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To those who gave heart and soul through prayer and practical service to bring us home alive. Words cannot express our thanks. May you be blessed for your courage, love, and sacrifice.

To the Afghan people whom we so dearly love. May you see the day of true liberation for your country and this generation.

To our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ. Your everlasting love has healed our hearts and set us free. May we honor and love you with all that we are for all of our days.
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     PROLOGUE

AUGUST 3, 2001

Dayna: I was already behind schedule when I pulled the Aamirs’ door shut and stepped into the courtyard. The air was hot and dry, and the late-afternoon sun played over the dirt yard. The gate to the alley, which the family usually left open, was bolted. Soofia’s mother, who was washing clothes in a plastic tub, unlocked the gate and let me onto the mud alley. She was the only family member out-of-doors. I had left everyone else in the room with Heather watching that film, which was playing in the DVD drive of my laptop.

I looked both ways before stepping from the alley onto the dirt road to make sure no Taliban guards were out. We always took this precaution when leaving Afghan homes, as the country’s ruling Taliban forbade foreigners to visit with Afghans. The street was quiet. My taxi driver, Abdul, was waiting for me at the bottom of the hill. I quickly slipped into the back seat and we started down the unpaved road toward the Taliban checkpoint marking the entrance to Sherpur, the name for this Kabul neighborhood of mud houses.

The time was 4:30. I was due to meet Lillian and the others downtown before having to be back in our neighborhood, Wazir Akhbar Khan, by 6:00 for a meeting with my Shelter Germany coworkers. At Lillian’s, I was to meet an Afghan woman whom we were considering introducing to our Afghan friend Rashid. I would have only a short time to visit and was thinking about the meeting as Abdul started down the bumpy road out of the Aamirs’ neighborhood.

We hadn’t gone ten feet when a young man dressed in civilian clothes and a colorful skullcap approached the passenger side of the car. He ordered Abdul to stop the taxi, but Abdul continued on. The young man repeated himself several times in an angry tone: “Stop! Stop!”

Finally, Abdul relented, and the stranger got into the front seat. I remembered having been warned that if an Afghan man ever got into my taxi I was supposed to get out and find another taxi. You were never to ride in a car with an Afghan man, and especially not a strange one.

“Chera?” I asked Abdul in Dari, or Afghan Farsi. Why? Abdul was one of our regular taxi drivers and had been taking Heather and me around Kabul for months. He knew better than to let this man into the car.

Before Abdul had time to answer, the stranger turned to me and said, “Where’s the other woman?” He spoke first in Pashtu, the language of the Taliban. Then he asked again in Dari so I could understand.

“I don’t know you,” I replied, unsure what was going on. “It’s not right for you to ask about another girl. Who are you?”

The man ignored me.

“I’m going to a meeting,” I said politely, though making it clear I was upset. “I don’t know where you’re going. I don’t know if we’re going in the same direction. Maybe I should get another taxi.”

“Be quiet,” the man snapped. “You don’t need another taxi.” He turned around and looked at me. His piercing blue eyes stunned me with their hatred. I had experienced the same feeling a month earlier when an Arab man standing on a corner in downtown Kabul spit in my direction as I walked by and then pelted me with a clod of dirt.

The man in the front seat took a walkie-talkie from his pocket and spoke into it, and within seconds a white Toyota Corolla hatchback pulled out in front of us carrying half a dozen men wearing large white turbans. These, I realized with a growing sense of unease, were the religious police from the Taliban’s Ministry for the Promotion of Virtue and Prevention of Vice—the men who whipped women begging alone on the street and beat men off their bicycles for failing to be at the mosque during prayer.

Now, with greater urgency, I told the man in the front seat as we drove on: “I have a meeting. I have to be there. Who are you? Where do you work?”

He didn’t answer.

“Who are you?” I repeated. “Who are you with? Where do you work?”

The man seemed greatly annoyed with my talking. “Ryaasat, ryaasat,” he said sharply. Government, government.

I changed my approach: “Please take me to my boss. He lives just over here in Wazir. I am a girl alone. This is not right.”

“You can see your boss later,” he said.

