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Praise for
A Dangerous Faith


“A riveting real-life read. If you love adventure and great stories, you’ll find this a very instructive and encouraging book.”

—DR. DENNIS RAINEY, president, FamilyLife




“Peb Jackson, being a lifelong adventurer himself, is probably the best person alive to have written A Dangerous Faith. He’s a dangerous guy who has lived God’s call to a manly and spiritual faith—a life of risk and full throttle commitment.”

—BOB BUFORD, founder of Leadership Network and author of Halftime and Finishing Well




“These gripping stories of adventure are more than just fluff. Each one is infused with powerful faith principles that will make every man see his life in a different light. Whether you are a pencil pusher or Indiana Jones, you’ll be challenged by this book!”

—CHUCK HOLTON, author, CBN correspondent, and former U.S. Army Airborne Ranger




“As a big fan of survival stories, such as Into Thin Air and The Perfect Storm, I was thrilled to discover this riveting collection. These true-life accounts deal with man versus nature, man versus himself, and ultimately man in his quest to know God. With writing that hammers and sparkles, A Dangerous Faith is a must for any man’s collection.”

—ERIC WILSON, author of A Shred of Truth and Facing the Giants




“A Dangerous Faith is a gripping tapestry of stories weaving the power of prayer and true life experiences. These stories will motivate and encourage you to be prayer heroes in dealing with your own personal risks in order to do extraordinary things and see God’s reward.”

—JOHN LIND, president/CEO, The Presidential Prayer Team




“Too often we think of Christianity as safe, the stuff of felt boards and high teas. How refreshing to see Christians living on the edge, where life can be extinguished in an instant and where the answers aren’t so simple. Come meet the robust Savior we serve, the originator and giver of a dangerous faith.”

—JEFFERSON SCOTT, author of the Operation: Firebrand series




“It was inspiring to see these examples of God’s power sustaining through crises and changing people in unexpected ways.”

—C. SCOTT HARRISON, MD, president, CURE International




“A Dangerous Faith is a wonderful read that will captivate the hearts and minds of the reader. The stories revel at the intersection of human courage and divine intervention. This is a wonderful read for all!”

—RICHARD SAVIDGE, vice president, Generous Giving
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To all the souls who long for adventure and have—only temporarily—misplaced their courage and faith.
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Jim: To my wife, Angela, who took the greatest risk of all in marrying me.
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Peb: To my dad, Dr. Sheldon Jackson. You set the example for me in your pursuit of knowledge, love of life, audacious commitment to my mother, and contagious demonstration of God’s love to the very end.
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INTRODUCTION

Peb Jackson: A fierce wind whipped against my pajamas, and the tornado siren wailed as I held my father’s hand and raced across the yard for the cellar under the guesthouse. I was a small boy in the little town of Haviland, Kansas, encountering real danger for the first time. I remember cowering in the dark cellar, feeling both afraid and thrilled.

As a boy, I always seemed to find opportunities to rediscover that thrill. I’d run across a road when a big truck was coming. I’d walk along a railroad track while a train headed my way. I’d climb the outside ladder rungs of the ten-story water tower at the center of town. I also tried, several times, to hold a cherry-bomb firecracker for as long as I could. Once I held on too long; the explosion lacerated my fingers. Yet that was part of the allure. The danger was real, and so were the consequences.

One other example stands out to me. When I was thirteen, I was driving a tractor and pulling a plow on my uncle’s farm. What could be more boring than trying to maintain a straight line in a field for twelve hours? Then I spotted a group of young rabbits darting in alarm from the noise. I somehow tied the steering wheel down and kept the tractor and plow moving while I jumped off, chased down a couple of the rabbits, and jumped back onto the tractor in front of the lethal plow, grinning in triumph. Again, the proximity to risk and its consequences was powerfully attractive.

My fascination with adventure and danger was further fed by reading Edgar Rice Burroughs’s Tarzan books and Maurice Herzog’s mountaineering classic Annapurna. When my father took my twin brother and me on backpacking trips around the Grand Tetons, I imagined myself climbing the heights in the Himalayas with Herzog and other explorers. It was the beginning of a lifelong dedication to pursuing and uncovering the benefits of risk.

