Monday, September 19, 2005

G.O. 2005: Namibia (pt. 1) 

Before we left for Namibia this past summer I told members of my team that when they returned they might have great difficulty telling the story of their experiences to others. I told them that they’d find their words insufficient and often the interest level of their friends and loved ones discouraging. What I didn’t count on was that this would actually be my experience as this trip came to an end. I’ve been considered many things, but ‘at a loss for words’ has never been one of them.

I’ve been unable thus far to put this trip in written perspective. It’s not for lack of trying – I’ve been writing about this trip almost continuously since we’ve been back – but always finding my way to the ‘delete’ key. In an effort to get something ‘out there’ before it finds it’s way to the virtual waste heap, I’ve decided to publish short sections of a trip summary here on the blog. Just a quick editing note as I begin: Music was so much a part of this G.O. Team’s experience both around the campfire and as accompaniment to our dancers’ performances. For that reason, I’ve decided to use song titles and lyrics that were meaningful to us as an outline for my thoughts. So, here goes part one of many…

Dust In The Wind
Just a drop of water in an endless sea…
Though nowhere near the beginning of the story, I suppose that the 2005 trip began to officially take shape with an email I sent to our friend Dieter Morsbach in Namibia: “What if we brought a team of teenage dancers to Namibia? What if the dancers partnered as our worship band had in 2002, presenting sexual purity assemblies in Namibia’s public schools?” And then after providing Dieter with several paragraphs of ‘opt-out’ language, “What if many of the dancers we bring aren’t Christians? What if they are not even church-goers?”

Dieter’s reply came quickly: “What a God inspired, Him-credible plan. Joan and I just love crazy ideas. The crazier, the better. Let’s do it!” He continued: “When I read the printed copy of your email to Joan last night as we sat out watching the sunset she said, ‘I knew it!’ She went on to explain that she had had a sense from the Lord just yesterday that you would be coming back this year – but this time with something totally different.” As I read Dieter’s reply I knew that we were off on another adventure together. But this would be different. This one would break all the rules.

More than proposing a crazy idea, this would involve our overturning the rule book on short term missions and the local church. Numerous short-term missionary experts have published handbooks for the planning and executing of successful short-term mission trips. Were you to take a consensus, their ‘rules’ would read like this:
Rule # 1: ONLY take mature believers on a short-term mission trip.
Rule # 2: NEVER take an unbeliever on a short-term mission trip.
Rule # 3: Revisit rules 1 & 2.
Their years of experience had taught them that taking a team of anything less than committed followers of Jesus Christ would be catastrophic. They promise as much in their books.

But what if God hasn’t read their books?

Wednesday, September 21, 2005
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Here is the second installment of my trip summary for the 2005 G.O. Team experience. Part one was posted on 9/19/05.

Simple Gifts
And when we find ourselves in the place just right…
I’ve often joked that if I can tell the Board of Elders at Christ’s Church that something hasn’t been done before, you’ll see a gleam in their eyes. With this trip it certainly was true. As I shared the trip proposal with our Board of Elders I readily admitted that every book on the subject would tell us not to do this. To this one of the Elders responded, “Maybe it’s time we write a new book.” Our staff too, caught the vision and signed on for duty above and beyond the call. And the congregation, that tremendous collection of souls we call Christ’s Church, once again demonstrated that remarkable pioneering spirit to allow so much leadership time, effort and resource to be dedicated to making this trip a reality. This just sort of made sense for CCA. It’s who we are.

It made sense, too, for the Melissa Hoffman Dance Center. In the years that our girls have taken classes at MHDC, I’ve been thankful that Melissa and her staff have impressed upon the dancers the importance of using their talents to bless others. Regularly performing for local charities and benefits, HIV/AIDS in Africa seemed like a natural, albeit a geographically challenging, fit. Our friend, dance teacher and choreographer Sandi and I had spoken about the potential of such a trip for a couple of years. As the plans began coming together I routinely prayed, ‘Will any of the teenage dancers actually be allowed to go?’

I do God a huge disservice here in abridging His story. I believe it to be nothing short of divine appointment that He brought together 1 teacher (Sandi), 14 teenage dancers, and 2 relatives thru MHDC. Some of the circumstances that surround these 17 people and their individual paths to our team and this trip are deserving that entire chapters be written.

Though this wasn’t technically a ‘Christ’s Church – specific’ trip, we also needed the right Christ’s Church folks to sign on to help form and lead this team to the field, and to bless our friends on the ground in Namibia. I prayed that God would bring together those who were Namibia trip veterans and those who would be first-timers, to be the perfect fit for such an unorthodox endeavor. God marvelously provided. Again, many of the stories of their assembly would stand alone as God sightings.

Looking back, I stand in awe of our God as an artist, fashioning a diverse group of people, for a specific window of opportunity, in a determined location, and for certain tasks – putting us all in the place where we were to be for those 17 days – to be in step with His work in each of our lives.

But I am getting ahead of myself.
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Here is the third installment of my Namibia trip Summary. Earlier parts were posted on 9/19 & 9/21.

Why?
Amidst all these questions & contradictions there are some who seek the truth…
We recognized that preparing this team for the trip would require intentional relationship building. To really get to know the dancers and their families would mean more contact than a few official team meetings and training sessions hosted at the church. And with the very busy schedule of rehearsals and competitions the dancers and their families embark on each spring, this meant the Christ’s Church side of the team, especially our team leadership, needed to parlay the world of dance competitions and recital performances. Being a dance-parent, the dance world is very much a part of our family. But for the rest of the Christ’s Church folks I anticipated that this would be a little awkward. I was thrilled to see so many of the CCA folks begin regularly showing up at the girls’ dance events.

For the dancers and their parents the beginning had to be every bit as awkward. The day before our first team meeting at the church a couple of the dancers asked my daughter what kind of clothing was appropriate to wear to the meeting. Another of the girls was said to have looked at our building as they pulled in the parking lot and remarked, “Is this the church? It doesn’t look like a church.” One parent instructed her daughter prior to that first meeting, “If there is anything strange going on in there get up and leave… and don’t give them my check!”

We added a number of less formal team socials as we prepared. These get-togethers were held in people’s homes, included a couple of fun outings together, and gave our team and their families the best environment in which to become familiar with each other. These settings allowed us to have meaningful conversations. These were priceless experiences, as I look back.

As the trip approached, these less formal gatherings increased. In conversations, a few of the dancers and a couple of the parents shared that they hoped to gain a deeper sense of God during this experience. Hearing that with my own ears thrilled me. I regularly pray for the Lord to open doors for spiritual conversation, but I’ve never pressed it. I have wanted first, foremost and always to build genuine relationships with people – not to press some evangelistic agenda.

Being a minister of the gospel, I recognize that last statement may shock, maybe even disappoint some of my fellow followers of Christ. Let me be clear – I desire more than anything to see people come to know Jesus – but I believe the Lord works through genuine growing relationships to touch people’s hearts rather than in clever sales pitches from near strangers. The truth be told, I can’t stand a sales pitch myself. I loath the idea of visiting a car lot for that very reason. So, I prayed. And I prayed fervently. An early (and frequently repeated) entry in my journal reads: “You heard them say that they want to know You. You better show up! You have to show up! I can’t believe that You wouldn’t show up! Father, will You overwhelm us with Your presence on this trip, so that no one can miss You?”
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This is part 4 of my G.O. 2005 trip summary. See parts 1-3 posted earlier.

Honest Questions
Do you know my story from the start?...
July 1st finally arrived. The dance side of the team was, for the most part, coming from a different direction, and so the plan was for the entire team to assemble in the airport terminal. The Christ’s Church part of the team met in the pre-dawn darkness to share a bus ride into the airport. I looked around the bus. These were the right people for this team. This was the right chemistry. I realized that I was sitting amidst an answer to prayer.

Checking that large a group in at the airport provided us with the first of what would be dozens of delays and frustrations in airports on this trip. All the while, very nervous looking moms, dads, brothers, sisters and friends stood off to the side waiting to say goodbye. A few of our moms had already demonstrated that they could shed tears, so I anticipated we were in for a deluge. There were a few handshakes and hugs for our team leaders and me from dance parents, as we tried to reassure them all that we’d see them in a couple of weeks. And off we went; their kids with some church folks they had only just gotten to know, headed to the other side of the world. I was walking along amidst another answer to prayer.

Now, if chapters would be needed to describe how the team came together, volumes would be required to record all of the happenings of the actual journey to Namibia. Two experiences stand out to me that I cannot neglect here in this report.

The first, the Atlanta International Airport and an Austrian man named Florian. What was intended to be a nominal layover in Atlanta gave way to a 9-hour odyssey; airplane changes, gate changes, meals we hadn’t planned on buying, and a large group, very tired of being in Atlanta. I prayed for a lift for our group. We decided to gather the [image: image2.jpg]


team, break out guitars and sing.  As we did, a man approached and asked if he could ‘sit in’ with us. Florian joined us, with his accordion for a couple of our songs and then taught us one that he had written. Before we were done, a small crowd of strangers had encircled us, many of them video-taping or clapping along. Our team’s brief encounter with Florian is forever captured on our videos and his melody is etched upon our hearts. I looked around, laughter and smiles had returned to our team.

