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For B-pa,

who taught me to be
grateful

for everything and to live a life of
adventure and fun.

For my dad,

If you weren’t my dad, I would still
choose you as my friend.

A special thanks to my parents, my
siblings, my husband, and my grandma Pat, who all read this book
when it was merely a rough draft, and encouraged me to finish
it.

In loving memory of Mónica, who was
my dad’s friend and lawyer through one of his darkest
hours.
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“Deliver me not over unto the will
of my enemies: for false witnesses are risen up against me and such
as breathe out cruelty. I had fainted unless I had believed to see
the goodness of the LORD in the land of the living. Wait for the
LORD: be of good courage, and he shall strengthen thine heart;
wait, I say, for the LORD.”

Psalm 27:12-14
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February 19, 2015, 3:30 p.m. in a
courtroom in

Bogotá Colombia

“YOU HAVE two options: since you are an American
citizen, the law allows you to return to your home. Should you
choose that option, we would cancel this hearing, and you would be
sent on a flight to the United States immediately. Never again
would you be able to return to Colombia.” The grave and unrelenting
forty-something-year-old woman judge with curly black hair and
prescription glasses looked sternly at my father.

“However, if you decide to stay,” she
continued, “and you face these charges and are declared guilty, you
could be imprisoned for fifteen years and possibly more. It is your
choice.”

Minutes before, the prosecutor had made his
opening statement projecting only hatred and contempt toward my
father, a missionary charged with rebellion. The prosecution had
arrogantly concluded that my dad was a menace to Colombia and
should be forced to leave the country immediately, never to return
again. If he did return, for the count of
rebellion, he could face a minimum of fifteen years in a
maximum-security prison.

What if my dad chose to stay and was declared
guilty by this judge? Everything that had led up to this moment
gave us absolutely no reason to believe there would be justice. The
government had been underhandedly working on the case against him
for more than two years. Only two months before, a recording had
been given to us from an anonymous source saying there was a
warrant out for Dad’s arrest. No one had bothered to inform him of
the situation, not even when he had sent someone to the district
attorney’s office to investigate. However, Dad had recently flown
to a convention in Canada and had not been detained at the airport.
Because of this, we assumed the case against him had been dropped.
If there had been a warrant out for his arrest, surely the
computers at the airport would have discovered it.

The prosecutor had been gathering “evidence”
for years. Hundreds of pages of what he claimed were “testimonies”
from false witnesses were now heaped on his desk. On the other
hand, we’d had only one very short night to make up Dad’s defense.
On the defenses’ desk lay a couple of Jubilee Bibles my dad had
edited in English and Spanish, as well as a handful of other books
he had written throughout the years. The police had arrested him
the night before by covertly setting a trap. The press had already
shamed and ridiculed him nationally and internationally,
proclaiming his guilt on headline news before the hearing had even
begun. The cold demeanor of the judge terrified us and the odds
seemed to be undeniably stacked against my dad.

As I sat in the courtroom, the paradox of the
situation flooded into my mind. The world was upside down and
injustice was being dealt to a just man. A man who would break his
back, trudge through sleet, hail or mud just to bring food to a
family of farmers in need. Sometimes I would go with him. I watched
him drive, hike or ride mules through the most rugged and dangerous
terrains only to help an outcast no one else gave a penny for. Very
often the trails we would ride the mules on were very wet and
slippery. On these winding mountain paths, if the mule missed a
step, it could send you tumbling down hundreds of feet below. I was
never really hurt on my jungle trips with Dad but he had been
wounded on numerous occasions. Every once in a while, the mules did
miss their steps and Dad would roll down with them. Miraculously
the misstep never completely sent him off the edge, (if it had, he
would’ve died,) but it did give him a few broken bones, more than
once. One time he broke his wrist. Another time he broke a few
ribs, and another time he hurt his neck badly. Sometimes we would
walk through fields that were mined. In these sorts of places, my
father would tell me to only step where he stepped. He knew what
the mines looked like and I didn’t.

It didn’t matter if it was dangerous, if the
gas and tollbooths cost him all his savings, or if he hadn’t slept
the night before. Nothing ever stopped him. Not even broken bones.
He would set up radio stations in places that were so God forsaken,
no Colombian civilians would dare set foot, much less Americans.
These radio stations became beacons of light to the forgotten
hostages being held deep in the jungles. Many of them who were
later released attested to this.