Jim Lund: I wasn’t as daring as Peb while growing up, but I do recall, as a boy, following a local lad into a hidden tunnel on an Oregon beach and discovering that it stretched far longer and deeper than I could have imagined. Like Peb, I shuddered with a wonderful mixture of fear and excitement. Who knew what lay ahead in that unexpected labyrinth beneath the sand?

Also like Peb, as a youth I was enraptured by tales of marvels and risk and daring: books about dinosaurs and the Hardy boys, TV shows like Voyage to the Bottom of the Sea and Star Trek. I wanted to be there with Frank and Joe, with captains Crane and Kirk, solving mysteries and exploring the farthest reaches of sea and space.

Many years later, my eight-year-old, Peter, and I were riding our “trail bikes”—a pair of beat-up Magnas—down a dusty path on U.S. forest land in central Oregon. We dodged the outstretched branches of juniper trees as we flew along and kept a wary eye out for a recently sighted cougar.

We crested a hill, and there, hidden in the trees on our left, was a huge formation of rocks that practically screamed out the words “Climb me!” In an instant, Peter had dropped his bike and was running for them. “C’mon, Dad!” he yelled. It was vintage Peter, a boy who’s constantly veering off-trail to explore a cave, a bug, a shadow, a sound, or whatever else strikes his imagination.

Then came the moment I remember best from that afternoon. As he ran, Peter twisted his torso for a glance back at me. He didn’t speak, but his look said it all: Are you coming, Dad? I’m not quite sure what’s ahead, but I can’t wait to check it out—as long as you’re with me.

Isn’t that a picture from some point in all our childhoods? We’re curious, ready for adventure, excited about the possibilities, thrilled with the hunt. Suddenly, in the midst of the journey, a sliver of doubt needles in. Hey, there might be danger here—do we know what we’re getting into? But a glance reassures. There’s Dad. It’s okay. So let’s go!

We’re all born with that sense of curiosity, with an instinctive need to stretch and learn and discover. It’s one of God’s gifts for this life. Sadly, most of us grow out of it. We become analytical, judgmental, protective. We fear what failure will do to us or make us look like to others, never mind that failure is one of our greatest teachers.

Worst of all, in that critical moment of doubt, we forget what we knew to do instinctively as children—to look for Dad. Then it meant making eye contact with our earthly father. Today it means seeking and connecting with our Father in heaven.

God created us with this innate desire to risk. It’s what makes us grow, spiritually and otherwise. Taking risks for His sake brings Him glory. Remembering to “look for Dad” draws us closer to Him.

Peb: Sharon, my wife of thirty-seven years, has joined me on some of my adventures, though she never really gets excited about cold, pain, and fatigue the way I do. But she gave me one of the most important verses of my life, one I quote often to anyone who will listen:


He who forms the mountains,

creates the wind,

and reveals his thoughts to man,

he who turns dawn to darkness,

and treads the high places of the earth—

the LORD God Almighty is his name.

(Amos 4:13)



God formed each of us and the wondrous world we inhabit. He also gave us a passion to learn and explore. It was no accident. It’s our pathway to faith.

Jim: Risk. Adventure. Danger. We don’t normally associate those words with a devout faith. But in reality, the explorer and the believer are both walking the same path. The life of faith is a daring adventure, full of risk and danger. Jesus said: “Risk your life and get more than you ever dreamed of. Play it safe and end up holding the bag” (Luke 19:26, MSG).

The disciples risked everything to follow Christ. So did Stephen, Paul, and the other believers of the early church. In the first century, Paul wrote: “Who shall separate us from the love of Christ? Shall trouble or hardship or persecution or famine or nakedness or danger or sword? As it is written: ‘For your sake we face death all day long’ ” (Romans 8:35–36).

In the sixteenth century, Martin Luther wrote: “Faith is a living, daring confidence in God’s grace, so sure and certain that the believer would stake his life on it a thousand times.”

At the beginning of the twenty-first century, author John Eldredge wrote in Wild at Heart: “Adventure, with all its requisite danger and wildness, is a deeply spiritual longing written into the soul of man.”