Abdul kept a cool expression, but I saw fear in his eyes. He looked at me apologetically in the rearview mirror.

We came to the end of the neighborhood road and slowed down to take a right onto the main street. Many taxis waited at the intersection. I thought I would try to get out of Abdul’s taxi and into another one. I opened the car door while we were still moving.

The man in the front seat saw what I was thinking and radioed to the Toyota of Taliban in front of us. We stopped abruptly. Before I could make a move, one of the white-turbaned men got out of his vehicle and came around to the back seat of our car. He got in beside me and laid a whip across his lap.

“This is wrong for you to be in this car with me,” I again complained. “I am a single woman.”

“We are not infidels,” the man in the front seat remarked gruffly, turning around.

“I’m not an infidel either,” I exclaimed. “I love God.” He looked at me with disgust.

In another few minutes, we arrived at a building in the center of Kabul. Behind the building’s high wall I could see rows of black Toyota pickup trucks, the Taliban’s vehicle of choice. As Abdul brought the taxi to a stop, I saw Taliban armed with guns and whips circling the area.

The man in the front seat took my bag and rifled through it. “It is not here,” I heard a man say. “It must be with the other one. Someone will have to go back.” He then got out of our car, walked over to the accompanying truck, and exhanged his skullcap for a turban. Some men moved me to another vehicle, and Abdul drove away in his taxi.

This government building was in a somewhat busy area next to a city park. Civilians walking by looked into the car at me. I hoped another foreigner or someone I recognized would pass by and notice me. I tried to recall every Bible verse about fear that I knew. I quietly sang songs to God. Remembering the whip on the man’s lap, I said, “O Lord, please get Heather out of there.”

Heather: After I hugged and kissed the Aamir women, Aly walked me out into the courtyard. His little body swayed under the weight of Dayna’s computer bag as he tried to stand up straight. None of the other children accompanied us. They usually mobbed me all the way out to my taxi, pleading with me to take them along while their mothers waved goodbye from the doorway. On this day, however, Aly and I went alone.

From the courtyard gate, I could not see who was out on the street, so I asked Aly to look for any Taliban guards who might be loitering by the neighborhood grocery stands at the bottom of the road. He would not go into the street by himself. Perhaps he does not understand me, I thought. My Farsi skills, elementary as they were, did not always serve me well. Since I was already late for my six o’clock staff meeting, I gave up trying to explain again and went ahead. There won’t be anyone on the road, I told myself.

The day was exceptionally warm, and the neighborhood seemed subdued. It was Friday, the Muslim day of prayer, and few people were on the street. I was tired from a long day of activity but anxious to see my friends at the meeting in Wazir. Aly followed me halfway to my taxi and passed me the computer. Then we said goodbye. I walked the rest of the way down to where Abdul was waiting and got into the back seat.

“How long have you been here?” I asked Abdul regretfully. I had planned to be out by 5:30 so I could get to the meeting on time, but it was already a few minutes after six. I wanted to pay Abdul for the extra time, but he did not answer my question. He glanced at me in the rearview mirror; our eyes connected. His face, taut and pale, wore an odd expression. How strange he won’t answer me, I thought. I decided I would ask him about the money again when we arrived at the meeting, only a few blocks away.

Abdul and I wended our way out of the Sherpur neighborhood, bumping along the unpaved road at twenty miles an hour. Suddenly we stopped and a man in civilian clothes climbed into the front seat.

“Who is this?” I asked Abdul. “What’s going on?” No answer. The other man glanced back at me; he turned to Abdul, and they began talking. Why was Abdul allowing a strange man to ride with me? Perhaps the stranger was Abdul’s relative, maybe his brother. After all, Abdul had stopped the car to let him in. I waited attentively to see what would happen next.

We had traveled only several more feet when Abdul slowed again and another man, also in civilian dress, got into the car, this time in the back seat with me. The man was tall with a narrow face and a large, protruding nose. In his hand was a walkie-talkie. Immediately, I knew the men had come for me.

“Who are these men?” I asked Abdul. “This is not permitted. I’m late for a meeting. I will find another taxi to take me.”