His red truck became famous in these war-torn
areas. Women, children, men, and soldiers would see or hear the
rumble of the truck from afar and come running down the countryside
to flag down the gringo. They knew the red
truck was full of Bibles and books for them. But no book or film
could ever begin to describe the immeasurable ways in which the
Lord had used my dad for the good of this nation. Colombia was so
blessed to have someone like him fighting for her.

Regardless of whether or not it was my
father, a man like this should be venerated and respected. But like
every true man of God in the history of humanity, he was facing the
hate of the world.

I looked at the judge’s stern, intimidating
eyes and wondered what my father would decide. She had laid the
choice before him. He could face the trial or leave Colombia
forever. “Choose the States,” I prayed, “Who knows what will happen
to you here.”

The courtroom was packed full of our closest
friends and about thirty reporters – all who anxiously awaited his
response.

“I choose to face the trial.” His kind,
honest blue eyes looked fiercely at the judge, “I am not
guilty.”

I could feel my heart racing. The fight was
on and there was no turning back.
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Above: One of my many trips with Dad.
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A girl and her mom stop Dad’s red truck

to receive a Bible. The bushes behind are the
“road”.

It was a good thing the truck

is four wheel drive.
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Dad checking on one of the radio stations.


 


 Chapter 1

Ketchikan
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August 17, 2008, Ketchikan, Alaska: six and one-half
years before dad’s trial.

GRANDPA CHAD Stendal, called B-pa by all of his
grandchildren, had a remarkable spirit of discovery and adventure
that played an important role in enabling him to become a
missionary to the Kogi Indigenous people of the Sierra Nevada
Mountains of Colombia. This same spirit of adventure led him to
venture to Alaska in a time when it was not common for a
Minnesota-born person to do so. The first time he went to Alaska
was in 1952, when he was the civil engineer in charge of building
what would later be known as the Richardson Highway. When I was a
child, he would take me up this road with my grandmother and the
rest of my family.

We would begin in Minnesota and cross all of
Canada and then go on to Alaska. Sometimes we would go up past the
Arctic Circle to the land of the Eskimos. B-pa related with the
Eskimos because he came from a similar background himself: the
Vikings of Norway.

The wonderful thing about traveling with B-pa
was that if he ever saw a mountain he liked along the highway, he
would simply pull over and hike it. Dad inherited this
extraordinary quality of discovery from B-pa. (I saw dad do this
often as well, but in the dangerous mountains of Colombia to put up
radio transmitters.) Being a fisherman at heart, if there was a
lake he thought might be good for it, my grandpa would stop the
motor home and cast his pole in. The motor home fit all kinds of
stuff in it, including a portable canoe on the top. With a twinkle
in his eye, B-pa always said, “The secret to being a good fisherman
is that you have to be smarter than the fish.” And did he ever
catch the biggest fish! They were his personal trophies. But I was
too little to fully enjoy the North and all the adventures it
brought back then.

That is, until one day when I was twenty-one
years old, and my dad asked me to help B-pa and Grandma drive up
the Richardson Highway. Although they were still active, they were
getting older and the bulk of the trip would be too hard on them. I
hadn’t been up that road since I was thirteen years old. At first,
I did not want to go because I thought I had too much work. My
sister, Lisa, and I were busy making documentaries and writing our
very first full-feature movie script.

But my dad told me all of that could wait and
that I should reconsider. It ended up being a life-altering
decision, and I am eternally thankful I made the right choice. For
the first time in my life, I felt as though I was truly able to
discover the magic found in driving up to Alaska, even though I had
lost track of the number of times we had driven up there as a
child. It is like everything in life. Sometimes you read a book and
it just doesn’t click for you, then ten years later the Lord
ignites a light in your heart, and when you read it again, it comes
to life in a way you had never imagined it would, and you are never
the same.

B-pa was too old to enjoy himself like he had
before, but he made sure I did. He knew every mountain that was
good to hike up, every hot spring worth wading in, and every lake
with big fish worth catching. I would be driving, and he would say,
“Pull over right here. I want you and Misty to hike up this
trail.”

