forced to call an ambulance and have me returned to the hospital. The doctor rebuked me soundly as he took more X-rays and examined me to see how much damage I had done. It turned out that I was in about the same condition as before, and once the numbness wore off, I could feel my legs and walk with the brace again.


    “That was a close call,” the doctor said. “Do not be foolish again.”


    I finally understood that the doctor had my best interest in mind. I nodded obediently. It was as if someone dimmed all the light in the world for me. Colors became dull, vision grew cloudy, horizons vanished.


    I was sobered by how badly I had misjudged my own condition. No matter how good I had felt, my feelings were not a reliable indicator of the truth. I could not trust my own judgment. All dreams and Olympic aspirations were put out of mind. I couldn’t bear to think of them as I returned to work at the bank like a sleepwalker.


    For the next year and a half my life settled into routine. A few times I tried to sleep without the brace, but my back was not properly supported and I would awaken with pain and put it back on. I no longer attended youth meetings outside of our small congregation, and Gaby and I fell out of touch. Meanwhile, stories of Olympic glory dominated the news media, and I tried to ignore them.


    Then came the terrible day that no one could ignore: September 5, 1972, a day known for something called the Munich massacre. Palestinian terrorists entered the Olympic Village and killed two Israeli athletes while taking nine others hostage. The terrorists and all the hostages were later killed in a shoot-out with police at the airport. A feeling of rage and revulsion swept over me and every other decent citizen. These were very dark days for Germany, and all the world, as memories of the Nazi era and the Jewish Holocaust were deliberately reignited.


    At this point I became happy to at least have my routine. There seemed to be nothing else I could do. It was then that something unexpected happened. While driving to work one morning, I noticed a small circus tent being erected in a vacant field just outside of town. On my way home that evening I could see the flaps pulled up and a few dozen wooden chairs seated in front of a platform. But something else caught my eye. Over the front of the tent a banner had been stretched that read, “Revival Meetings! Healing! Miracles!”


    


    It is good that the tent is small, I thought. That sign will attract only ridicule in cynical Germany.


    As I drove past the tent again the next day, the word healing jumped out at me from the sign. Who was cynical? After my attempt to walk without the brace, my focus had turned to accepting my disability and learning to do my best with it. Had I missed something? Was it possible that I could be healed by a miracle through prayer and faith? I didn’t yet dare to hope.
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