Today, our need to risk and to fulfill that adventurous, spiritual longing is just as great, and just as necessary. We’re not all equipped with the skills or mind-set to climb Mount Everest, dive to the ocean depths, or hunt Cape buffalo, and that’s okay. But too many of us aim to avoid risk entirely. We’ve worked hard to achieve what we already have—relationships, status, possessions. We don’t want to put our comfortable lifestyles in jeopardy. Yet as we struggle to preserve our complacent existence, we miss out on the amazing rewards of risk. What rewards? Everything that matters—the fully developed faith, joy, and blessings God intends for each of us.

Faith in God is much more than sitting through a church service each Sunday. We are more than “pew potatoes.” Our faith must be active: “Seek me and live” (Amos 5:4). We’re not watching a TV show or attending a concert; we’re participating in a great hunt. We are called to pursue a dangerous faith, living every thought, every activity, and every moment at risk for the Lord.

It may mean speaking up when you’d rather be quiet. Or quitting a job to preserve your integrity. Or revealing your deepest fear to your spouse. It is an intentional stretching of long-held beliefs. Only here, on the precipice between the comfortable and the unknown, will faith truly thrive. Only here will you discover the ironic truth: the more you risk and trust God, the closer you move to His heart—and the safer you become.

Peb: I probably have a couple hundred books on climbing and adventure, but few mention faith. It is a remarkable omission. Can you imagine the people fighting for their lives in Into Thin Air, Jon Krakauer’s account of the 1996 tragedy on Everest, not reflecting on the afterlife and their relationship to God or not calling on God for help in those desperate circumstances? The more I thought about this, the more I felt the need for a book about men and women of faith who are attracted to dangerous pursuits. When I learned that Jim was on a similar trail, we joined forces.

The exploration of faith is, in fact, the greatest adventure of all. It means going all out, not just in our “spiritual” endeavors but in every aspect of life. It means allowing the challenge of adventure to hone us so that we are equipped each day to cope with life’s obstacles and opportunities.

The following true stories feature men and women who understand what I’m saying. They have answered the call to explore, to discover, and to seek God in the hard places. They are living out a bold, risk-filled faith—and have found their lives forever changed by the experience. Not all of them expected to meet God on their adventures, yet they all uncovered a holy reward beyond what they’d imagined.

Each of their stories is followed by a few closing comments from Jim or me on the practical applications of a dangerous faith. There are no dull moral lessons here. Instead, we offer what we hope are tools for your journey. When you accept this dangerous calling, we believe you’ll discover, as I did, that the unvarnished Christ becomes even more alluring. You will be drawn into a faith—and a life—so boldly, so completely, that a personal relationship with God becomes irresistible. You’ll be risking everything for what really matters. May these words inspire you to leave the comfortable life behind and dive headlong into complete trust in Him.
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One Good Shot
BY PEB JACKSON WITH JAMES LUND

The Cape buffalo of Africa is born mean and grows more ornery by the day. The adult male is black and massive, two thousand pounds of flesh and hair and bone. He stands five feet at the shoulder and stares at potential victims out of malevolent brown eyes. His two heavy horns, which curve down from each side of the buffalo’s head, then up and in, may span a meter in length. They’re effective for killing a lion—or a man. The buffalo doesn’t really care which.

Many consider the Cape buffalo the most dangerous animal in the world to hunt. He’s aggressive and stubborn. His hide is at least an inch thick; it’s rare to take him in one shot. When wounded and enraged, he’s likely to charge at the shooter. Sometimes he’ll keep coming after ten shots. I read about one that didn’t stop even after fourteen 500-grain bullets entered his body. The fifteenth finally got him.

They say Cape buffaloes have killed more hunters in Africa than any other animal. I heard about an American who was on safari in Tanzania the week after we hunted the same area. He was standing near the woods, minding his own business, when a Cape buffalo suddenly charged out of the trees, knocked him down, and gored him to death. No one knew what provoked the brute to attack. No one even had a chance to raise a rifle.