Everything was happening so fast. Were these men kidnapping me? Only days earlier, an Afghan man had pinned me to a wall in our neighborhood as Dayna and I were walking to a prayer meeting. Did these men, too, intend to harm me? Would they try to rape me?

The car came to a stop, and I nonchalantly opened the door. The big-nosed man next to me grabbed my arm as I stepped out. I thought I might be able to run down a familiar side street and cut back over to Wazir Akhbar Khan, the neighborhood where we lived. Then I looked around.

Pulling out in front of us was a Corolla station wagon full of Taliban; I could see their oversized turbans through the vehicle’s tinted windows. Abdul had stopped right next to the Taliban check post, and nearly a dozen men surrounded me. Some were armed with Kalashnikovs. I scanned the area. A few men from the neighborhood lingered in the street, but none offered to help. I did not see anyone from the Aamir household, no familiar faces. My choices were limited: I could run and risk getting shot or return to the car. The taxi door was still open, so I got back inside.

As we started driving, I changed my strategy and attempted to negotiate. “I am late for a meeting,” I offered. “You can drive me there. My boss speaks Pashtu and knows many Taliban officials. We can meet with him to discuss this matter.” The men paid me no attention.

Could they be apprehending me for visiting an Afghan home? I wondered. Did they know I had shown the film about the life of Jesus? How could they know? I was carrying the CD in Dayna’s computer bag. What would happen if the Taliban found the film? I was thankful Dayna had gotten away. At least she was safe.

We turned onto a main road and I stared out the window at the faces of passersby. If I could just spot a familiar face, I could roll down my window and shout for help. But I saw no one I knew—no neighbors, no street kids. I sat still, trying to appear calm.

Our caravan approached the turnoff for my meeting in Wazir. “We can turn here,” I proposed. “My boss is this way.”

“No,” the man in the front seat retorted. “Your boss is at the office where were taking you.” So this had been planned out. Well, at least we were making progress—I had finally gotten a direct answer from someone. I became slightly more confident that the men would not try to harm me. Thankfully, Georg would be at the office to help me work this out.

After ten minutes, we pulled up to what appeared to be a government building, though it had no identifying signs. The street teemed with activity—shepherds herded their flocks through a throng of traffic; drivers honked their horns; pedestrians darted across the rows of vehicles. I could hear the ring of a nearby blacksmith’s instruments. In the Shar-e-Nao park next to the building, a crowd of young men and boys played soccer.

Abdul positioned our taxi behind a white sedan. I could see someone sitting in the sedan’s back seat. Was it Georg? I looked closely, and my heart sank. Dayna was sitting in the car—alone. I imagined the Taliban had captured her when she left the Aamirs’ house nearly two hours before. The big-nosed man ushered me over to the sedan and instructed me to get in. He took the heavy computer bag off my shoulder, and with it, the film. As I approached the car, I spoke to Dayna through the window. “It’s okay,” I said, summoning up my strength. “God is with us.”



part one

KABUL TOWN




   one

THE ROAD TO KABUL


Most people only get to read about it.

—E-MAIL HOME, MARCH 29, 2001



Heather: Much has been written about the road from Peshawar, Pakistan, to Kabul—Afghanistan’s capital city. Before I arrived in Peshawar for the first time, I dreamed of driving on the Kabul road through the famed Khyber Pass, the strategic mountain gateway where Alexander the Great positioned an army of troops and elephants and managed to become the only foreign military leader to defeat the region’s fierce Pashtun tribal warriors.

I had heard stories of this thirty-three-mile passage through the snow-covered mountains of the Hindu Kush. As one writer noted, “The story of the Khyber Pass is composed of such colour and romance, such tragedy and glory that fact really looks stranger than fiction in this case.”

Silent witness to numerous invasions and remarkable events, the pass is rugged, arid, and foreboding. Mountains loom over tiny, scattered villages. Spontaneous dust storms sweep over the land. The prospect of traversing such awesome, unpredictable terrain exhilarated me, and when I finally did it I was not disappointed. My first journey over the pass in the summer of 1998 proved to be all that I had hoped and more.