The second experience to share was of a different vane than our merry melody making with Florian. Three flights, three continents and more than 24 hours into the journey, many on our team were encountering sleeping problems. A couple of our team had been physically sick during our last layover as a result of being overtired. As I have on previous trips, I let it be known that I had sleeping medicine with me. In what is the one moment I wish that I could retrieve, I handed the sleep medicine off to some on our team, and a few of the dancers took the sleep-aid. Within just a few moments of take-off one of our leaders alerted me that one of the dancers was acting strangely. When I got to Stephanie’s seat her eyes seemed to look through me and she was confused. I was told she had taken one of the pills. A physician from England sitting nearby identified himself. He read the information on the medicine and assured us that everything was going to be okay, but urged us to try and encourage Stephanie to sleep. He went on to say, “One of two things will happen: she will either have a good night’s sleep, or she will become violently ill if she remains awake.” As our team leaders moved some folks around to get Steph a seating arrangement that would help her sleep, someone said, “What’s up with Michelle?” Michelle had also taken a pill and she began to panic, concerned for her friend Stephanie, she too was becoming very confused and scared. Again, we moved people around to assist the two girls in getting some rest. At the point where Steph and Michelle were falling asleep, a third dancer, Adria began to go downhill. With Adria, there was no comforting her to sleep. She went the other way. For the next six hours of this flight, Adria was violently ill. For many of those hours I sat with Michelle and Stephanie trying to keep them comfortable and asleep, Adria and those of our team who were caring for her sat directly behind me. Three of my team members had gotten sick… because of me. As the doctor had predicted, Steph and Michelle got a good night’s sleep. Adria endured about 10 hours of living hell before she started to feel better. 24 hours later everyone had pretty much forgotten about it, but me. The experience continues to haunt me. It’s one of those moments in life you revisit often in your memory and plead for a chance to do it differently. Thankfully, the only reminders now are the occasional sleeping pill jokes that find their way to me.

All this excitement, and we're still a full day's travel from Namibia.

Thursday, September 29, 2005
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See parts 1-4 posted earlier.

A Place Called Home
I’ll make my bed with the stars above my head…
It had been twelve months since I had seen Dieter and Joan’s property, Mpampo. I remembered the setting in 2004 as having been more than adequate for about a dozen or so of our folks who called it home on that trip. I was a little anxious to see what our 2005 team of 29 would look like there. We had sent Germaine ahead to make advance arrangements. She had assured us that while the accommodations would be different from our earlier experience, they would be more than adequate. It was one week before our departure that I learned Mpampo would not only be home to the Christ’s Church 29, but also home to a team of 18 from South Africa and a team of 9 from Northland. A quick tally, counting the Morsbach’s, that’s 59 people! As our flight neared Namibia my stress levels were climbing. Would this really work?

Looking back, I realize that I wasn’t really concerned about the accommodations. I had every confidence in this team. We were prepared to rough it. A number of people, including some of the dancers’ parents, had teased me about this trip. It was a common assumption that taking a team largely made up of American teenage girls to Africa, and asking them to live in relatively primitive settings, would prove to be too much for many of them. I had great confidence in this team. I was worried about the other teams that were there.

I suppose it was my experience in the church over the years that made me nervous. I knew that our team was not your typical group of short-term missionaries. I feared that as that truth dawned on the other teams sharing our camp with us, members of those other teams would begin to see our team as their mission field. I suppose if I am really honest, that isn’t all of it. My experience in the church has taught me that often well meaning believers lose sight of the most important thing, Jesus, when ‘sharing their faith’. I had visions of dear folks cornering members of our team and addressing the fact that they dance to ‘secular’ music, or that they shop at Abercrombie & Fitch, or worse. My imagination ran wild. I imagined little holy huddles springing up to ‘deliver’ a member of my team from demons or something. Moreover, I was sure that once some of these folks learned that I wasn’t forming my own holy huddles or joining theirs, that I don’t particularly care where people shop, and that I listen to ‘secular’ music myself, that they’d brand me a heretic too. It’s at that point in each daydream that I’d smile. This was going to be a hoot!

Germaine had forewarned me that the leaders of the team from Northland had established some ‘rules’ to help make everyone’s stay at Dieter’s smooth. Now it’s here that members of our previous Namibia teams will crack a smile – their leaders were going to greet me and our team with ‘rules’. Germaine tells the story, that as these ‘rules’ were being announced a few days before our team’s arrival, Richard, Joan and Dieter’s son, shook his head and said under his breath, “Good luck with these rules and the New Hampshire team.”

When we arrived I was invited to join the leaders of the other teams for a quick planning session. Mike and Sandi drew the task of accompanying me. I managed to behave myself, but Mike and Sandi sure looked nervous. We went over ‘rules’. I’m not sure how, but I managed to misplace that list of rules by the time I got back to the dorms.

We could not have been happier with the accommodations the Morsbachs and Germaine arranged. Our sleeping quarters was a large building divided in two, the larger side for the girls and the smaller side for the guys. There were some issues with toilets and showers and a ‘common room’ which caused us to awkwardly pass thru one another’s dorms, but by and large these issues were remedied quickly. Just as I had anticipated, this team was ready to be flexible.

Darkness arrived as our team was settling in. I decided to gather our team for a brief set of initial instructions and called everyone out of the building to a clearing on the backside of the property. As we gathered a hush fell over the group. Our team was at once overwhelmed by the starry sky of the southern hemisphere. I looked up and practically lost my breath. For one who has seen the Namibian sky a number of times before, I was shocked at the clarity of that night’s sky. All I could think was, “Thank You Lord. You showed up!” One of our leaders, Nate, began to point out the different constellations. I can promise you, my words cannot capture the power of those few moments.

This setting under the stars would prove to be the fertile soil for important conversations and experiences too numerous to list on this trip - many after hours strolls by members of our team; many praise and worship song sessions; much prayer; many tears - a nightly [image: image3.jpg]


communing with God. One of the early nights of the trip Samantha, Becca, Diandre and Colleen chose to drag their sleeping bags outside and literally sleep under the stars. I didn’t figure to sleep much that night, sure something would eat them. This is Africa! For a little while I sat down a hundred yards or so from the group all bundled up under the stars. Again, all I could think was, "Thank You Lord. You showed up!"

Saturday, October 08, 2005
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This is the sixth section of my overall G.O. Team Namibia trip summary. You can find earlier sections in the archives menu on the right. This section itself will be in parts due to length. 

From A Distance (pt. 1)
God is watching us…
The most significant experiences of a trip like this are the unforeseen human connections. For our 2005 team this was especially evident. We began with 29 Americans from a variety of socio-economic circumstances, varied religious perspectives, and multi-generational – every generation from teens to fifties represented. We arrived at the Namibian home of a family transplanted 20 years earlier from South Africa. Twenty three of our twenty nine were girls, and seventeen of them teenage girls. We found ourselves sharing camp with a team of South Africans, almost all of them guys, many teenage guys. We also found ourselves sharing camp with another American team, from Northland, however most of their number were not members of Northland, but rather other churches in the Central Florida area. Among the Northland team were Nan Parker who had been a leader on the 2002 outreach we participated in, and Richard Hanna, with whom I had been acquainted for a few years.

Dieter spent time our first day acquainting our team with Namibia, Namibian culture and the people of Namibia. He spoke of Vyf Rand, the squatter’s camp community where he and his family have invested so much of their hearts. In sharing with our team he alerted us to the fact that in Vyf Rand the HIV/Aids ratio can be as high as 70% - or, in words we could get our minds around, as many as 7 out of every 10 people can be HIV positive. Dieter shared a lot of information, but that number seized us.

An hour after our orientation with Dieter, we made our way over to Vyf Rand. A man by the name of Marcus is a manager of sorts on Dieter’s property. He wanted to show our team his home in Vyf Rand that he now rented out to another family. He gave us a walk thru tour of his home, a tour none of us will ever forget. The visit was made even more memorable for a few members of our team when a man named Clement stopped in. Clement was intoxicated so his speech was slurred and his movements and mannerisms greatly exaggerated. As he positioned himself in the path of some of our team members, we exchanged greetings with him and did our best to move on. As I shook his hand, trying to maneuver him out of the path of the rest of our team, I noticed his hand had an open and bleeding wound. I saw his blood on my skin as we released our handshake. I wiped my hand on my shorts as I moved to catch up to the team.

When I caught the team one of the girls, Carli, was very upset. She had been one of those who were unable to escape a handshake with Clement. She was also the one member of our team for whom the HIV/Aids realities of Sub-Saharan Africa were especially scary. I tried to quietly reassure her that HIV/Aids would not be contracted in that manner and that she was okay. While I was talking to her I noticed that Clement had positioned himself once again in our path. We were going to have to pass him and his desire for a handshake or greeting again. As we approached him this second time I reached out and took his hand again, this time so that Carli could quickly pass behind me to the van.

From there we moved over to the church property in Vyf Rand where we were able to meet and play with a dozen or so of children. Our team members’ hearts were struck by these children. They embraced, danced, played and sang with the children for an hour or so before we had to leave. As we were preparing to leave another of the girls, Stephanie, noticed blood on her clothing that had come from one of the children she had held. Again, the realities of this dreaded disease and the fear that accompanies it shook our team.

Late that night I caught Carli alone. Knowing that health was a pressing concern for her, I asked her how she was doing. She told me that she was upset, but not because she was worried for her own health. She said she was ashamed that she had been so afraid to touch Clement. She looked me in the eye and said, “I won’t be afraid like that again.” Over the next two weeks, she never was. 

