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			​​​Dedication

			To Lisa

			You have always quietly been there for me with your wisdom and strength. We met in God’s plan fifty-three years ago, and we carry each other in our hearts forever.

			To Our Church in South Berwick, Maine

			You cared for us in kindness, trained us at the Northeast School of the Bible, laid hands on us, and sent us to Finland. Thank you.

			To Our Finnish Friends

			God has done great things through you. Our lasting relationships of faithfulness, loyalty, and love are a testimony of Jesus Christ being alive.
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			​​Prologue

			Rovaniemi, Finland, Winter 1976

			I stood in what seemed like another enchanted world—the city of Rovaniemi, the capital of Lapland, directly on the Arctic Circle. It was noon, yet the light was dim, like twilight, as the sun hovered below the horizon in a phenomenon known as polar midnight; in winter, it never fully rises. Moonlight and streetlights glistened on frost-glazed buildings, linked by soft, snow-blanketed paths. A man on a bicycle with wide, cushioned tires glided silently over the snow, while a bundled figure shuffled toward a store. My breath hung in the frigid air like white vapor.

			Beyond the town, a vast, endless tundra stretched hundreds of miles east into the Soviet Union. I thought about how this rugged landscape had shaped such resilient people. During the Winter War of 1939, the Finns were outnumbered three to one by the Soviets. Still, they drew on their sisu—a fierce, stubborn determination to stand firm against all odds—to defend their independence, even though they lost parts of Karelia and other regions. In 1944, as German troops retreated before the advancing Soviets, they burned much of Lapland and left Rovaniemi in ruins. I had met men who had witnessed their cities destroyed, yet they never spoke about it—their faces growing solemn. Through it all, the Finns kept pushing forward, rebuilding their lives with quiet strength and pure grit. 

			Now, in 1976, I often thought about how they lived with a quieter, more private struggle. In this peaceful yet desolate world, people often lived in isolation—where alcohol can make friends for a few hours, suicide can end lives, and religion can weigh the soul down with guilt instead of offering freedom.

			I thought about how, five years earlier, I had said no to my father’s dreams and yes to God’s call. Now I felt the weight of that surrender and the choice that had brought me to this snowy, foreign land. The cold pricked my nose, but my heart burned as I prayed for the people I’d come to love: “Lord, do Your work in Finland. Reach the Finnish people with the gospel. Reach the world.”

			Years earlier, as I would later learn, God had already been weaving together a larger plan. In 1972, two women in Massachusetts, Dede and Jacqi, faced east towards Europe and prayed, “Lord, move in Finland—and beyond, even into Russia.” Meanwhile, four thousand miles away in Finland, a widow named Huli was asking God, “Lord, bring a revival. Send us a pastor.” We had no idea then, but God was weaving our hearts, our prayers, and our paths together across oceans and years.
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			​1

			​​Th​e Hardest No

			“If any man will come after me, let him deny himself, 
and take up his cross, and follow me.” 

			Matthew 16:24

			Plattsburgh, New York, 1972

			Years before I stood in the snow of Finland, my father drove me back to college, which was unusual. Maybe he wanted to be sure I was there to start the semester and didn’t change my mind. It was my third year studying biology at the State University of New York, and he had already paid in full for my upcoming semester. For the past few years, I had followed his simple philosophy: study hard, and you can do whatever you set your mind to—the world is yours. He had been orphaned at fifteen years old and had not had the opportunity to attend college. His dream for me was to graduate and build a better life than he had working ten-hour days, seven days a week in the family butcher shop. A college education was his gold standard for success, and if he couldn’t achieve it, he would make sacrifices to be sure his firstborn son could.

			The day after Dad dropped me off, while sitting in my biology class, I thought about how I wanted to learn about the Creator rather than the creation. And as I sat in my other classes, I had similar thoughts. I asked myself, “Do I want this? Is this even my path?”

			After two days, I decided I couldn’t stay. God was calling me to Maine for Bible school. My father had paid for the semester, so I received a refund within the three-day withdrawal window. I rarely disobeyed my father, and I felt conflicted about it. I knew my decision would shatter his dream for me. I loved and wanted to honor my dad, but I had to do this. It was the hardest choice I’ve ever made.

			I wrote a letter to my parents telling them I had withdrawn from school:

			Dear Ma and Dad,

			I withdrew from school. I got all your money back and am sending it to you.

