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      “How much farther do we have to go?” Rowan raised the paddle high above his head as he waded through the rice field’s muddy black waters, careful not to slip into the gunk. The sun shining on the water cast a yellow hue, punctuated by the shadows of green rice stalks. That had been their view for the past hour.

      His hands trembled with exertion. His legs quivered with cold. His breath came in gasps. Yet he pressed on. As a former gang boss, he was getting a lesson in how weak he truly was. The confidence behind his previous status, weapons, and drug trafficking now mocked him as he faced a real need for courage.

      “Fifteen more minutes,” their guide answered. “You’re not tired, are you?” A slight chuckle trailed the question Rowan didn’t bother to answer. Managing himself was work enough. “We used to trek through another full hour before they put a bridge there. Thank God for the missionaries. They paid for it.” The gray-haired man with wiry hair threw a glance behind him and tipped his chin at Rowan. “Higher hands, my friend. You need to keep your paddle dry.”

      Rowan obeyed, ignoring the trembling that increased in his elbows. This was not Detroit. No. Villages in Thailand offered few comforts of the developed world, but rather a Thai simplicity that could only live in the imagination of most Westerners. He longed for a hot bath, clean clothes, dry ground, and a car ride. But he’d settle for being able to lower his hands from above his head. Would that happen before they reached their destination, a village raised above a canal? “Lord, please help me. I think I’m in over my head.”

      The arms wobbling to hold the paddle above his head proved that.

      “We’re almost there,” the guide announced.

      By then, Rowan wasn’t sure he could still feel his fingers. He just knew his hands were stuck in an awkward position, and he was proud of himself for having held them high for as long as he had. Who knew he could do this?

      “Keep going, bro.” He would encourage himself if no one else would.
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      With water shining everywhere even after they’d crossed the bridge, their only possible approach to the village was by taking a speedboat on the canal that formed the village streets. Rowan wiggled life back into his fingers, unsure whether to be excited by the ride or wary of the brownish water their boat rode through. Sitting here sure beat trudging through the muddy rice fields they’d come out of, but dirty water still lurked below them. Breathing in deeply, he chose to see the good part. At least, his hands could settle their load on his lap with one hand anchoring it from falling.

      He exhaled and thought again about how he got here. First, he was a gang leader in Detroit. He had a reputation to be feared. People knew not to mess with him. Until he got caught. Then, instead of serving his full time, he’d been released after months in jail and allowed to participate in community service. To build the community he once tore down.

      His life changed there. He soon discovered life wasn’t all about him and there was this whole life that involved helping people that he was missing out on. He realized his former way of life was actually a part of the problem in society. And he was being given an opportunity to change that. So he seized that chance. Besides, if he didn’t accept the community service, the alternative options were not favorable.

      While serving time, he’d made friends with a guy who led him to put his faith in Jesus Christ. That friendship birthed his trip to Thailand. They were both released into community service. Then a missionary organization came to Detroit and placed a request for support for the mission field in Thailand. After attending the informational workshop, Hope Alive, they had been convinced to go.

      The promoter had cautioned them that it was not a walk in the park. He made sure they knew this was a community that worships dragons, basically Satan, but that these communities could be touched by the power of God. These people were poor and lived in less-than-ideal conditions, but those who were saved were equal to any believer in Christ anywhere in the world.

      Rowan absorbed it all with a quickening in his spirit. Each word drew him in closer and pressed in on him, until, convinced, he said yes.

      The organization needed volunteers willing to share the gospel with the people in Thailand, especially in hard-to-reach areas. They would commit for one year. So, what could be a better opportunity to start over? To craft a new beginning for himself and maybe reach others with the offer of a new beginning for them too. With his heart afire in a way that could only be God leading him, Rowan committed himself to a new path.

      Tired of Detroit, he needed a different environment, a place where his reputation wouldn’t follow him. And even though being in Thailand was likely tough, it would offer him a different set of life experiences. So, he signed up along with Morris for a year, with the option to renew for another year.

      Now, three months in and threading through this muddy black water in this rice paddy, he clenched the contents in his lap and wondered if he’d overextended himself. Was it too much in addition to Beth, his girlfriend, breaking up with him? Yes, he had left her upon her request. Even though he loved her. She’d said she wanted to break up with him, but the reason she gave sounded flimsy. As far as he was concerned, there’d been no real reason for them to break up. Now that he was a Christian and knew he still loved her, he should be able to fight for what they once had.