Saturday, October 15, 2005
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The seventh part of my Namibia 2005 trip summary. Find earlier entries in the archives menu.

From A Distance (pt. 2)
God is watching us...
Since we were introduced to Marcus on our first visit to Vyf Rand we recognized him as he came to work each day at Mpampo. On one occasion Marcus shared a bit of his testimony with members of our team. A few years earlier he had received word of an infection that would require the amputation of his leg. He realized that he did not have the money for a prosthesis, and the prospect of caring for a man unable to walk overwhelmed his wife. She left him for another man. He pondered life alone, in his words, "among the ‘thrown away’ people". But then, he met someone who introduced him to Christ. A short while after his surgery, a group of believers came together to help him afford a prosthetic leg. Now, a few years later, he is a land owner, landlord, the manager of Mpampo’s staff for Dieter, and testifying to all of God’s goodness to him.

Another people encounter happened as we visited one of the neighborhood cemeteries in Okahandja. I had been among a few of our 2004 team who visited this cemetery a year earlier. As we arrived I encouraged members of our team to stroll thru the yard and read some of the markers. I knew that as we did the math, birth dates and death dates would reveal that the majority of these graves were the resting place of teens and young adults. I knew that we would see the face of HIV/Aids. What I wasn’t prepared for was the amount of new graves that had been filled in just the 12 months since I was there last. Row after row of graves were added in the past year. There were some meaningful connections for a few of our team members. One of the girls was shaken to see a grave of a young lady who shared a birthday with her 20 year old sister. That brought things home. Another few of our team were shaken to see the row of baby graves, dozens of them buried in just the last year. Still, others noticed a new row of freshly dug holes that were empty. Again, doing the math made it seem very likely that those graves would be occupied in the next two weeks – before we even leave Namibia! As we debriefed that evening I realized how far removed we really are from HIV/Aids in the U.S. It is a disease about which we hear rock stars talk and see Oprah do a special. Every so often a celebrity is diagnosed and we all take notice. But here, the neighborhood children play in the shadow of the cemetery that is a growing reminder of this dreaded disease and its impact on their lives.

Within our first few days at Dieter’s we received a visit from Brenda Johnston from Hope’s Promise Orphan Ministries, with whom our dance team would partner later in the trip. We were also visited by Pastors Ron and Miericke from Emmanuel Church in Windhoek, again, dear folks we met in 2002 and spent time with in 2004. Jos and Sylvia Holtzhausen from Christ Hope International and U.S. Missionaries to Namibia Lon and Val Garber also stopped in to see us.

Brenda Johnston’s visit included introducing the team to Janis and Stephanus, twin boys she has been caring for during the last several years. Janis and Stephanus’ made a lasting impression on our team. Stephanus made rounds drawing and writing in our team members’ journals. Janis danced, sang and entertained us. In these two dear boys our team came face to face with Namibia’s growing number of orphaned and abandoned children. Our hearts will never be the same.

The evening before the dancers’ first school performance they were asked to share a few numbers with the entire group staying on Dieter’s property. Members of the South African team and the group from Northland joined us, as we all crowded into the multi-purpose room alongside our dorm. The girls put on a fine, albeit abbreviated, demonstration of their talents. Our friendly audience was very encouraging. Dieter, Joan and Richard were especially moved to see the girls dance.

When everyone left and it was just our team that remained, a few of the girls mentioned that this dance performance felt different. Jaimie was the first to put it into words, she said: “I felt like I was dancing for God tonight." Others agreed, this trip was going to afford them a different dance experience than they’d ever had before.

Wednesday, October 19, 2005

G.O. 2005: Namibia (pt. 8) 

[image: image4.jpg]


From A Distance (pt. 3)
God is watching us…
Of all the personal connections we made, it was the children of Vyf Rand that captured the hearts of this team. Each time we pulled our vehicles through the neighborhood children would spill out into the streets and follow us to the soccer field to play. Many of our team members seemed to form a special bond with one or two of the local children, so that on each visit those same children would come to find that one special visitor that they had connected with earlier. Our team as well, scanned the children for that one child who had so captured their hearts.

Pulling out of Vyf Rand at the end of each day’s visit proved difficult. The children were so sad to see us leave that they would often cling to us, climb on our vehicles or run alongside, dangerously close as we attempted to drive away. We managed most days to send the vans out one at a time, the group in the last van keeping the children at a safe distance. My van was often the last to leave. To keep the children back as we began to leave, Stephanie and Samantha would walk behind the vehicle and as we were at a safe distance they would say goodbye to the children and run to catch us. That worked for a few days. On one of our last visits Steph and Sam began to run, Sam made it to the vehicle, Steph didn’t. As I looked in the mirror, I saw that the children had grabbed on to her and were keeping her from getting to us. I also saw that Steph’s expression had changed. She looked scared. I stopped the van and ran back to her. As I approached I shouted to the crowd, “Okay! We need to leave now! We will see you tomorrow! It’s time for you to go home! Goodbye!” The children immediately let go of Stephanie and moved away. So we got in the van and drove back to our camp. As I replayed that scene in my mind it hit me: As I approached those children and as I raised my voice, they appeared to almost cower. It almost looked to me like a dog who has been abused will cower when someone raises a hand to pet it, as if expecting instead some violence. I described what I had seen to Dieter and Joan and they shook their heads, “Darin, these children know all to well the sight of an angry, approaching man.” That experience is forever etched on my heart.

There were many more personal connections that seemed almost God-sends to me for our team. Among these unplanned connections, Richard Hanna with Northland’s team was a great source of encouragement to many of us. His light-hearted playfulness put us all at ease, but conversations with him could turn on a dime to meaningful openness and honesty. More than a few members of our team commented to me that their encounters with Richard seemed more than coincidental.

Another unplanned encounter happened as several of our dancers shopped for souvenirs in Windhoek one day. As they walked the sidewalk in the capitol city a woman approached and asked the girls “Are you born again?” She shoved some literature in their faces and the girls politely sidestepped her and moved on. But, her question struck deep. Many a conversation from that point on in the trip returned to that encounter. What does it mean to be born again? Am I born again? Are you born again? I had a crazy Aunt and Uncle who called themselves born again… and on and on. Again, by trips end many of our group were asking, was this encounter a coincidence?

On these trips the relational connections within the team are always a special part of the experience. We all recognized that this team coming together was more than a coincidence. How was it that these 29 people, many of whom had only in recent weeks gotten to know each other, would find themselves sharing every moment of two and a half weeks together on the other side of the world? How was it that these teammates could come to genuinely care about one another so quickly? How was it that people who seemed to have very little in common before the trip discovered that they had very much in common as the trip unfolded? Each team member wrestled in some way or another to make sense of it all. Many wrestle still.

Friday, October 28, 2005
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This is the latest in an ongoing series of postings that make up my G.O. 2005: Namibia report. Find earlier postings in the archive menu. This section entitled 'Hallelujahs' will recount many of the dance team's performances in Namibia. Due to length, I've broken it down into three sections, this being the first. In addition, a new video featuring more dance footage was completed this week. Click here to see the new video.

Hallelujahs
Your song goes out to all the earth…
In 2002 Christ’s Church sent a band to Namibia. Music performance turned out to be a tremendous vehicle thru which to communicate the [image: image5.jpg]


message of sexual purity to Namibia teens and young adults. The band would play a set of music and then share materials about HIV/AIDS and encourage young people to practice sexual purity. I was certain that the dance performances would have the same crowd-pleasing effect and because of the age of our dancers, I anticipated the Namibian youth would really be engaged.

Our team’s first dance performance was scheduled for the new Primary School in Vyf Rand. Not knowing what to expect, the girls were nervous. We had planned on three or four numbers and then one of ladies with the Northland Team, Gracia, would do our ‘sex talk’. Electricity is always an unknown at these schools, so we were prepared with a gasoline generator. We set up in a hurry and before we had time to really think about it, the music was playing and the girls were dancing. This performance was outside the school, in the dirt. As the girls moved dust filled the air.

Midway thru the first song our generator started to sputter and smoke. I ran to see what the problem was and quickly realized there was nothing I could do mechanically to improve the situation – so I sat down in the dirt, laid my hands on the generator and began to pray. “Lord, will you keep this thing running? PLEASE!” The engine settled back into a steady hum. After a few minutes I decided to leave the generator, hoping for a better vantage point to see the end of the girls’ dance routine. But as I moved, the generator began to labor again. I returned my hands and renewed my prayers. Once again, the engine steadied. For whatever reason, it seemed that I needed to stay with that generator and pray. So, I prayed. The dust the girls kicked up mixed with the exhaust fumes to form quite a cloud. The cloud was causing my asthma fits, and I had to laugh imagining that my claim to fame would be choking to death in Namibia while I prayed over a Honda generator! Not exactly a Jim Elliott story.

The girls were all emotionally overwhelmed as they danced. Tears poured down each of their faces, a few visibly sobbed even as they continued their routines. As we talked about it later it seemed to be a combination of things – finally being here after months of preparing; seeing the children and their response; the weight of HIV/AIDS; and the very real trouble that the ‘coincidence’ of it all was bringing to many of our hearts. Just how is it that this experience came to be?