			I can’t do this school program right now. I am so far away from school mentally. I don’t have any interest except to learn about God in Bible school. Maybe I will return to school in the future and finish my degree.

			The Scripture that means a lot to me right now is: “If any man will come after Me, let him deny himself, take up his cross, and follow Me” (Matthew 16:24). This is my cross as well as yours. I believe that God’s will for me is to get as close to Jesus as I can as soon as I can. “Seek ye first the kingdom of heaven.” I plan on going to Maine to go to Bible school. I will pay for it with the money I made this past summer and maybe live with some friends. I will let you know.

			I truly love you guys despite what’s happening.

			Love in the Lord Jesus, 

Tom

	


			I mailed it, still feeling torn, but I now had a sense of hope. I wasn’t sure where this path would take me, but I had laid down my Isaac—my dad’s dreams for me—just like Abraham when God asked him to sacrifice his only son. I trusted God to lead me.
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			​Wh​y Am I Alive?

			“‘I have come that they may have life, 
and that they may have it more abundantly.’” 

			John 10:10

			As a young teenager, while stacking cans in my dad’s grocery store in Rome, New York, a Peace Corps ad crackled through the radio: “So-and-so grew up, went to school, got a job, got a house, got married, had children, and died. Make your life count. Join the Peace Corps.” The message sparked something in me. Why not live for a purpose? I thought. But what was it?

			Life seemed idyllic on the surface. Rome was a small town, like something from the movie It’s a Wonderful Life, with friendly neighbors, old Victorian houses, and snow-covered roads. Our Cape Cod-style house sat four miles north of town, backed by a hay field where cows grazed. Summer evenings glowed with pink sunsets as my four sisters, brother, and I would race barefoot across the lawn or shoot hoops in the driveway. In the winter, snow often blanketed our world, and my mom would shoo us outside, sometimes even locking the door behind us, and we would have snowball fights or go sledding. Beneath the charm, however, I felt a void I couldn’t define, a longing for deeper meaning. One of my earliest memories is lying in the deep, green grass, looking up at the clouds and thinking about God. Who was He, and how could I know Him?

			Every Sunday, Dad drove us to St. Paul’s, my father’s Catholic church, while Mom, a Protestant, stayed home. The priest’s sermons felt like lofty, abstract philosophy lectures, disconnected from my questions: Is God real? Does He love me?

			Every six weeks, we piled into our station wagon for confession. In the dim confessional box, I would say my sins to the priest, but it wasn’t clear to me what sin was. I felt like I was playing hide-and-seek with God—did He see me? Was He listening? After confession, I would kneel before the altar and mumble Hail Mary and Our Father prayers for penance. I left with a vague feeling of guilt I couldn’t define.

			My parents were hardworking and moral. Dad, a butcher like his older brother and father before him, owned a small grocery store and butcher shop. He was a strong guy who could swing a beef hind over his shoulder, animal blood staining his white coat and apron. He enjoyed people and could make the most serious person double over with laughter. He could make Mom laugh so hard she would snort coffee out of her nose, and we would all end up laughing at that.

			My mother cared for the family, and her hands were always busy making meals, washing dishes, or running errands for my father. Her quiet strength and kindness upheld our family. The rare times she yelled at me when I got in trouble were terrifying, though. And there was shame in it. She expected me to tell the truth and take responsibility for my behavior, and I usually did. Every morning, as I grabbed my schoolbag, I’d lean in to kiss her cheek, and she would smile appreciatively in return. She was my mom, and I loved her.

			In 1966, as I started high school, our world was shaken. Dad, who was the pillar of the family, suffered his first major heart attack. It shocked us, Dad in his hospital bed, his face gaunt and white. We couldn’t imagine that his strength could ever fade or that he could die. Not knowing if he would recover, or if he did, to what degree, we pulled together as a family and carried on, hoping for his recovery. 

			Mom took over the store, and we kids pitched in stocking shelves, butchering meat, weighing and wrapping it, and working the cash register to keep the business going. After a month, Dad recovered, and things returned to normal, although we would always have a worry in the back of our minds that it could happen again.

			Life moved on. I attended high school at Rome Free Academy. It was a blur of football, hanging out with friends, and parties. I drank and partied to fit in and feel connected, but it often felt empty.

