OBU Grad, on the Cutting Edge, Alone!
By Lowell Snow
A Muslim chief lays wide awake in the steamy blackness of his mud hut. Any hope of sleep dashed by a dream that now plays over and over in his head. In the dream, the Jesus of Christianity comes down from the sky hanging on a cross, then the cross is laid across a great river and the people of his village walk across it. What can it mean? Is it a message from Allah or perhaps a warning from an angry spirit?
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A world away, a young man lies awake; staring into the darkness of his bedroom at the SBC missionary training complex, pondering a rather dramatic change is his future plans. After graduating from Ouachita Baptist University with a non-ministerial degree, he had volunteered to serve for six months as a Journeyman (non-vocational, short term missionary helper). Sure he had said he would go anywhere and do anything, but he was thinking more of digging ditches or laying bricks. 
Now what was he going to say to his Mom and Dad? “Oh, by the way, I’ll be gone for two years instead of six months and they’re sending me as an aid worker to a Muslim country where I’ll serve with a team going into remote villages that have never heard the gospel.”
So began a pilgrimage that Dustin Freeman of Immanuel Baptist Church in Carlisle, will never forget. Not only did he eventually find himself in a remote African village where he had only hints of the language and culture, but because of an unpredictable chain of events, he was there--alone.
Sending inexperienced young people into potentially dangerous situations is obviously not a procedure condoned by the International Mission Board, but this Arkansas Baptist had fallen through an administrative crack and was winging it on his own.
The original plan was a proven one. A vocational missionary couple would oversee a team of several Journeyman who would lead numerous mission groups from the states to do aid work in remote villages. While doing AIDS education, medical clinics, etc., they would look for ways to share the gospel. A great plan, but it gradually disintegrated to the point that when it actually came time to go to the villages, Dustin was the only man left standing. 
First, the partnership with the state that was to send all the mission groups fell through, then there was a shortage in the Mission Board budget for 2003 that cut the Journeymen team down to three, then the overseeing vocational missionaries had to go home for family issues, then the only experienced Journeyman of the three got sick and had to go home leaving Dustin and a female Journeyman. She went to work in a medial clinic, leaving only Dustin to start the new work. 

When most of us would have thrown up our hands and gone home, this young man who doesn’t even have a call to ministry or vocational missions, put one foot in front of another, walked into a village and did the only thing he could, smile. 

A couple of months later, in an e-mail to his parents, Dwayne and Debbie, he said, “it’s an unspeakable comfort to see the Spirit at work, completely outside of our efforts”… 
Recently asked about that statement, he said, “Early on especially, the only analogy to going into a new culture like that, without having someone to midwife you through the process, it’s like being born. You can’t talk, you can’t eat, you don’t know where to go to the bathroom, you don’t know how to go to the bathroom. (village bathrooms were roofless outhouses with only a hole in the floor) You don’t know how to do anything for yourself and you don’t know how to ask. I mean, it’s crazy, you are completely incompetent.
And so you really deal with these inadequacies, it’s like I’m supposed to be in this village ministering to these people, but all I can do is pray and smile. I know they think I’m an idiot and I’m crazy, and what am I doing, and they hate me; I don’t know, I don’t know! You’re thinking that for weeks, then all of sudden something incredible will happen. I don’t remember what had happened when I wrote that, but I remember what I felt like. I had been in that and then people were coming to us. And little miracles, bringing people toward Christ. And it’s like we’re just there to see it.”
Dustin started by making day visits to the village, then later, when a second male Journeyman arrived, they began staying for a few days at a time. This journeyman only lasted a month, but carried a guitar that proved to be a great blessing in those early days of limited language skill. He and Dustin would sit in the village compound talking and playing with the kids. With the few words they learned, they would bring laughter to the mothers and children by making up songs like, "rabbit meat is good," and "I work a little, you farm a little." Soon the men were coming around too.
‘Rabbit meat is good’ may not sound like evangelism, but it opened a door and Dustin stepped through. He didn’t know about the dream of the village chief until many months later, but it became obvious that this man had taken a keen interest in the young American that carried a Christian Bible. He brought Dustin into his own family compound, had his two wives prepare Dustin’s food, and eventually built him a new hut.
The chief gradually became a close friend and as Dustin’s language skills improved, he found that the chief was intelligent, well informed, and deeply concerned for the well being of his village. 
As soon as he learned a bare minimum of the village dialect, Dustin started translating Old Testament stories and reading them to whoever would listen which was primarily the men. The women don’t have much involvement in religion. [image: image2.jpg]