This was the first of three trips to Vyf Rand for our team this day. As we left the school we promised the children we would see them for some play-time at the soccer field in the afternoon. And, we had been scheduled to participate in a church service that evening at Pastor Thomas’ church. I knew that this evening engagement would challenge us. For a few of our team members who came in 2004 it meant returning to see people with whom they had very powerful connection last year. For Carli and Steph it meant returning to the scene of very frightening encounters a day earlier. I wondered if we’d see Clement again. For all of us it would mean many handshakes and personal greetings. In our cross-cultural training we had stressed the importance of our American team being the initiators in social greetings. I wondered how the team would respond. Once again, this team came through with flying colors.

The next day’s schedule took us to Windhoek. The girls began the day in front of a small Christian School student body. The stage was very small, so the girls’ went with a few numbers they could do in minimal space. This was our first chance to see the Berthiaume sisters perform their duet and also for a small group of the girls, Carli, Adria, Michelle and Stephanie, to perform a number that they had choreographed themselves for the trip. This opportunity also provided our team with a couple other ‘firsts’. Dieter called on one of our team members, Jason, to come forward and be interviewed. Jason handled what was certainly a stressful situation well. Next was my daughter Amanda. Dieter decided it would be good for the school children to ask Amanda questions. I could see the terror in her eyes. As a dad I was awkwardly torn between desires to rescue her and waiting it out. Amanda handled it like a seasoned veteran. Then, Dieter called upon Sandi to come and share a bit in closing. Sandi had given some thought to these kinds of impromptu speaking assignments. What she had not prepared for, however, was the very thing Dieter was going to ask her to do. Dieter [image: image6.jpg]


put his arm around Sandi and said, “Sandi, would you pray for this school and these students before we leave?” Everyone on our team felt for Sandi. Very obviously moved and her voice shaky, Sandi began and delivered a most heart-felt and eloquent prayer. I was wiping away tears.

This second day of dancing was slated to end with the team participating in a youth worship service at Emmanuel Church in Windhoek. Emmanuel offers up a fantastic youth ministry. Pastor Johan asked us to come early so he could audition several of the girls’ dances and choose the ones that would best fit his program for the evening. The girls were troopers, putting up with his requests for the better part of an hour, barely catching their breath between routines as he would say, “Can you show me that one again?” The actual service was tremendous. The youth band, several of their youth sharing testimonies, Pastor Johan’s message intertwined with video clips, all built around several numbers from our dancers.

As the first of the girls’ dance routines ended I noticed Diandre was in a great deal of pain. She had pulled a muscle in her neck and Sandi was working feverishly to help her relax. I offered to pray for Diandre and she said that she would like that. So, pray I did. As I prayed I found myself thinking, here was a great opportunity. I have been praying for months that God would show up powerfully for this team. I dropped back a few rows of seats away from everyone and prayed fervently. As the evening went on Diandre seemed only to have minimal relief, but she was able to gut it out and continue. The highlight of the evening came for me when I lifted my head from prayer to find Diandre standing in front of me, one hand gripping her sore neck, the other arm around Stephanie. She asked, “Darin, would you pray for Steph too? Her knee is giving her problems.” I prayed for them both.

This day’s lesson for me was captured in my journal. I had written early in the day that I was disappointed with the schedule. Why were we going to Windhoek? Why a Christian School? Why a church service? Our girls were so very touched the days before in Vyf Rand, why were we not there again today? By days end it hit me. Had we not gone to Windhoek many members of our team would not have been stretched as they were. Jason and Amanda would not have been called upon to share. Sandi would not have had the opportunity to pray out loud as she did. The great blessing it was to pray for the girls, and more, to have Diandre and Steph specifically ask me to pray for them, all of this would have been missed were it not for this schedule with which I was initially so disappointed. My last journal entry of the day simply reads, “Thank you, Lord. Will you continue to make the most of all this?”

Saturday, November 05, 2005


G.O. 2005: Namibia (pt.10) 

This is the latest section of my Namibia 2005 Trip Summary. Earlier postings can be found thru the archives menu. This section entitled "Hallelujahs" covers the girls' many dance performances on this trip. As such, I have broken this section into parts. This is part 2 of this particular section.

Hallelujahs (pt 2)
Your song goes out to all the earth...
Our next day's schedule had the girls dancing at a Secondary School (middle & high school) in Okahandja. As we neared the school just about the whole team realized that this school was one block from the cemetery we had visited when we arrived. These were the very family members who had buried loved ones there, and so many, and so recently.

As we arrived a man appeared with a number of students in front of us. They broke into song and dance as a special welcome. We were so thrilled at their talents. A few of the students brought forward hand drums and played and moved to the beat. It was a real cultural treat for us all.

This performance was on a patio of sorts, on concrete. If that wasn’t enough, there were many pebbles, twigs and cracks, all of which could cause a serious accident or injury to our dancers. Before they started we policed the area as best we could to provide a clear area for them. As the girls started, however, they quickly moved beyond the boundaries we had cleared to get closer to the crowd. As they began to dance I saw every rock and pebble we didn’t get to right at their feet as they leapt and turned. I knew my job – once again I began to pray and pray fervently.

With each performance Sandi would string together different dance numbers based on the time limit we were given and the space requirements, and arranging them so as to allow the girls to rest. As I recall, there were 10 numbers planned for this particular engagement. As the performance went on it dawned on us that it was overlooked in our planning that 14 year old Michelle was in 8 of the 10 numbers. It was when she ran out for her sixth in a row without a breather that it dawned on me. I shifted the focus of my prayers from the girls and concrete and pebbles to Michelle, “Lord, give her grace and strength!” Michelle gave one of the most unforgettable performances of that trip that day.

Also on this day would come an occasion Mike and I had been waiting for since before the trip began. It was the night before we left for Namibia that the dance team did a dress rehearsal of sorts at the dance studio for family members and friends to see. As Mike and I talked to parents and family members Stephanie’s mom Denise, fought back tears as she told us that this (Africa trip) would be the first time her daughter would ever have danced without her being there to see it. It seemed that Mike and I were both thinking the same thing, and that was to catch Stephi’s solo on video and put her solo on the blogsite for Denise to see.
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Stephi stepped out before this crowd of 1000 students. Mike and my daughter Katie were poised to video tape from two different angles. I watched Steph thru tears in my eyes, realizing I was again witnessing an answer to prayer – I had seen this sight of dancers in Namibia for months in my mind, and here we were. The very end of Stephi’s solo there was a power flicker and the CD stopped. Stephi kept going and finished to tremendous applause.

When our performance was finished a school official began to dismiss the students. As this announcement was being made the dancers were gathering their things and other members of our team were disassembling our sound system and preparing to leave. The school official offered that if anyone would like to briefly meet and greet the dancers on their way back to class that would be fine. At that very moment my back was to the crowd and I suddenly heard a roar and literally felt the earth moving as this crowd of more than 1000 students stampeded toward us. All I could think to do was get myself between the crowd and our dancers. Mike, Dave, Germaine, Dieter and other adults with our team all had the same idea. The next thing we knew we were all basically pinned between the crowd the side of a building, our team leaders and adults pretty frantically reaching to buffer the dancers. But in just a matter of seconds we heard whistles and shouts from school officials and immediately the crowd began to leave for their classrooms. Our team stood dazed and confused, looking at each other. What had just happened? Though a bit shaken by the experience, no one was hurt. It was a sobering reminder, however, for our leaders that we were indeed caring for the safety of 15 teenage girls in a very different culture.

When we got back to our camp Mike went to work editing the video and splicing in a complete recording of Steph’s music. He had the video ready to be posted that evening. As he headed to the internet cafe to post it we joked about the emotional response it might generate back home. I gave thanks to the Lord for what He was going to do thousands of miles away in people’s hearts.

Nothing could have prepared us for that response. Within minutes of uploading that video dozens of comments began to roll in from home, raw emotion, wonder and awe spilled over. As we shared the comments from home with our team that emotion, wonder and awe seemed to spill across the oceans and continents to our little campfire. I realized that God was at work in many hearts and lives far beyond the 29 that made up our G.O. Team. I asked in my journal that evening, “What will You do with all of this Lord?”

Friday, November 11, 2005

G.O. 2005: Namibia (pt. 11) 

This is the latest posting in my 2005 Namibia trip report. You can locate earlier postings thru the archives menu. This is the third part of the section entitled "Hallelujahs" having to do with the dance portion of our team's in-country itinerary.
Hallelujahs (pt. 3)
Your song goes out to all the earth...
Partnering with Hope’s Promise Orphan Ministries put the dance part of our team on the road for a few days right in the middle of the trip.

Our first stop was the town of Rehoboth. Hope’s Promise had planned an evening fund-raising event that would feature our girls dancing and a number of local musicians sharing their talents. Tickets were sold and more than N$8000 was raised. The girls were scheduled to run almost every dance they had prepared. This was our first opportunity to see a tap number that was worked up on the eve of the trip that included Sandi, the dance teacher. The crowd so appreciated the dancers that they were called back for encores. When we finally thought they were done, one more specific encore was requested – a repeat of the tap number. Our friends at Hope’s Promise were overjoyed at the results, not only was it a tremendous financial success, but more, HPOM had provided this community with a fun filled night and an artistic program that brought the community together.

Our down time in Rehoboth afforded us a visit to the Reho Spa, a hot spring swimming area. A few of our team members who had been here in 2004 were able to reconnect with some of the children they had met a year earlier. As we were on a schedule to travel to HPOM’s other ministry area in Arandis on Sunday, we began Sunday morning with our own makeshift worship service on the lawn near the spa. HPOM’s Sylvia Buekes shared a heart-felt message with us.