			Some nights, I would cry out to God as I stumbled home after drinking. One snowy night, jogging home, I impulsively jumped onto the shoulder of the road. A car with no headlights roared past seconds later, inches from me. I knew God had saved my life, and it sobered me.

			Tragedy struck others in my quiet, peaceful town, and now I know it was God speaking from the edge of eternity. A friend drowned at Lake Delta Dam. Two classmates died in two separate car accidents. A ten-year-old girl was killed by a car in front of our house. A family a few miles up the road from our house was gruesomely murdered; no one knew why. Each loss reminded me of my own mortality.

			One weekend, my junior year in high school, two friends stopped by my house in a borrowed Mustang to pick me up to go drinking. I wasn’t home, by God’s grace, and they continued on without me. On the way back home, they crashed. The driver was hurled into a tree, and the doctors later amputated his leg. The other friend died in the hospital.

			The following week, I stood next to my friend’s grave, taking it all in: the Greek family weeping, the coffin being lowered into the earth, the mourners leaving the graveyard. This is reality, I thought. He had been seventeen and full of promise, planning to attend college to study engineering in the fall. Now, suddenly, he was gone. I realized I could have been in that car and died, facing God in judgment. I was convinced that, in that moment, I would have been destined for hell. Shaken, I prayed, “God, help me.” If I didn’t figure out why I was alive, I knew I could end up like my friends, stuck in their addictions, or even worse, gone too soon.

			In the fall of 1970, I enrolled at New York State University in Plattsburgh to study biology, but the empty partying scene continued to consume me. I could tell my life was spiraling downward, but I didn’t know how to stop it. Still, God was at work communicating to me through His creation. In organic chemistry class, I learned that when water freezes, hydrogen molecules bond and rise to the top, which helps keep life alive below the surface. Without that, fish wouldn’t survive the winter. I caught myself wondering, Who designed this? But there was no one around to tell me.

			The following summer, working in Dad’s store, we butchered meat, pushed racks into the smokehouse, pumped hams with brine, and washed down the cutting room in silence. We didn’t know what to say to each other. He was concerned about me but didn’t know how to help. I think he longed for a close relationship with his children, and we with him—the kind of relationship found on a deeper, spiritual level through Christ—but none of us knew how to have it.

			In September of 1971, I headed back to campus as the Hippy Movement was at its height. Disillusioned by the Vietnam War, many of us—long-haired and wearing tie-dyed shirts—were searching for peace and love through drugs, rock music, and Eastern spirituality. At the same time, the Jesus Movement was gaining momentum, with waves of young people turning to Christ. Many hippies found themselves drawn to Christianity, trading their drugs for Bibles and wanting to live simply, like the first Christians in the book of Acts.

			Bortzi, a former drug dealer on my campus, had found Christ through the Jesus Movement. In October, he showed up at our campus wearing a monk’s habit over pajamas with a rope tied around his waist, eager to share his faith. One day, he stopped me as I walked across campus. “You need Jesus,” he said, his voice alive with conviction. Instantly, I knew this was the answer I had been searching for.

			In a cluttered dorm room, he handed me a gospel tract. On October 31, 1971, at about 4:00 p.m., I prayed: “Lord Jesus Christ, I’m a sinner. Come into my life and be my Savior. I know You died for my sins. Give me eternal life. I accept You. Please help me share this message with others. Amen.”

			Bortzi beamed. “Write this day down. You’re born again.” “Really?” I said.

			“Yes.” It was that simple.

			“God is your Father now,” he said, his voice full of conviction. “He’ll take care of you.” His faith and excitement were captivating, as if he had a secret I hadn’t yet discovered. We sat together for another fifteen minutes, my mind swirling with questions I didn’t know how to ask.

			Leaving his room, my heart stirred with a new realization: Christ was now in me. Later, I would learn that when I trusted in His payment for my sin, the seed of the incorruptible Word of God generated a new spiritual life in me.

			Pausing on a park bench, I wondered, Are there others who know Christ? Where are they?

			Later, in my dorm room, I realized I couldn’t have the real God, Jesus, and still live in my old habits. I needed to choose one or the other. I also wanted to do something radical to see if God could satisfy me by Himself alone in my new life, without relying on artificial stimulants. By faith, I decided to stop drinking and smoking and give God a chance to prove Himself.