My cousin Misty and I would do as he said and
trudge up the mountain, while Grandma and B-pa waited for us in the
van. In our three-month road trip we saw bears, moose, wolves,
foxes, ducks, caribou, mountain goats, northern lights dancing in
magnificent colors, (the stars shining so big we thought we had
never seen stars before,) and beautiful white pine trees so
enormous, that it would take two or three people to hug them. I
even got to catch and smoke my very own trout for the first time in
my life, and it was mouth-watering to say the least.

Richard Wurmbrand’s words couldn’t be truer
when he wrote, “There is no atheism among those brought up in
nature.” According to him, atheists were found where all of God’s
creation was covered with concrete.

We drove all the way up to Anchorage and then
on down to Haines, where we took a ferry to Juneau and then another
ferry to Hoonah, Alaska. Hoonah was the destination my grandpa had
been looking forward to the most. All along the Richardson Highway,
B-pa would keep reminding me that we still had the ferries to look
forward to and the beautiful Sitka spruce trees from Hoonah. To get
there we sailed on ferries where the American flag stood tall,
waving in the wind, and we could see the wonderful, pure northern
ocean for miles around with the glorious snow-capped mountains
beyond. And then once we were done with the big ferries, we took a
small five-person boat to an island beyond the island of Hoonah
where we would meet the loveliest people and see the most beautiful
horses.

It was there that dazzling and enchanting,
wild but tame, Norwegian horses nuzzled our hands to get us to give
them those deliciously tart and sweet Alaskan blueberries they knew
we had just picked. Somehow they knew where to find us, and unlike
most horses I had ever seen, they were fearless. Not even strangers
from a distant land could intimidate them. It wasn’t hard to see
why the North is known as God’s country. In this land, the women
wore black rubber boots and guns tucked around their waist, as they
did their farm chores without fear of the bears. But beyond their
attire, they always carried a kind, warm smile. They were tough and
nice at the same time. “Cool!” I thought.

I wrote a little something in my journal
regarding the land of the midnight sun that now comes to mind:

 


The days are long

The nights are clear

I hear his voice that draws me near

I see a face that brings me cheer

I once forgot

I once was lost

But now I know He loves me, a lot

He draws me closer to his heart

When He is here, I have no fear

My help in times of trouble

A Savior, A King, and my Father

He has won in my life

He has set me free

And with him, I will spend eternity

Awake my soul and sing!

To the One who died for me!

The sun will rise when we sing

To Him who brought us into life

And has rid us from all strife

 


From there we hopscotched on a few more
ferries until we finally found our way to Ketchikan, Alaska, a
historic city for my family and me because it was there that my dad
finished writing his first book called Rescue the
Captors.

This book is the story he wrote about his
first kidnapping by a Marxist guerrilla group, back in 1983. Many
people in Alaska and Canada had read the book and wanted to meet
him personally. This paved the way for us to make friends up in the
North and gave us a reason to continually return.

In Ketchikan my grandparents spoke at a
church on Sunday, August 17, 2008. Sitting next to me was a man
about five or six years older than me who was kneeling and lifting
his hands in the air as he worshiped God fervently. I have to admit
that I judged him a little. I had never seen someone be so overly
passionate at a church service. “Tone it down a notch or two,” I
thought. But I pretended not to notice and continued singing.

I left as soon as the meeting ended, but
later discovered that after the service, this man found Misty and
told her he had an important message to give me. (She had also been
standing with me at the service.)

The next day, as I was trying to rest a
little before supper, Misty walked into my room; she told me that
the man who was kneeling next to us was here to talk to me. I
thought, “Oh no, it’s that weirdo from the meeting.” The last thing
I wanted to do was talk to a weirdo.

Nevertheless, I got ready for the dinner our
hostess had made – a most delicious salmon meal (afterward I
decided it was perhaps the best salmon I had ever had). We all sat
down to eat, and this man from the service and his wife began to
tell us the story of how they met and fell in love and then got
married. She was Alaskan and he was from Puerto Rico. Although I
can’t remember all the details, my opinion regarding him completely
changed. I remember thinking, “Wow, he really loves her, and she is
such a sweet and humble girl.”