In Arandis the girls were scheduled to perform an evening community-wide performance and also to visit a secondary school the following morning. We checked into a guesthouse right across the street from the community stage. The accommodations were different than we expected. The guesthouse had several small rooms that would house 2 people each and community bathrooms. It didn’t help that no one on the property seemed to speak any English and we were without a translator. My team leaders and I strategized about how we could use buddy systems and lookouts to cover bathroom and shower visits. I’ll sum it up in one word – stress.

As we worked to set up the sound system and get the girls ready to dance the outdoor stage was surrounded by local residents curious to see what we were going to do. Mike and Dave added in some music to fill the time and provide the girls an occasional breather between numbers. Since Dave was playing music my job at this stop was to oversee the sound board while I prayed.

The girls’ performance was being well received. We were racing with [image: image8.jpg]


nightfall. Though there were lights on the property, there didn’t appear to be any way to turn them on. A few local folks attempted to erect some flood lights but the power breakers couldn’t handle the draw. It finally got dark enough that we needed to bring a close to the program. Again, young people gathered around the dancers to meet and greet them. Our leaders were once again concerned to see that everyone was together and safe. After a little while of meeting and greeting we decided to leave. The problem was that only one of our vehicles was there at the venue, the others were parked at our hotel across the street. My concern was that if the crowd determined where we were staying we might have visitors later that evening. As such, I didn’t want to parade the girls across the street and directly to the hotel.

The Knight family was staying in Arandis serving with HPOM for the entire summer. They had a home nearby and had invited us over for supper and a little down time after the performance. We told the dancers to pile into the one van we had – that’s 15 dancers and me driving in one 8 passenger vehicle. As we piled in the van and hurried away it felt like we were rock-stars leaving a concert venue, adoring fans tailing us as we left. The rest of our team pulled down the gear and walked several blocks to the Knight’s home. Once everyone was there we all were able to relax.

The next morning would dawn early. We had to be at the school ready to perform at 7AM, so I was to knock on dorm doors at 5:45AM. This performance would be another first for us in that we would have to be responsible for the sexual purity message this time. At each of our prior engagements we had one of our partners with us to speak. This time it was going to be all us… or should I say, all me. Since the beginning of the trip I had asked the dancers to consider if they would ever like to speak on the topic of sexual purity. One of our dancers, Samantha had hinted that she might be willing to speak. As I headed to bed I stopped by Samantha’s room. I asked, “Are you up for it?”

At Kolin Foundation Secondary School the student body was assembled in a patio of sorts. Once again, a concrete stage would be the dance floor. To make things a bit more interesting, there were a number of concrete pillars on this patio, so the girls would need to altar their dances as if they were dancing on an obstacle course. As they performed my role again was prayer, and all the while I was preparing to greet this crowd and speak about sexual purity. As usual, the dancers wowed the crowd. When it was my turn I took the mic and stepped out to be as frank and as honest as I could be. I understand that I was so frank that I made members of my team, especially my daughters Amanda and Katie blush. I finished my comments by offering that I am a lot older than the students, but that I had one of their peers who would speak to them. I handed the microphone to Sam and she stepped before the crowd that had grown completely silent.
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The first thing that I had noticed was that Sam had culturally adapted her language. She shared that she had just graduated from ‘secondary school’ in the U.S. She continued that she was going to ‘university’ when she returned home. She spoke of the decision that she had made to use her body in healthy ways, like dancing, studying and serving others and not to use it in sexual ways until she was married. You could have heard a pin drop as she spoke. Tears poured down my cheeks as she spoke. I was overwhelmed. She closed her comments by suggesting that one person making a right decision can change the world. Everyone heard her loud and clear. That day Sam and our G.O. Team dancers changed the world.

Tuesday, November 15, 2005

G.O. 2005: Namibia (pt. 12) 

This is the 12th entry in my 2005 Namibia trip report. Earlier sections can be found in the archives menu.

When You Believe
Seeking faith and speaking words I never thought I’d say…
I have always been astounded by the conversations that happen on our short-term cross-cultural trips. It’s not that these conversations couldn’t have happened at home, it’s that they wouldn’t have. I’ve come to believe that this is all very much the orchestral genius of our God; a demonstration of His extravagance – His willingness to have many dollars spent, many miles crossed in providing the perfect ‘other-worldy’ setting – for these conversations to happen.

These settings seem also to provide a most fertile environment for people to ponder the Divine. Whether a relatively new believer or someone who has walked with the Lord for many years, all of our G.O. Team members seem to return home having grown tremendously. I especially wondered what this would look like with this team’s unique make-up. In numerous journal entries before the trip began I asked, “What do You have in store for this group?”

I noticed while checking in for our first flight that, though we were a group of 29, our travel agent had booked our flights in groups of 3 and 4. There didn’t appear to be any rhyme or reason to it. The groupings weren’t alphabetical. And, although we had two married couples who were grouped together and two sets of sisters who were kept together, my two daughters Amanda and Katie were booked separately from me. Having been on a number of these trips I didn’t think too much of it, realizing that we’d all be swapping seats once we got going. But it suddenly hit me that the two other people in my grouping were the two girls I was least acquainted with as the trip began, Kara and Stephanie.

In the several months leading up to our trip I prayed for each of our team members daily. Stephanie was the last to join our team. In my journal next to Stephanie’s name I wrote, “Lord, will you provide opportunities for me to get to know her?” Kara was different in that she was not a dancer but the older sister of one of the dancers. Her work schedule made it very difficult for her to attend many of the team get-togethers leading up to the trip. Next to her name in my journal I wrote, “I don’t know her at all, Lord. Help?” So, was it a coincidence that I was to be grouped with these two ladies for 10 flights?

When we hit the ground in Namibia, Stephanie wound up with the ‘shotgun’ seat in my van. The ‘shotgun’ in our vehicles on these trips is responsible to continually remind the driver “LEFT” as we drive. (Accidentally falling back into the ingrained American traffic pattern is a real danger on these trips.) Steph’s role in my vehicle in-country and our flight itinerary basically assured that she and I were connected for the entire trip. It must have been dozens of times that I looked over at her and smiled recalling those journal entries – “Lord, will you provide opportunities for me to get to know her?” Another coincidence?

Some conversations happened quite naturally. Some personalities really clicked well together. Some folks moved conversationally in one circle while others gravitated elsewhere. As it all sorted out it seemed that everyone had important connections with one or more team members.

Once again, I do God a huge disservice here in not sharing specifics of these conversations. The fact that He is at work in each of the 29 lives that made up our team, and that He was present in every conversation was unmistakable. But the conversations that you have in these settings aren’t the kind you would chronicle in a report. They are the kind you hold in your heart, pray about, and remain very thankful to have experienced. What I will say is that I was surprised at the depth and honesty of some of the sharing on this trip. We talked a lot about ourselves. We talked a lot about God. We talked about life. We talked about death. We talked about what matters. We talked about sexual purity. We talked about many of life’s decisions and choices. We laughed a lot. We cried some. We laughed some more.

One recurring theme in conversation, especially towards the end of the trip, concerned coincidence. Was it a coincidence that this team had come together? Was it a coincidence that we found ourselves in this amazing setting? Was it a coincidence that we were sharing these profound experiences? Was it a coincidence that we were coming to really care for one another? Shedding these tears? Asking these questions? Considering these answers? Coincidence?

Saturday, May 27, 2006

G.O. 2005: Namibia (pt. 13) 

For those of you who began following this series of articles last September thru November, I apologize for the long hiatus. I have about 6-8 more segments to go, I think. Having lost my hard drive last week I’ve lost most of my notes that I’d made for this series. That may well be a blessing in disguise for the moment, however, as I’ve had to revisit my journals and our videos again to rekindle the memories – and what a sweet exercise that has been for me! For those desiring to find this entire series in one location, we will be posting a link in the menu by next week that will contain the entire file. Finally, note that this section entitled No Place To Lay My Head will itself be posted in 3 parts due to length.

No Place To Lay My Head (pt. 1)
On a journey that’s just as He planned…
Although the performance at the Kolin Foundation Secondary School in Arandis had gone extremely well, and our down time at the beach and on the sand dunes had been fantastic, our trip back to Dieter’s wasn’t without stress. Just before we left the coast our team visited an open-air market and one of the dancers, Jaclyn, lost a small pocketbook that contained her passport. Once again, I was proud of our team leaders and our trip veterans, as over the next hour or so in waiting for police to arrive, they made all the right moves. Literally within moments we had people at work on both sides of the ocean working on ‘next steps’, and more importantly, praying! A number of the local merchants were sympathetic to our situation, affording more relational opportunities. At days end, however, now several hours later than we had planned, we headed back to Dieter’s without the passport in hand.

Upon arriving back at Dieter’s the team seemed spent, physically and emotionally. A number of us stood in Dieter’s kitchen trying to decide what to do next. Dieter said, ‘We pray!’ And so we did. A couple of the dancers offered up sentences in the prayer time. In that moment our hearts were united in expectation that God could make a difference. I have to admit, while I knew full well He could, I don’t know that I was expecting He would.

Before we went to bed, Dieter informed me that he had arranged for the girls to dance very early the next morning at a local school. It would only be one song. I asked if Dieter could cancel it, as the team looked beat and I couldn’t see getting them up so early for one song.