Robert Ruark, the author and hunter, wrote, “I don’t know what there is about buffalo that frightens me so. Lions and leopards and rhinos excite me but don’t frighten me. But that buff is so big and mean and ugly and hard to stop, and vindictive and cruel and surly and ornery. He looks like he hates you personally. He looks like you owe him money. He looks like he is hunting you.”

I think about all this as I lie in my cabin on a cool evening in Zimbabwe. It’s September 15, 2005. I’m on safari. I’ve traveled ten thousand miles by jet, prop plane, Land Rover, and my own two feet for the chance to face off against this mighty beast of the bush. Tomorrow, it’s my turn.

I wonder if I’ll sleep at all tonight.

My friend Denver Darling had his turn today. On foot, we stalked herds of buffalo for six hours without firing a single shot—the animals were restless and kept moving. One moved closer than we’d have liked. From the bush, an enormous bull elephant suddenly charged at us, bellowing in anger, his ears flayed back and tusks out. At the time, fortunately, we were in the Land Rover with the engine already running, enabling a hasty retreat. It was a roaring reminder that we were treading on someone else’s turf.

As I lie on the cot, listening to the late-evening snorts of colobus monkeys and the cackles of hyenas, I recall the safari tales of Ruark and Teddy Roosevelt and every hunting story I’ve ever read. I feel a kinship with all of them. I linger on the memory of another Ruark passage:


Deep in the guts of most men is buried the involuntary response to the hunter’s horn, a prickle of the nape hairs, an acceleration of the pulse, an atavistic memory of his fathers, who killed first with stone, and then with club, and then with spear, and then with bow, and then with gun, and finally with formulae. How meek the man is of no importance; somewhere in the pigeon chest of the clerk is still the vestigial remnant of the hunter’s heart; somewhere in his nostrils the half-forgotten smell of blood. There is no man with such impoverishment of imagination that at some time he has not wondered how he would handle himself if a lion broke loose from a zoo and he were forced to face him without the protection of bars or handy, climbable trees.



The minutes tick by as I consider what may happen in a few hours. I wonder if I’ll have my chance to answer the hunter’s horn. I wonder how I’ll handle myself if I do.

I don’t know, of course, lying there contemplating my stalk of the Cape buffalo, imagining the adventure of a lifetime, that another hunter is already stalking me.

[image: ]

After a restless night, I’m up before 5 a.m. The camp is situated on flat terrain near the banks of a hundred-foot-wide stream, deep in the Zimbabwe bush. On previous days we’ve seen crocs and hippos in the rivers, but at the moment the only wildlife in view is a pack of hyenas lurking on the opposite shore. It’s dark and mercifully cool now, but the heat will be brutal by noon. The smell of fresh bread lures me to the “lodge,” a thatched-roof, open-walled structure that houses large stone ovens. Soon Denver and I are seated in safari chairs, ingesting a breakfast of omelettes, coffee, and hot bread.

After breakfast, it’s time to prepare ourselves for the hunt. Denver and I spend a few minutes reading from a book titled Disciplines for the Inner Life. The themes of today’s passages are highly appropriate: anxiety and ungratefulness. They remind me that no matter how apprehensive I am about this day, God is in control, and I must be thankful to Him for simply being here. We are not mighty conquerors come to overpower the savage beast. Instead, we play a role that originated with our forebears, who hunted to sustain themselves, and continues to this day. Something instinctive and God-given has called us here. We are part of the fabric of His creation, men among other living creatures, all threads in His eternal story.

A few minutes later we’re gathering our gear and mounting up for a ride in the Land Rover. Besides Denver and me, our party is made up of locals: Isaac, the Zimbabwe game warden; Skumbuzo, the skinner; Polani, the tracker; and Phillip, the professional hunter. Phillip drives, with Isaac beside him. Denver, Skumbuzo, Polani, and I sit on benches in the open back of the Rover.

The sun begins to rise as we bounce along a barely visible path through the bush. Tinted in vibrant orange, a vast landscape emerges around us. Hills and low mountains appear first, followed by tall acacia trees, brown wooded areas dotted with green vegetation, and then rivers and canyons. The area is teeming with wildlife: elephants, zebras, impalas, and many varieties of monkeys. The setting feels serene and deadly at the same time. There is no sign of man.