I thought it was so special how the Lord had
worked it out miraculously so that they could be together. Their
whole story seemed to be especially for me, even though there were
about five other people also listening to it. After we ate dinner,
the man suggested we move into the living room to continue talking.
My grandma, Misty, and I sat down with the couple to continue the
conversation. This time he became serious and said, “Alethia, God
has brought me here to tell you one thing and one thing only.”

“Okay…” I answered a bit taken aback, “What
is it?”

“God has given you a crown, and you need to
cherish it. Do not give it to the wrong man. The right man will
respect you.”

When he said this, I knew it was the truth.
But I also knew that because it was the truth, it would be hard.
When the Lord speaks clearly like that, it is not because it is
going to be easy. He gives you that clear word because it is going
to be really hard, and sometimes that reminder is the only little
light you will be able to see. It is sort of like what happened to
Jill Pole, the character in the book called The
Silver Chair, when Aslan gave her the signs needed in order
to find the lost prince. Although it was wonderful that Aslan was
speaking to her and giving her signs, what lay ahead was going to
be dark and require every bit of courage and strength she had to
get through it.

It was those few words of Aslan, the great
Lion (a representation of God himself), that would keep her on
target in the darkest times. Somehow, in a moment, I knew this
would also be the case with me. I was happy that God had spoken to
me but also apprehensive of what lay ahead.

Then the man prayed for me. After he
finished, I said thank you from the bottom of my heart and I never
saw them again.
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On our way beyond Hoonah
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Norwegian horses
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Grandma and me at mile zero of the Alaskan
Highway.


 


 Chapter 2

Grandpa Plays the Piano
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I HAD ALWAYS heard that B-pa was a concert pianist
back in the day but that he had given up on that dream to serve in
World War II. When he came back, he studied to become a civil
engineer and headed up many projects in Minnesota. He soon felt a
calling of God on his life to something different, and after
studying linguistics, he and his whole family went to Colombia to
be missionaries. His career in piano playing became a distant
memory. No one in our family had ever heard him play.

Misty, who had to get back to Florida since
she was still in high school, flew home again from Vancouver,
leaving me on this trip with just my grandparents. We had been on
the road for more than two months, driving all the way up to Alaska
and were now on our way back to Minnesota. During this time, B-pa
had never once driven the car. He used a cane to walk, and most of
the time, he just sat, whether he was in a car or in a house. A hip
replacement surgery years before had gotten the better of him, and
he had more or less given up on himself. Dad and others would talk
about who B-pa used to be before, but none of us from my time had
ever seen the true Chadwick Martín Stendal. We only saw our old,
worn out grandfather sitting in a chair. Grandma was now in charge
of running everything.

As special guests in a church in Vancouver,
the pastor asked B-pa to speak about the missionary work in
Colombia. B-pa limped up to the microphone with his cane, and as
soon as he tried to speak, he started to weep. I had never seen him
cry before. After a minute, he composed himself enough to say in a
weak, almost inaudible voice, “I am only a man in desperate need of
prayer.”

Everyone stayed frozen, as if no one in the
church was expecting this. Since no one else seemed to know what to
do, I got up and prayed for him. I asked the Lord to make him walk
again as he had walked before. I probably prayed other things that
I don’t remember now, and our good friend Jean Bergeron stood up
with me and she also prayed for him.

After the meeting ended and the people had
left, my grandpa came and sat next to me.

“How would you like to accompany me to a
Gershwin concert tonight?” he asked.

“Umm, I don’t know B-pa. I was actually
thinking of going to the movies. I don’t really know who Gershwin
is.” It didn’t sound very interesting to me.

His face dropped to a saddened frown, “You
don’t know who Gershwin is?”

“No, not really.” I responded honestly.

Without hesitation, he got right out of his
chair and walked to the other end of the room where an old piano
stood. He sat down and positioned his hands on the piano with his
back straight like a true pianist would and played me the most
beautiful composition I had ever heard anyone play. Grandma stood
behind me, mouth open, completely astounded. I heard her say, “My
land! I have not heard him play like that in over thirty years! I
didn’t know he still had it in him.”

After he finished, he walked back to me and
said, “That is a composition by Gershwin that I played for you. Now
would you like to come with me tonight?”

I could not believe it.

“Of course I’ll come with you B-pa! I would
love to!” I exclaimed.