I was up very early the next morning, and Dieter found me. “Tate’, I’ve been praying this morning. I made this commitment to the school here in Okahandja that dancers would come this morning. I told God that if our dancers cannot go, I will go and dance myself before I disappoint the students.” I couldn’t believe what Dieter was saying. I looked around and only one dancer - teacher and choreographer Sandi - was awake. Dieter continued, “As I prayed about it, I believe the Lord gave me an idea. Would you allow me to challenge Sandi this morning?” I had no idea what Dieter had in mind.

Watching from a distance I saw Dieter approach Sandi by the fire and place his hand on her shoulder, speaking to her face to face. The next thing I knew Sandi shot out of her chair headed for the dorm. Dieter turned and saw me, shot me a thumbs up, and gave one of his famous “Yesssss!” cries.

The next thing I knew, Sandi, now in one of the dancer’s outfits, and a very tired Diandre (I’m guessing the dancer who lent up her leotard in exchange for being the only dancer to actually come and witness this performance), and a very tired Germaine (cameras in hand) made their way to our vehicles. And just like that we were off.

On the way to the school Sandi went back and forth on what song to dance to, finally settling on the solo she had choreographed for Jaclyn – Nowhere To Lay My Head. Sandi gave one of the most beautiful dance performances I’ve ever seen. As I watched her dance I was tremendously moved, trying to hide my tears from Diandre and Germaine. I wasn’t sure if my emotions were a result of being over tired, still very concerned about the missing passport, or some combination of it all. Then I heard the line in the song that I began this passage with, ‘on a journey that’s just as He planned’ and remembered that this was Jaclyn’s song, and I really choked up. I prayed, “God, You are in control. You love Jaclyn. You know the situation with the passport. You will work it all out. None of this has surprised You.”

We got back to Dieters and many of the team members were still in bed. Those that were awake were stirred by the report that ‘Sandi was performing’. I began planning the next day or so of my own schedule that I imagined would involve finding the U.S. Consulate and faxing info back and forth with the States. Dieter advised that I should meet him up at his house and we would make one last call to the police station at the coast first.

I walked thru the door and Dieter was on hold for the shift commander. Busying myself by pulling Jaclyn’s information from our ‘critical files’ I waited. Then I heard it again, that all familiar “Yesssss!” The shift commander was holding Jaclyn’s passport in his hands.

Thursday, June 08, 2006

G.O. 2005: Namibia (pt. 14) 
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This is part 14 of an overall summary of last year's Namibia trip. It is part two of a subsection. The entire document (or as much of it as has been completed) is available in the right hand menu entitled 'The Namibia 2005 Story'. I hope you enjoy reading along.

No Place To Lay My Head (pt. 2)
On a journey that’s just as He planned…
It was in the days leading up to our Namibia 2005 departure that I was afforded a few opportunities to look in on Sandi and the dancers as they prepared for the trip. During these rehearsals, Sandi would carefully watch the girls’ every move, her eyes racing back and forth between the dancers themselves and their image in the studio’s mirrored wall. At times, she appeared to be marking the moves with her hands and upper body, with each of the girls’ leaps and turns. Occasionally she would burst into a count or a clap, or shout an instruction out over the music. Every now and then she would even step into the routine herself for a quick count of eight, as if to demonstrate, ‘do it just like this’.

I learned a lot about ministry watching the dance teacher.

On the field in Namibia, Sandi’s work with the girls continued, but now in a different manner. There were very few ‘rehearsal’ moments while we were in Namibia. Sandi’s work shifted. Instruction gave way to encouragement; correction gave way to applause; counting and clapping gave way to hugs and even prayers.

There was the moment when Steph’s music stopped as she danced before more than 1000 students. Over the crowd Sandi’s voice was heard, ‘Yeah Steph!’, cheering her on. There was the performance where Diandre’s neck stiffened just as she was preparing to dance. Sandi stood behind her massaging her neck, and speaking words of reassurance to her between numbers. There were times when she stepped up, even when she was called far beyond her comfort zone. But there were also times when she chose to hold back, to let other members of her team be stretched.

I learned a lot about ministry watching the dance teacher.

Then there was that moment, and the words I wish I could call back. Near the end of the trip I had a disagreement with Sandi, in a tone I deeply regret. That experience in itself isn’t really all that surprising. Tense moments and rash remarks are common in the pressure cooker of cross-cultural mission trips. What was surprising – refreshing is actually a better word – was that Sandi came to me soon after and told me that I had hurt her feelings. She allowed me to apologize to her, and she offered forgiveness. She moved on. 

I learned a lot about ministry watching the dance teacher.

Tuesday, June 13, 2006

G.O. 2005: Namibia (pt. 15) 

This is part 15 of my overall Namibia 2005 Trip Summary, part 3 of the section entitled No Place To Lay My Head. The preceding parts of this document can be found in the right hand menu under the name ‘The Namibia 2005 Story’. It is through my own tears that I’ve composed this section tonight. I hope you enjoy it.

No Place To Lay My Head (pt. 3)
On a journey that’s just as He planned…
“I know. All of our parents are here. Right?” This was one of the many guesses at what lay in store for the dancers as the ministry part of the trip drew to its close and a special ‘debrief’ was being planned specifically for them. All our team leaders would tell them is that they had one more performance to give, and that for many of them it could prove to be the biggest performance of their lives, and for all of them it would be the largest audience for whom they had ever performed. Their imaginations ran wild.

There were dozens of covert glances and assuring nods from Dieter and Richard as the evening approached. Preparations had been underway for hours. 

We gathered the dancers and told them that this last performance had a few strange conditions. First of all, only dancers and dancer support folks (sound man Dave, Mike and I) would be making the trip. This didn’t sit well, as the dancers quickly recognized that the rest of the CCA team members were free that evening. Why couldn’t they come? We also broke the news that there would be no cameras or video cameras allowed at this venue. This too was disappointing for the girls who had photographed every step of the trip to this point. Not even the CCA team cameras, the ones that produced all the website photos and videos, would be along on this journey. There would literally be no documentation of this last performance except in the memories of the dancers.

The ride to the venue was adventurous. Nearly an hour was spent winding around dirt roads through the bush to get there, bumps, dips, downed trees and all. When we arrived at the clearing, we asked the girls to sit in the combees until we made sure everything was in place. Far enough out from civilization, no light existed other than the magnificent light provided by the stars and moon overhead. To a girl, the dancers were nervous in the vans. What was this all about? Who was this special audience?

Through more brush and at the far end of a clearing a few hundred yards away, Dieter and Richard had spread a huge tarp to serve as a stage, and anchored the corners with heavy stones. Dave set the sound system up, just as he had at each performance, this time with the speakers aimed back at the ‘stage’. The generator was set as far away as wiring would allow; a baffle in place to all but silence it. When everything was set, we returned to get the girls.

As we led them to the clearing by flash light, the girls were silent. When we arrived, Dieter explained that the three chairs set before their ‘stage’ were reserved for Father, Son and Holy Ghost. A quick glance to the heavens would assure them of the Almighty’s applause. And the performance tonight would include every number the girls had prepared, solos and small groups to the numbers that included the whole company of dancers. Themselves hiding behind a barrier, Sandi and Dave sat silently out of view to manage the playlist. Through tears, Dieter thanked God for the girls, and their gift of dance, and the blessing their visit to Namibia had been. Then Dieter, Richard, Mike and I turned and walked out of sight.

There were a few giggles at first. Were we serious? Is this for real? 

What happened next, I will never forget. Having settled under a tree a hundred yards or so from the girls, I sat and prayed. I strained to see through the darkness. As my eyes adjusted, I watched as silhouettes danced. With each number, I could sense the rising tide of emotion. Several songs in, Steph came out to dance her solo, ‘After the Rain’. As she finished I could hear a few of the girls crying. Not long after that Bonnie, Steph, Michelle and Adria came out and danced a number that they had choreographed, ‘Honest Questions’. I watched through tears as the girls collapsed into each others arms at the end of the song. With each dance the emotions escalated. I couldn’t remain so far away. I needed to be closer. I snuck forward into the shadows just a few yards away. It was at that point that the three High School Graduates, Sam, Diandre and Rebecca came out to dance their trio. The reality set in, this was likely the last time they would dance together. Emotions spilled over. As the last song ended, Sandi joined her dancers. I watched as the girls cried and embraced one another, collapsing on the tarp. We all sat in the silence of that setting for a half hour or so before anyone dared to move. Just as we had hoped, the girls had one experience on this trip that will only live on in the memories of the 18 people who were there.

The performance concluded, in the distance Dieter lit a bonfire he had prepared. A quick cell phone call to Richard, and he pulled into view with the other combees in tow. The rest of the team made their way through the brush bringing blankets and sleeping bags, and we all collapsed under the stars around a fire.

The G.O. 29 of 2005 now lay side by side around the fire, sharing blankets to stay warm and sharing memories into the early morning hours. What had we all just experienced together? What would the sum of these past two weeks be? These last six months?