For the next two hours, we scan the countryside. I think about what may be ahead and practice deep breathing to settle my nerves. Anything could happen today. I want to be calm when it does.

Suddenly, Polani points and calls out, “Over there!” At the same instant, I see them. About a mile away in tall grass are four dark shapes—Cape buffalo.

The Land Rover skids to a halt. Despite my breathing exercises, I can feel my heart begin to race. I pull out binoculars for a better view.

Man, I think. Look at the horns on that one. Here we go.

Our team is already dismounting when I reach toward the rack on the back of the truck cab and remove the .375 H&H Magnum I’ve borrowed from Phillip (I brought my own gun to Africa, a .300 Weatherby, but it’s not big enough for Cape buffalo). I check that the magazine is loaded and make sure I have plenty of ammunition. Since I don’t know how long I’ll be away from the vehicle—it could be minutes or hours—I also grab a backpack filled with water bottles, energy bars, a knife, a jacket, and my Bible. As quietly as possible, I jump to the ground.

It was Saint Irenaeus who once said, “The glory of God is man fully alive.” Right now, without doubt, I am fully alive. My senses are on maximum alert. Every bird call and crunch of leaves under my feet seems to echo without end in my brain. I feel each heartbeat inside my chest.

This could be it, I think. This is my moment.

I watch the tall grass and the leaves on the trees to check the wind. Good—it’s blowing our way. They won’t catch our scent.

Our team moves to the right, behind the cover of a grass-covered hill and out of sight of the buffalo. Phillip and Polani are whispering to each other and pointing. We’re going to keep moving right, around the hill, and hope the small herd is still there when we reach the other side.

The stalk begins. We step in single file, Polani and Phillip in front of me, then Denver, Isaac, and Skumbuzo behind us. Each of us carries a rifle. Periodically, Polani and Phillip stop to “converse,” but no words are spoken—all communication is done with hand signals.

It’s time to melt into the earth. My attire is designed to make me as invisible as possible: short-sleeved, green and tan polo shirt; khaki pants; and my gray Merrell running shoes. I duck low and steal my way closer to whatever awaits us around the hill.

This is why I hunt, I think. To get into the rhythm of the land. To sense the sun and wind on my face, to smell the acacia trees, to feel dried leaves and dirt underneath my shoes. There is nothing man-made, nothing artificial here. It’s all primitive and pristine—all God.

Yet even as I revel in the splendor of my circumstances, I’m also acutely aware of how nervous I am. All the efforts of our team are focused on getting me one good shot at the right animal. The success of this venture—maybe even our own well-being—depends on me doing my job.

So many things can go wrong. The herd might detect our scent before I’m ready and stampede—away from us or directly at us. I might have incorrectly sighted my rifle when I tested it in camp. A tree branch or leaf could deflect my shot.

I recall a hunt years before in south Texas. A magnificent mule deer filled my rifle scope. He couldn’t have been more than twenty-five yards away. Yet when I pulled the trigger—twice—that deer hightailed it away without even a scratch on him. Somehow, for reasons I’ve never fathomed, I missed.

And what will happen if I miss this time?

Stop, I think. It’s time to focus.

After forty-five minutes, we reach the far edge of the hill. Peering over the grass, I see that at least three of the buffalo are still there, grazing. Thankfully, the wind still blows our way.

About ten yards ahead is a downed tree. Phillip points to a spot where a large branch diverts from the trunk—he wants me there.

I nod and ever so slowly creep in that direction.

In a few minutes, we’re in position behind the tree. Phillip has a V-shaped shooting stick made from tree branches and thick rubber bands, but we’re so close now—maybe thirty yards—that I don’t need it. I quietly position the H&H on top of the tree trunk.

Phillip, just a couple of feet away, looks at me and holds up three fingers, then one. Of the three animals we can see, he wants me to go for the closest one.

He’s a fine mbogo, dark and bulky, with horns that must measure at least eighteen inches between the tips. I can hear those immense jaws pulling and chewing at the grass. I lick my lips and make sure
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