He says the religion there is actually a folk religion of Islam mixed with animism, more like voodoo. In trying to describe the spiritual condition of the people, he said, “Their way of thinking is fundamentally different than ours. We believe that the world makes sense, cause and effect is real. They see everything as capricious, and spiritual; everything has a spiritual cause, very fatalistic…It’s not a question of whether there is a God, they’re not interested in that. They’re looking for some way to have control over the chaos and the spiritual forces that cause it. There’s a lot of black magic…and all of that is very secretive.”
This makes the Old Testament stories very important. Dustin points out that they naturally except them because they involve the same people as the Koran, plus, they must understand the Biblical background of sin and redemption, or they’ll think Jesus is just another fetish to use in controlling the spirits.

Soon after beginning the Bible stories, someone told Dustin that there was another man in the village with these beliefs. As it turned out, he had become a Christian years before while living in a costal city, but was the only follower of Christ in the village and had little understanding of his faith because he had no training. This man became a close friend and was of great assistance in beginning relationships and teaching points in other villages. By the time Dustin left, he was teaching the Bible to others.
Health was a major problem. The area is what Dustin calls a ‘sweet spot’ for disease. He says many nineteenth century missionaries died their first year. During his two years, Dustin had malaria six times, giardia (a stomach bug) three times, and a bout with typhoid that required a two week recuperation in the states. In fact, most stays in the village ended prematurely with one or more of the Journeymen so sick that they had to be taken back to the city.

Asked why he thought God chose him to go into such a difficult situation, Dustin said, “Because I was willing. A ‘calling’ is broadly misunderstood. There are specific callings but there is also general calling. There are things in the Bible that are supposed to be done and we don’t need a burning bush to tell us to do those things. Loving people and helping people are big general things in that, but for me, when I sat out to do this, I had not felt a call. It seemed like the right thing to do, but once I had said OK, I’m going to do this because its right, then I got a very distinct call about where to go and how to do it.

And another really important thing I learned was about success. Through all that, not being able to do anything; even if every person had come to Christ, I couldn’t take any credit. And if nothing had happened, it wouldn’t have been entirely my fault. People’s choices are involved in that; so success, for a Christian at least, can’t be measured in results. The only real measure of success is obedience.” 

After a month of working alone, another male Journeyman joined Dustin. He had a slow start, three stays in the hospital, but was able to preserver and is still there carrying on the work. His coming opened the door for the female Journeyman to start coming to the village too. Eventually, she was able to start Bible studies with the women. 
By the time Dustin returned home this summer, there was a strong work going on in three other villages and new opportunities popping up constantly. However, his heart remains burdened for that first village where he started with nothing and was taken in by a surprisingly cordial African chief.
The village chief continued to be very open to the Bible stories and the village followed his example. After many months, he confided to Dustin about the dream in which he saw the people walking across the river on the cross of Christ. He also stated that he believed the gospel of Christ to be true. However, he deemed the cost too great to become a follower of Jesus. 

To date, the one man who was saved elsewhere is still the only Christian in the village. Dustin thinks the people are waiting to see what the chief does and the chief is right, the cost will be very high if he gives his life to Jesus. When Dustin left, the chief went all the way to the airport and even wept as he said goodbye. (something African men don’t do) Dustin feels that he may be waiting so that it doesn’t appear that he is influence by the American Christians. Pray for this African man who may hold the eternal lives of a whole village in his hand.
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