In a land where every man carries a gun, we began our travels from Peshawar with an Afghan driver and an armed Pakistani guard, whom we hired for our protection to accompany us to the Afghan border. Known as the Northwest Frontier Province, this no-man’s-land that precedes the border with Afghanistan is governed by Pashtun tribal law, and its culture is as mythic as its terrain.

The Pashtuns, nearly half of all Afghans, are a passionate people, doggedly loyal to family and tribe. Gatherings of tribal elders, called jirgas, settle Pashtun disputes, and it has been said that most disputes among Pashtuns revolve around zar, zan, and zamin—gold, women, and land. To be a Pashtun is to be a Muslim, usually a Sunni Muslim. Dishonoring a Pashtun is as good as killing him, but if you are the guest or friend of one of these warriors, you can be sure that only over your host’s dead body will harm come to you. If you become a Pashtun’s friend you become a part of his family. In the words of a famous Afghan proverb, “The first day you meet, you are friends. The next day you meet, you are brothers.”

The road through the Khyber Pass, land of the Pashtuns, is always changing—rocks fall from cliffs, bombs at one time fell from the sky. Our Afghan driver took the sharp mountain turns at an unnervingly fast speed considering the steep drops of several hundred feet—in places nearly a thousand feet—to our left and right. At times the driver would fling our vehicle around blind single-lane curves as if he were fully confident no oncoming truck piled high with bags of rice, no boulder or bomb crater, would be awaiting him on the other side. The constant side-to-side motion of the vehicle was enough to keep all of us perpetually on the verge of nausea.

On one occasion our driver’s antics almost proved catastrophic. We were racing down the road, dodging potholes and bumping over rocks, when we came to a bridge. Our water bottles, frozen solid when we departed, were now fully thawed. Sweat dribbled down my forehead. As we started across the bridge, we found ourselves approaching a ten-foot crater at the center of the overpass, the work of a recent explosion. Seeing we had one option if we hoped to get to Kabul, our fearless driver pressed ahead uninhibited by the sight. From my vantage, the view was anything but comforting. Looking out the windows on either side of the van, I noticed we were only a hairs-breadth away from the twenty-five-foot drop to a rock-hard riverbed. A flock of spotted goats grazed on the few strands of grass below.

Our automotive dance with destiny on the Kabul road unfolded against an acoustic backdrop of blaring Hindi music, which our driver would cut off abruptly once we started running into Taliban checkpoints on the Afghan side of the border. All nonreligious music was banned in Afghanistan under the Taliban, as attested to by the Taliban checkpoint poles wrapped with layer upon layer of tape—the innards of countless audio- and videocassettes (also banned)—as a caution to wayward travelers.

As we approached each checkpoint, our driver would yank the Hindi cassette out of the tape player and hide it; on occasion he simply lowered the volume and waved at the Taliban guard as we passed by. Like many Afghans, our driver played a constant game of chance with his Taliban overseers. Better to live freely some of the time and risk getting caught, he figured, than to live in fear and misery all of the time trying to keep the increasingly stringent law of the land.

All along the roadside on the way to Kabul, we noticed oblong mounds of rocks and dirt. Marked by headstones and footstones, the mounds were graves or shrines where loved ones would come to pray for the dead. The bodies of the deceased were positioned above the ground, not underneath, with their faces toward Mecca, the Muslim holy city. Long branches adorned with colorful pieces of torn fabric staked many of the mounds. With every flap, these pennants are thought to release a prayer toward heaven.

Somewhere outside Jalalabad, the halfway point on our journey, we encountered a massive cloud of dust whirling down the highway and swallowing everything in its path. Within moments we lost sight of the monstrous mountain range in the distance. I thought perhaps we could outrun the cloud, but it fast overtook us. Our driver braked to a dead stop, and everything outside of our windows disappeared. We rolled up the windows, but dust poured into the van, caking our scalps, coating our luggage. Dust stuck to our sweaty faces, and grains of sand and dirt even got wedged in between our teeth. But the storm passed almost as quickly as it came: Within five minutes we were on our way; and I learned never to wear nice clothing on the road to Kabul.