The concert was magical. I have been to many
concerts, but that one was by far the best one I had ever been to
before and since then. The performers made me believe and breathe
what they were singing and what they were playing like no other
musicians had ever done for me. They sang songs from Oklahoma, the musical, and from The
Wizard of Oz. But the one they were honoring that night was
George Gershwin. So the pianist played Rhapsody
in Blue among other compositions.

My grandpa whispered to me, “He is a
wonderful pianist! I am going to be sure to congratulate him when
this is over.”

The concert ended, and B-pa went to the
restroom. When he came back, he had the biggest smile on his face.
“I met the pianist as I was washing my hands. I was about to
congratulate him, but he turned to me first and congratulated me!
He said he had read all my books and really admired everything the
Lord had done through me in Colombia.”

“That is really special B-pa.” I smiled.
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Fun times with Grandma and Grandpa.


Chapter 3

The Drive Home
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WE STILL had a long way to go on our return trip
before getting all the way back to Grand Rapids, Minnesota, to my
grandparent’s lake cabin.

At some point along the way, I encouraged my
grandfather to drive again. He hadn’t driven in years, and my
grandma was a little nervous about it. But just like he hadn’t
forgotten how to play the piano, he hadn’t forgotten how to drive
either. Soon he was the one who was behind the wheel most of the
time.

B-pa made sure we drove the scenic route so
that I could see everything and take pictures. We saw the Canadian
Rocky Mountains and the Yellowstone National Park. It was one of
the most beautiful drives I had ever been on. And when I didn’t
think the view could get any better, a double rainbow appeared. I
sat in the passenger seat excitedly snapping pictures of lovely
green and yellow hills and the two full-sized colorful rainbows
against the clear blue sky. When I turned to look down at my
camera, I saw that the pictures didn’t have the same vibrant color
they did while I was snapping them. I wondered what had happened!
Then I realized that the whole time I was taking pictures, I had
rose-tinted sunglasses on, and they had made things seem a lot more
breathtaking to me than they really were!

B-pa and Grandma laughed when I told them
what had happened. I took my sunglasses off, and as we drove on,
the scenery kept on getting more beautiful by the minute. The
sunset began to make everything more colorful and alive. Little
gophers along the hilly lands came out to look at our car as we
drove by, and the sun lit them perfectly. And then the sunset came,
and I saw the round, orange sun suddenly sink into the horizon in a
split second. Orange and pink lit up one part of the heavens, and
the sliver of a new moon with a bright star next to it appeared on
the other side.

Then B-pa said with his raspy, sweet voice
that always characterized him, “You know Alethia, I think the Lord
is trying to show you something. I think he wants you to know that
what he has for you is more beautiful than anything you could see
through rosy-colored glasses.”

The next day, I encouraged him to try walking
without a cane. “You can do it B-pa. I know you can.”

“You think so?” He smiled.

“I know so.”

He began to practice walking without a cane.
I could see this newfound confidence in himself was making him
happier. We went to a church that wanted to honor him and Grandma.
They told us they wanted Grandma and Grandpa to dress in white, in
honor of the typical white garments the Kogis wear. B-pa and
Grandma were to walk through the entire church as a bride would
when she is meeting her groom with everyone standing and clapping
for them. They wanted to honor the missionaries they had supported
for so many years. A boy in the church led them, carrying a pole
with a huge yellow, blue, and red Colombian flag on it. My
grandparents followed close behind, smiling and happier than I had
ever seen them.

Grandpa was glad to have practiced walking
without a cane because when that day came, he was able to walk the
whole way alone and without a limp while hundreds of people watched
and applauded him and Grandma.

* * *

It was night and we were really close to
getting to our lovely lake cabin in the woods when green northern
lights appeared in the sky. B-pa stopped the car, and I jumped out
to look at them. They were a distance away from us, but I could
still see them clearly. B-pa got out of the car as well, something
he would have never done before. When we first got there, they were
unmoving, yet fascinating.

“I heard that if you whistle, they will
dance,” my grandpa said. Even though it was dark out and we were
both facing the lights, I could imagine the twinkle in his eyes as
he spoke. Slowly, at the sound of B-pa’s gentle whistle, the
northern lights began to sway back and forth showing their colors
in more beauty and splendor than ever before. It was one of those
rare and beautiful moments that I
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