Monday, December 11, 2006

G.O. 2005: Namibia (pt. 16) 

This is part 16 of my summary of the 2005 G.O. Team experience. Previous entries can be found in the menu under Namibia 2005 Report.
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After The Rain
Never a last goodbye, there’s always tomorrow. Are things ever the same after the rain?
It was our last morning in Namibia. People were bristling about gathering the things that two weeks of being ‘at home’ had strewn near and far. Brenda, Janis and Stephanis came to say goodbye. Carli sat, in what is one of the trip’s most memorable scenes for me, at the base of a big tree with Stephanis on her lap, writing in her journal. A few yards away, by the fire, Janis was dancing for a few of the girls. Someone asked, “Has anyone seen Colleen?”

Colleen and Jason had been a God-send on this trip. Among the Christ’s Church contingent on the trip, they had given so much of themselves in relating to the dancers. It hit me that while we had worked very hard to prepare our team for any cross-cultural scenario, we hadn’t prepared for the fact that at trip’s end we would all return to the lives that we had left to come here – and for the church folks and the dance folks, that meant things would never be the same.

I decided to take one more walk around the perimeter of Dieter’s property. As I walked I prayed, giving thanks for each memory. I revisited many of the conversations we had during the trip. I thought about how God had answered my prayers time and again, and that He had shown up. Then I saw Colleen sitting on a broken slab of concrete out on the back corner of the property.

“This is so hard”, she said. I knew what she meant, because I was feeling the exact same emotions. We reminisced together through some of the experiences we had, some of the conversations that really mattered, and some of the conversations that felt as though they would remain unfinished. We shared a few tears and then I apologized to Colleen that I had not thought to prepare our team for this. With every other Christ’s Church G.O. Team we had come back changed, but we came back together - we would see each other every week and continue this spiritual journey we call life, side by side. This one was different. Our lives had crossed, church folks and dancers, but at trip’s end would divide again. We knew it. We returned to join the others, to gather our things, and to begin the long journey home – realizing the time was short.

We climbed into our combees for one last ride, this one through the heart of Windhoek to the airport. As we pulled away from Dieter’s property I felt an awakening to the reality of our departure settle in on those in my vehicle. This ride was different from every other we had made together. Silence filled the van. I looked to my left to see Stephanie, my ‘shotgun’ the entire trip looking back as the road to Dieter’s property slowly faded from view. Our eyes briefly met. “Are you okay?” I asked. “No”, was all she could offer before she turned to look out the window, wiping away tears. After several minutes she asked, “What was this?” She was visibly crying now. I was glad Steph was looking out the window, because that meant she couldn’t see my tears. What was this, Lord?

Once we arrived at the airport Dieter asked to address the whole team. I was worried that we were short on time and needed to check in at the counter. We gathered in a close circle and I was thinking, ‘Okay Dieter, make it short!’ I watched him take the time to very deliberately make eye contact with each team member before he opened his mouth to speak. I hoped in my heart that as he made eye contact with each of the dancers they would sense how much he had grown to care for them.

The itinerary on the way home was grueling. The team looked like we had been through a wringer. In an emotional sense we had. During the flights and the airport layovers I touched base with more of the Christ’s Church folks, each with their own sense of ‘unfinished’ settling in. Each step of the way I grew more frustrated that I hadn’t foreseen this and prepared members of our team for it.

On one of our layovers, I cued up and watched the video of Steph’s solo ‘After The Rain’. I had never really given the words any thought before. This line gripped my heart: “Never a last goodbye, there’s always tomorrow”. Is that really true? Where this trip was concerned, I had a very difficult time believing it. And then, the question: “Are things ever the same after the rain?” I knew that the answer was ‘no’.

We arrived back in Boston. We were moments from a reunion with parents and friends. One of the dancers asked if we could gather for one more prayer and group hug before we re-entered the world as we knew it. I can’t recall who it was. I was just thankful to hear the request. We gathered in a circle. Just as I had seen Dieter do some 40 hours earlier, I looked slowly around the circle making eye contact with each team member. I hoped that they would sense how much I had come to care for each one of them. I was struck by the fact… we looked terrible! We have never brought back a G.O. Team that looked this haggard. This team had given everything they had. I don’t remember the prayer I offered. I don’t remember the walk from that prayer circle through the door to where families were waiting. I do remember balloons, music and very happy people on the other side. The G.O. 29 of 2005 were home. What now?

Tuesday, December 12, 2006

G.O. 2005: Namibia (pt. 17) 

This is the 17th section of my Namibia 2005 trip summary, earlier parts are available in the right-hand panel. This section, Promise of a New Day, is a lengthy section so I'll be presenting it here in three parts.

Promise Of A New Day (pt. 1)
What has the final say? The promise of a new day…
Just a few days after we arrived home I found myself in a circle of the local pastors at one of our weekly pastor’s meetings. They seemed excited to hear my report. I was thrilled to share with them. I spoke of the many God sightings during the trip. I spoke of the difference the girls made as they performed in schools and community gatherings where our ministry partners had never made inroads before. I spoke of the way in which God showed up for our team and the many hours of very meaningful conversations we all had. As I spoke I sensed unease growing among my peers around the room. Finally, one of my pastor friends interrupted me and gave voice to the unease, “That all sounds wonderful Darin, but how many of these girls got saved? Did any of them come to Christ?”

I felt as if the room was suddenly getting warmer. I wondered if I was visibly turning red. I was really uncomfortable with the question.

“A couple of the girls have given serious thought to their relationship with the Lord. We had some great conversations. There were so many coincidences…” My friend interrupted me again, “So, what you’re saying is that none of them came to Christ.” I was stunned. He continued, “It wasn’t worth it. All that money, and all that time you and your staff invested – and none of them came to Christ? What a waste!”

Another chimed in: “Shouldn’t you only take believers on mission trips anyhow? The Bible says that believers shouldn’t be yoked together with unbelievers.” The conversation began to swirl around the proper make-up of a missions trip and the end result being professions of faith – or next time just send along a check. I tuned it out. I spent the next hour of our pastor’s prayer time in a haze. There I was, among a group of my peers who had swallowed, hook-line-and-sinker, every book on short-term missions and evangelism that lined all of our shelves.

I began this venture asking ‘What if God hadn’t read their books?’ I’ve concluded that if He had, He wouldn’t agree. We began this trip musing, ‘Maybe it’s time we write a new book?’ I believe God is doing just that.

The lessons of modern-era conservative evangelicalism are deeply seeded in us. I recalled those moments early on when our team first began to gather, and we had to rethink all of our verbiage – Christianity’s language was out of step with the culture we live in. Recalling Mike’s explaining, “In the middle of the Bible there is a book of songs”, I wondered how often we were ‘sharing the gospel’ in meaningless terms.

A couple of months after we were back I began to compose this trip summary, posting the first section on my blog. Within a matter of hours a few people commented on the posting. One comment in particular caught my attention. It read, “I was surprised to hear that you were taking a bunch of unsaved dancers on a mission trip.” Another comment was added shortly thereafter that referenced the dancers as ‘the lost’. I looked at those comments and for the first time in my life I saw those words in a different light. That night as Shari and I were going to bed I shared with her that I was offended by the words ‘unsaved’ and ‘lost’ as we had come, in Christianity, to use them. We discussed that those words were Biblical – Jesus spoke of His role in terms of coming “to seek and save the lost”. While we couldn’t think of an appearance of the word ‘unsaved’ in Scripture, the Bible makes it very clear that those who believe in Christ are ‘saved’ and therefore we could say that those who choose to reject Christ are not saved. But it was more than that for me. It was the way in which those words are commonly tossed about by believers that bothered me. ‘Unsaved’ is often spoken condescendingly as if it is synonymous with ‘unsavory’. ‘Lost’ is used as if it is interchangeable with ‘bad’ or ‘evil’. Before I could sleep I got out of bed, got on the internet, went to the blogsite and deleted the comments.

The next morning I had a message waiting for me from one of the dance parents. She explained that she was troubled by something she read on my blog and wanted to talk to me about it. She had been troubled by the very words that troubled me. Later in the day I received a note from another of the dance parents. He asked “Did your decision to delete the comments on your blog have anything to do with the words ‘unsaved’ and ‘lost’?” 

The experience of this trip was challenging me. Time would tell just how deeply.

Thursday, December 14, 2006

G.O. 2005: Namibia (pt. 18) 

Part 18 of my Namibia 2005 Chronicles. Just two more sections to go... Lord willing, I'll have them up in a few hours. Earlier sections of the document are available in the right hand panel.

Promise Of A New Day (part 2)
What has the final say? The promise of a new day…
It seems to me that you could sum up the old, conventional view of short-term missions, and church participation for that matter, in the phrase ‘believe and then belong’. While they didn’t express it in those words, that is the sentiment behind my peers’ perceptions of our inviting people who were not active in the church to the mission field. It really smacked of an ‘us’ and ‘them’ distinction. 

The problem that I was having is that Jesus made no such distinction. In fact, Jesus was most often found among the people that the religious leaders of the day thought of as ‘them’. Jesus invited people, “Come, follow me”, and it wasn’t until a couple of years later that He ever got around to asking them, “So, who do you say that I am?” Jesus operated on the reverse paradigm: ‘belong and then believe’.

In the months that followed the 2005 trip we saw this ‘belong and then believe’ paradigm at work. A few members of our 2005 team and even members of their families continued in relationship with Christ’s Church folks, and in spiritual conversations to one degree or another. It is evident that God is at work in many lives. 