			Throughout the evening, I expected a dramatic change, but nothing happened. However, the next day, the unconscious guilt that had weighed me down throughout my life lifted like a fog. For two days, an incredible sense of peace, love, and freedom flooded my heart. On the third day, the feelings faded, but I knew emotions weren’t the foundation for my faith. It was my responsibility to find out more about Him and His plan.

			Bortzi brought me to an Assembly of God church with six other college guys who had received Christ. The people in the church made an effort to say hello and connect, talking about Jesus in a simple, heartfelt way. It seemed like they knew Him and loved Him. During the song service, the congregation raised their hands to worship. It was refreshing to see them free to worship God without self-consciousness and comforting to know I wasn’t alone in my desire for God.

			The pastor was a passionate, Spirit-filled Pentecostal. That day, he preached from Acts Chapter 2. The message was about what happened at Pentecost, fifty days after Jesus rose from the dead. I enjoyed the message because there was nothing artificial about it; it spoke of spiritual reality on earth. God’s presence was in the room; for the first time, I could sense God speaking through the Scripture, and it stirred me deeply.

			Later, in our student lounge, a guest speaker for our InterVarsity group shared a heartfelt message. I don’t remember his words, but I remember they burned in my heart. It felt like God’s loving kindness coursed through me, filling me with a spirit of devotion and prayer. I had never experienced anything like it before: simple, profound, and holy. All I wanted was to experience more.

			God gave me authority over my addictions so they no longer ruled my heart. Reading my Bible and living in the Spirit became my new source of life, and my old habits fell away like dead leaves. Once, alone in my dorm room, I thought about a Bible story I’d heard about how God freed the Jews from Egyptian slavery, parting the Red Sea with His strong and mighty hand. It struck me that God had freed me, too, from sin’s chains, and now I was free to worship and know Him.

			Over the next few months, when dorm friends urged me to drink or smoke, I’d say no, choosing instead to sit alone in my room reading my Bible. Temptations still crept in. Sometimes, I craved the temporary gratification of getting high, and I would have to decide, “Can I trust Him to be enough for me?” Each time, I decided yes, believing He’d reward my faith, even when the result of it wasn’t evident. Gradually, I realized those urges were really just a deeper longing for God’s thoughts, His presence, and His people—that only He could satisfy.

			I continued attending the church, noticing the pastor’s real connection with God—he longed for God to visit our meetings and show His presence. That desire for God stirred my heart. I wanted that same deep, personal touch and looked for it. God was fulfilling my search for purpose, which began years earlier when I’d heard that Peace Corps ad, with His daily presence. He was with me, and He was enough. Little did I know that this peace would soon be tested at home.
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			​A ​Sword in My Family

			“Do not think that I came to bring peace on earth. I did not come to bring peace but a sword. For I have come to set a man against his father.” 

			Matthew 10:34-35

			That December, just a few months after I accepted Christ as my Savior, I returned home for Christmas. Sitting across from my dad at the kitchen table, I told him I was born again. His expression hardened and his voice strained as he asked, “Are you a holy roller now? Tom, you’re a Catholic. Once a Catholic, always a Catholic.” Tension hung between us, our eyes avoiding each other. He struggled to find the right words, and so did I. Years later, I would understand he feared I had abandoned the family’s Catholic faith to become a radical Jesus freak. But in that moment, all I felt was guilt for causing a rift between us.

			The next day, he drove me to St. Paul’s parsonage, hoping the priest could set me straight. We sat in stiff mahogany chairs facing the priest behind his polished desk. As a timid nineteen-year-old, I was inexperienced in carrying on conversations with adults, let alone arguing for my new faith. Nevertheless, I gathered my courage and asked him, “Why didn’t you tell me when I was growing up that I must be born again?” He pulled a commentary from the shelf behind him and read, but his philosophical answers lacked the clarity and passion for Christ that I was looking for. 

			Dad sat beside me, the silence heavy. After an hour dragged by, we left, and the short ride home was quiet. He gripped the steering wheel, and I stared out the window, knowing I had chosen Christ over family tradition. It had cut a divide between us.