Several hours into our trip, we kindly asked our driver to make a pit stop. Finding appropriate bathroom facilities on the Kabul road required some ingenuity. The occasional teahouses did not provide bathrooms, meaning we had to venture behind large rocks or down the mountainside near the river. The presence of thousands of land mines made creating a suitable toilet a dangerous business, and we had to be careful not to stray too far from the road. Mines of another kind, piles of dried-up feces left by earlier travelers, were strewn across the landscape. As women, we did what we could to ensure privacy by shrouding one another with our head scarves.

We kept our money out as we traveled, because we never knew when we would drive by a child or elderly man crouched in the road shoveling gravel and dirt into potholes. People of all ages engaged in this activity, and the shovelers were covered in dust stirred up by passing vehicles. Often, the shovelers worked miles from the nearest village in scorching heat and without water. We would observe them jump up and begin to work when they saw our vehicle approaching. As we passed, we would throw Afghani bills out the windows. Usually, the road menders made only about thirty cents a day; but their services actually benefited travelers. On occasion we noticed some of their more sophisticated handiwork: newly mended barricades between the road and the river.

Camel caravans were a familiar sight as we made our way toward Kabul. The shepherds leading the caravans were Kuchi people, nomadic Pashtuns, dressed in bright, colorful clothing that stood out against the drab browns and grays of the Afghan landscape. The shepherds carried long switches tied with strips of fabric, and the lethargic camels carried loads of overstuffed burlap bags. A strikingly beautiful people with dark hair, olive skin, and light-colored eyes, the Kuchi nomads travel in groups in search of fields where they can pasture their underfed flocks. Years of war, drought, and famine have taken their toll on the Kuchis.

Our eyes were allowed a reprieve from dust and desert about two hours outside of Kabul at Sirobi, a town situated in a valley on a gorgeous, crystal-clear lake surrounded by trees and lush vegetation. From the mountain passes approaching the town, the view was breathtaking. I wondered, Is this still Afghanistan?

The land became dry again and mountainous as we approached the Kabul Gorge. Here the road ran high above the Kabul River, which has nearly dried up in recent years owing to the drought. Our driver resumed his wild, mountain-road maneuvering until we got to the other side of the gorge. At last, Kabul—a broad, dusty stretch of earthen, flat-topped houses—fanned out across the valley below.

My own personal road to Kabul often has seemed just as exhilarating, just as spectacular, and at times just as treacherous and heartbreaking as the actual road. I have often told people, “It took me years to get to Kabul.” It did—four years, in fact. There were days after my arrest and imprisonment by the Taliban in August 2001 when I wept specifically because I had waited so long to get to Kabul, only to be jailed four and a half months later with a potential death sentence hanging over my head and a global catastrophe erupting outside our prison walls.

For as long as I can remember, I have been drawn to adventure and risk. I grew up in upper-middle-class America, and my early-childhood years were rich with opportunity. I was free from the fear of needing or wanting anything. My parents loved me, provided for me, instilled in me a concrete sense of right and wrong, and created chances for me to grow and explore. I looked at the world and dreamed of its possibilities, and I desired to experience as much of life as I could. From the age of eight, I was determined to grow up and become an astronaut.

By the time I was twelve I had lived in three foreign countries and visited eleven others. My friends were kids from all over the globe—Egypt, Kenya, India, Holland, and Italy. I learned to value people who were not like me, and I discovered that the world extended beyond my own concerns and ambitions. I also learned that most people did not live with the same luxuries to which I was accustomed. Most people lived more simply, with only the basics—if they were fortunate enough to have those. Somewhere in my heart a compassion for the less fortunate was being developed.

As a high school student living in northern Virginia, I was driven and purposeful. Even at that young age, I wanted to be successful and make a difference in society. I defined myself largely by my physical appearance, my performance in school, and my circle of friends. To others I seemed to have my life together, but I struggled tremendously with insecurity, fear of failure, and fear of rejection. I wondered where I fit. What was my place in the world?