      But for now, he wanted to find himself. He wanted to locate himself in God’s plan. He was tired of living with a glance behind him. He wanted a path forward and a new experience. And this may be tough, but it was definitely new.
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      “Chef Beth, you have another rice-farm postcard!” someone shouted from the front of the restaurant while they prepared for guests to start arriving.

      Knowing who it was from, Beth Gonzalez groaned. “Rowan.”

      She took the card, read the quick note on it, and tucked it into her pocket. Each time he sent these postcards, she had simply pocketed them and moved on. Realizing that, she stilled her hand over the spaghetti sieve.

      If Rowan had become a Christian, then maybe she should pray he found everything he’d been looking for in Christ and whatever took him to Thailand. “Lord Jesus, please guide Rowan as he is in Thailand. Give him something there that would last a lifetime. In Jesus’ name, amen.”

      She smiled and, for the first time, didn’t feel like he was bothering her. Yes, she’d broken up with him and was pursuing her future. That didn’t mean she shouldn’t care enough to pray. Peace settled over her heart. She turned on the stove and got to work.
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      When the Thai village’s missionary team reached the home where the Christians were gathered, approximately twenty people awaited them inside. It wasn’t a large home. However, the furniture had been pushed aside to make room for people to sit. The curtains were neat and tidy, and the space felt welcoming. Seeing the buildings on the water from the speedboat, he wasn’t sure why, but Rowan hadn’t expected the home’s interior to be this dry, clean, and organized.

      Highly impressed, he let his shoulders relax. A feeling of homecoming, of having arrived where he was supposed to be, slipped through him, supporting him.

      A little girl, probably seven years old, stepped forward holding the only Bible in the congregation.

      “How are you?” an older lady in khakis asked, beaming.

      Rowan turned his attention to the Bible in the little girl’s hands. Worn around the edges, it showed some ink stains on its binding. But from the way she held it, one would have to put their hands together in a grown-up tussle to break it out of her grip. She cherished it.

      Such a tattered Bible displayed its frequent use. Rowan crouched before the precious child and tried for the simplest English possible as he nodded to the Bible. “Do you read your Bible all the time?”

      The host, her father, caught his gaze, and when his little girl wouldn’t reply, he spoke for her to the interpreter.

      The interpreter’s warm smile pulled up his rough beard as he turned to Rowan. “He said to tell you that Bible has been in the community for a long time. Missionaries gave it to them many years ago, and since then, they have used it to conduct funerals, baby dedications, and weddings. The Bible has become a central part of this community.”

      Rowan’s interest piqued as they shared the sacrifices this community made to maintain their Christian faith. Soon, they began fellowship and bowed their heads in prayer while the lead missionary led them.

      A chorus of amens rounded up the prayers. Then the people broke out into smaller groups, going with one Scripture of the New Testament written down for each group to meditate on, share, and discuss. Some wrote on cardboard, some on paper, and others on a board or anything else they could find. As the group of thirty settled into the Bible study, Rowan enjoyed their discussion of Mark 12:30 so much he didn’t know when the hour allotted was up.

      A frown must have shown on his face when the locals began writing Scripture on surfaces and pocketing them, because the lead missionary bent to him to explain. “Oh, they call it Breaking Bread. They copy down Scripture, which they take back to their homes. These are representatives of Christian families. So, they take these Scriptures back and, as a family, study them individually or collectively.”

      “That’s fascinating.” Sitting cross-legged on the floor, Rowan joined in when everyone regrouped as one to discuss the logistics for their next visit. A boat of some kind might be possible in the future. If so, that would make the one-hour trek through rice fields unnecessary. He listened as they considered various options. The pastor said something about Jesus, and as one, the group broke out into worship. The sweetness of God, the Holy Spirit, enveloped them until Rowan could hardly tell who was from where. They were one in Christ. He teared up. They were family.

      Later, he joined them to memorize the Scripture: “I am the Vine, and my Father is the Vinedresser.”

      After their fellowship time, the lead missionary said something in the local dialect, and excitement animated their host family’s faces. Bracing one hand on the floor beside him, Rowan leaned over and asked one of the team. “Do you know why they’re excited?”

      The guy nodded. “They’re about to receive the new Bibles we brought.”

      “Oh, okay.” Transporting these Bibles on their bodies to this place had been difficult. Truth be told, he was equally excited as they worked to extract the Bibles from their waterproof seals. Done, they distributed them to each family. While they handed them out, awe and gratitude glowed on each face, and the families thanked them. Some were almost in tears. Rowan’s chest tightened. How many times had he read his Bible and taken having one for granted? When had he last thanked God that he had a Bible?

      After this, he’d never see things the same again. He would put
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