			Back in college, peace returned. The indwelling Christ had changed me; I was happy, and my grades even improved. However, I had lost interest in school. Instead, I began devouring my Bible and any book about the Bible that I could find. I read Hal Lindsey’s The Late Great Planet Earth, which correlated current events with the rapture, and I believed Jesus could return at any moment. I read and reread a tract titled 33 Prophecies Jesus Christ Fulfilled in One Day, which described how many Old Testament prophecies were fulfilled on the day Jesus died. I painted “Jesus Saves!” in fluorescent orange on a piece of cardboard and taped it over my third-floor dorm window, where it could be seen from the sidewalk.

			In the spring, I fasted and prayed for God’s direction. If I graduated with a biology degree, I could enter a medical field and help people live better, healthier lives. But now, I was starting to wonder if God had other plans for me, like using me to share the life-giving gospel with others.

			One night, I strolled down the campus sidewalks under the stars, enjoying the warm spring air, and prayed that God would show me what to do with my life. As I walked and prayed, I realized I didn’t belong at the university. I knew I wanted to follow God and serve Him, even if it meant losing my family’s approval.

			When I returned home that summer, the tension between my dad and me was still there, so my mom suggested I spend the summer at a neighbor’s house in Boothbay Harbor, Maine. Ready to escape the strain and embrace a new adventure, I happily agreed to go.

			Boothbay Harbor was a beautiful place to live, a tourist destination for those looking for the charm of an old New England seaport town. Lobster boats bobbed in the harbor, and a cool, salty breeze blew off the Atlantic.

			I picked up some odd jobs, including one with a man who turned out to be a world-class artist. He illustrated pictures of Jesus for inspirational books. He also asked me to model for photos to create a sketch for a Jesus statue, as large as the Statue of Liberty, planned for a Bible park in Alabama. Even though the park was never built, this experience showed me that my newfound freedom from sin could open doors beyond my everyday life.

			Later, I worked as a carpenter’s assistant building a restaurant on a pier facing East Boothbay Harbor, hitchhiking five miles in and out of town every day to go to work. Many afternoons, as I sawed and hammered two-by-fours, I noticed the owner’s daughter hanging out on the dock. She was my age and attractive, but I kept my distance, knowing how easily a distraction could pull me in, like a water vortex in a drain, and derail my focus from God’s will.

			The quiet of Boothbay Harbor was peaceful but lonely, and I missed the fellowship I had experienced in the Pentecostal church in New York. One afternoon, while reading my Bible on the porch, a middle-school-aged girl on the sidewalk paused and asked me, “What’s that?” pointing to my Bible.

			“The Bible.”

			“I know where there is a church on fire for God. Do you want to go?” It sounded like the opportunity I had been waiting for. Little did I know this church would change my life forever.

			Wednesday night, another family from the church picked me up in their station wagon, and we drove southwest on Route 1. Forty-five minutes later, we pulled into the Woolwich-Wiscasset Baptist church. Inside the chapel, it buzzed with life. People smiled and hugged each other. Later, Pastor Stevens, a focused, energetic man in his forties, preached with conviction about Christ’s love. The message stirred me—there was no condemnation, just grace. I left the meeting thinking this was the same spiritual burning I had experienced before, both when I heard the InterVarsity speaker on campus and during Pentecostal services. The Bible was alive and speaking, and I was thrilled.

			Over time, I learned pieces of Pastor Stevens’ story. He’d grown up in challenging circumstances in rural Maine. From a young age, he had worked hard helping to support his widowed mother, and later his own family. In his twenties, his wife led him to Christ. After that, he devoted his life to the Bible, studying and memorizing the Scriptures late into the night. He became active in a local Youth for Christ group and completed correspondence courses from Bob Jones University and Hyles Anderson College, a Baptist Bible college led by Jack Hyles. He traveled to attend their seminars. 

			One day, while driving his bread truck back in Maine to make a delivery, God’s love overwhelmed him so strongly that he pulled over. As he sat there, God inspired him with a mission to reach the world with radio, TV, Christian schools, and Bible colleges.

			That first summer when I started attending the church, Pastor (as we lovingly called him) talked about starting a Bible college in the fall to train disciples to spread the gospel and plant churches in other parts of the world. My new friends encouraged me to come back in September for Bible school. I thought about it, but I was worried about what my parents would think. Quit college? Dad would be furious. However, one night as I walked under the stars in town, the idea began to take root. Maybe this was the right path, even if it meant choosing Christ over my family’s expectations.
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