The summer of 2006 brought an opportunity for two of the ‘05 dancers’ parents, who had not been a part of Christ’s Church prior to their daughter’s trips, to make the trip to Namibia as part of a Christ’s Church team. One of them was the mom who had told her daughter back at the beginning, ‘If there’s anything fishy going on there, get up and leave, and don’t give them my check’. I believe that both of those parents would tell you that God has continued stirring the waters of their souls in very particular ways since the 2005 trip. As I type this, one of those two parents has booked a solo trip for the beginning of 2007 to continue ministering alongside our friends in Namibia.

But the realities we were awakening to as the trip neared its end have come to pass. In the eighteen months since the dance trip, many of the dancers themselves have moved on into very different settings – three into their second year of college now, two into their freshman year, four having moved from Middle School to High School, a handful of them given keys to the car – and few and far between have been the opportunities for most of our paths to meaningfully cross. While my involvement in the dancers’ world as a dance parent has given me slightly more opportunity to run into the girls than the other Christ’s Church members of our team, it certainly isn’t the same. A few of the girls still go out of their way to greet me and converse, but with a few others I feel fortunate to see even a smile or a wave. Gone are the days of long walks and heartfelt talks. What I would not give for another late-night stroll with Carli and Diandre; another talk about going home with Becca; another ride with Stephanie; another chance to hear Bonnie call me ‘Dairy Products’; another seat by the morning fire next to Casey; another glimpse of Sam sitting up late writing in her journal; another chance to see Steph, Carli, Adria and Michelle dance to Honest Questions; another chance to see Jaclyn dance to Nowhere To Lay My Head; and one more sight of Jaimie singing worship songs with us around the fire.

But it is, after all, a new day.

Friday, December 15, 2006

G.O. 2005: Namibia (pt. 19) 

Promise Of A New Day (part 3)
What has the final say? The promise of a new day…
What a waste? Absolutely not! Any question was erased when I returned to Namibia, one year to the day later.

In every community we visited we were asked if the dancers were with us this year. People came up to us sharing memories of the dancers’ visit a year earlier, and the profound impact that it had. We shared Dieter’s place again with teams from Florida and Seattle. A few of their team members mentioned to us that as they were out in the community, people asked them, ‘Do you have the dance team with you this year?’ to which they wondered, ‘What is a dance team?’ Why it’s missions, redefined!

Nowhere was the evidence stronger than in Rehoboth and Arandis, two communities where the dance team had partnered with Hope’s Promise Orphan Ministry. In Rehoboth, Sylvia Beukes, HPOM’s National Director, spent an evening with our 2006 team telling us of the racial [image: image12.jpg]


barriers that seemed to crumble as a result of the ’05 trip. “Darin, you do not even know what an impact it had. For people in an area where apartheid has shaped their racial perceptions, for those young girls, and their white faces, to have come, and given as they did – not to take, but to give… unbelievable”, Sylvia shared. “The whole community has changed as a result.” I was thankful to have my wife Shari, and Don and Jackie - counting myself that meant four ‘dance parents’ were there to hear the testimonies firsthand.

In Arandis we met Pastor Tresford and his family. They had begun an afterschool program for children that included a dance group. “The children saw the dancers from America and wanted to start a dance team”, one of the afterschool leaders told us. “We want the dancers to come back and to teach us (the teachers) how to teach the children dance.” Brenda Johnston with HPOM agreed, “It really was special and it opened a lot of doors.”

The most heart moving testimony to me was Dr. Erna Both, the Principal of Kolin Foundational Secondary School in Arandis, the school where the girls danced and where one of the dancers, Sam, joined me in bringing the message that day. Back in 2005, Dr. Both was reluctant to have our team come. I remember she was very apprehensive and stood very close by in the event that she needed to ‘intervene’. When the performance gave way to my talk, and we followed that up with Sam’s sharing, I noticed tears in Dr. Both’s eyes. She then stepped to the microphone herself to dismiss the kids back to class and declared, touching on Sam’s and my words, “Don’t forget. The message of this day is boys put away your toys and girls guard your virgins!”

Dr. Both greeted me warmly as we arrived with the band in 2006. She apologized that she wouldn’t be able to stay. She had an appointment in Swakopmund. That in itself spoke volumes to me, as I recalled the tight grip she wanted to maintain a year earlier. “You all say whatever the Lord lays on your heart. I trust you” she said, as she walked to the courtyard where the band had set up – the same courtyard where we had stood one year earlier. “One more thing, Darin,” she stopped. “When are you going to bring the dancers back? That young lady who spoke – we have never had such an inspiring assembly in all my years here. They truly made a difference. The next time you bring them, I’d like you all go into the classrooms for the day. There are also a few teachers here who would like to start a dance team. Perhaps your dancers could work with them to get that started, yes?” Before she left, she turned one more time and took my hand and looked me in the eye, “Thank you!” When the concert was over, members of Dr. Both’s staff came to me and asked if we could leave members of the band to spend the day in the classrooms talking with the students one on one and in small groups. Brenda assured me, this was result of the girls visit a year earlier. That day, members of the band ‘went to class’.

The next evening, the band offered a concert at the Community Center in Arandis. I stood in the back praying as they began. Just a few minutes into their set, I watched as Dr. Erna Both quietly made her way in and took a seat in the back row. Brenda, also walking and praying near the back of the auditorium, whispered to me, “She’s never come to anything we’ve done before.”

What has the final say? Is it a book written by some seminary professor on how to do short term missions? Is it a group of local pastors who look to see what our dollars and our hours accomplished? Is it a bunch of people saying ‘the sinners prayer’ and becoming church people? And now, with every head bowed and every eye closed…

No. It is God, the Hound of Heaven, recklessly pursuing us with reminders of His love; faithfully continuing the work that He has begun in every one of our hearts; meeting some who, like Nicodemus, come by night; meeting others with blinding revelation, as He did with Paul on the road to Damascus. It’s God, sparing no expense; displaying His extravagance; arranging Divine appointments, like perhaps a trip around the world with a bunch of people who just months before were strangers, to wind up sharing glimpses of God under the stars of the Southern Hemisphere. It’s God, who lives in the generative conversations that continue to this day; who takes us all back with a glimpse of a child’s dirty face; the hearing of an African accent; the sight or sound of an accordion – go figure; a t-shirt that asks ‘What would Dieter do?’; or the familiar D-chord riff that begins the song ‘Summer of ‘69’. We were there. So was He. We saw Him… and we continue to see Him. Well worth it!

Friday, December 15, 2006

G.O. 2005: Namibia (pt. 20) 

Summer Of ‘69
Those were the best days of my life…
It all started innocently enough. Desiring a little down time, Dave and I left the rest of the team and sat out under the stars, in front of the Zebra Lodge, with a couple acoustic guitars. We played through every song that came to mind. Then it happened. One of us strummed a D-chord, and the other began jokingly with a Bryan Adam’s, raspy vocal imitation, “I got my first real six-string…” That was all it took. The next thing we knew we were strumming and singing through the whole song. As we did, a couple of the dancers wandered up behind us. From that point on it was requested every time we gathered around the fire to sing worship songs. 

The lyrics of the song recall a great summer and experiences that seemed as if they would last forever. The songwriter goes on to proclaim, “Those were the best days of my life”. At that moment, in that setting, it felt like the song expressed what many of us were feeling. 

When we were planning the worship service for our first Sunday back from Namibia, I decided that I wanted ‘Summer of ‘69’ to close the service. We asked two of the dancers to sing with us that morning, adding Sam and Michelle into the band. I thought about the fact that in years gone by I would have scoffed at the idea of using ‘secular’ music during a ‘sacred’ assembly. What is secular? What is sacred? Now, I recognized a great artistic work that carried within it an experience of our celebrating God’s goodness to us in this trip. I didn’t think for a moment that it dishonored God – I was sure it would cause Him to smile, as it would many at Christ’s Church that morning who would ‘get it’.

What made up those ‘best days’? Certainly the things that I’ve chronicled over these twenty installments make up the bulk of it. But there were also so many little things that added up to a once-in-a-lifetime experience. There were the infamous ‘shower runs’ of the early days of the trip, when we had no running water in the dorms at Dieter’s place; the unexpected knock on the window of our combee during one of those shower runs that startled the girls to a scream; our July 4th celebration, complete with a member of our team telling the South African team members that our country was “old… maybe like 75 or something”; and the girls re-write of ‘Love Shack’ for Dieter. The best days of life are made up of just such things – the little, the [image: image13.jpg]


seemingly insignificant – but things that are shared as life’s journey with others.

This trip was made extra special for me in that two of my daughters participated, and made me very proud. For Amanda it was her second trip to Namibia, and like before, she once again showed me what a tremendous young woman she is, and how vibrant her faith is. She brought ‘Hallelujahs’ to life for us all. Katie was the youngest team participant we’ve ever taken on one of our G.O. Teams, and she performed like a seasoned veteran every step of the way. Her video taping of much of the trip keeps the memories alive for us all. I am such a proud Dad! I love my girls more than they’ll ever know, and part of it being among ‘the best days of my life’ is that I got to share this trip with them. 

Eighteen months have passed. We continue to hear of the fruit of that summer’s trip. We continue to look back at the lessons of that trip as we look into the future. There is talk of possibly doing it again some day. There is talk of a different kind of trip. There are daydreams of the next God-inspired, Him-credible crazy idea we can come up with next. So we look forward. 

But every now and then I hear those familiar strains on the radio – that D-chord riff – it takes me right back. Those were the best days.
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