During this critically formative season, my family also struggled. My parents separated and my life drastically changed. My behavior changed—my decisions became knee-jerk reactions to the chaos around me. My mom and one of my sisters moved to a different state. I rebelled against my parents, breaking all of their rules.

Still, somehow I knew the choices I made at that time could affect my future and my destiny. Deep inside I wanted to do the right things. In high school I chose to stay out of the party scene and got involved with extracurricular activities—student government, the school newspaper, cross-country, and track and field. I threw myself into my activities. I worked hard, believing that if I could be successful, then somehow I would be able to find a way out of the emotional challenges I faced. But hard as I tried, the striving didn’t gain me the kind of success I had in mind.

Even though I worked harder than just about anyone I knew, I ultimately couldn’t measure up to the standard I had set for myself. Others around me seemed more talented and capable, and I became frustrated when their talent beat out my hard work. One year I ran the mile relay in the district championship for track and field. We ended up winning the district title that year, which opened the door for our team to go on to the regional tournament. But my coach decided not to run me again. Instead he put in another sprinter who was faster than me. I was devastated. It didn’t seem to matter that I had trained so hard and won the event at the district tournament. The other girl beat me out of a spot because of her talent. I felt like a failure. Would I ever measure up? Was hard work enough, or would I always be second best?

One of my closest friends in high school was a Christian, and she lived out her authentic faith in our friendship. She was a friend in good times and bad. She always seemed upbeat about life and at peace with herself, and I knew there had to be a reason for it. I had friends on the track team, too, who followed Jesus, and their faith seemed to give them the motivation and the strength to live honorable lives. Observing these friends, I became curious. When my close girlfriend invited me to church with her, I was open to going.

One afternoon in biology class, my friend invited a handful of us to a concert at her church. It was November 13, 1992. Hundreds of youth packed the sanctuary that evening, and after the concert, a young man—perhaps in his mid-thirties—shared a story about a man I had heard of before but never thought much about. A man who was revolutionary for his day and time. A man with a message. The speaker explained that this man loved me, and that the love was not contingent on anything I could do. I could not earn the love. It was free; it was unconditional. The speaker told stories of this young revolutionary healing people’s bodies and hearts. The man the speaker described even had a plan for my life. That caught my attention. “This man’s name,” he said, “is Jesus.”

Why have I never heard this message before? I wondered. I had gone to church. I celebrated Christmas and Easter. I knew that Jesus died on a cross and came back to life three days later. But this was different. This was relevant.

After the speaker finished, he offered to pray with any of us who desired the love that Jesus offered. I thought to myself, If this Jesus guy is really who he says he is, and if his love is truly real, then of course I want it. I had strained to be satisfied with love from other people in my life but had come up feeling empty. I wanted something lasting and life-changing, something real. This message of love resonated in my soul. That evening as the speaker prayed aloud, I prayed along with him. I asked Jesus to give me his love and heal my broken heart. I told Jesus I would follow him if he would show me where to go.

Almost immediately I felt different. I didn’t understand why. Once the event was over, I went up to the front of the church to talk with the speaker. “Sir,” I said, “I prayed that prayer and …” Unexpectedly, I began to bawl. I could not control myself. I was horrified, humiliated. All of my peers were watching me lose it. With a sympathetic smile, the man hugged me. He explained that I had received a new life and that Jesus was healing my heart. I returned home embarrassed by my behavior and uncertain of what my decision really meant.

Gradually, I witnessed adjustments in my life. My attitudes were different. My desires and goals were changing. I became more interested in people around me, and I began to see in others the same pain I had carried for so long. I assumed that if Jesus was big enough to mend my heart, then he could do the same for my friends. Though people did not always understand or agree with my newly discovered faith, I did not mind. Jesus became my center. He became my vision and my purpose.

When it came time to apply to college, I looked at universities that created an environment where faith was fostered. As a young adult, I also wanted to venture to a new place and start over. In 1995, I landed at Baylor University in Waco, Texas, a school with a Baptist affiliation. I had never even been to Texas, but then again, I always enjoyed the less-traveled route.

I grew up at Baylor. For the first time I was independent and responsible for making my own decisions. A world of possibilities opened up for me. I worked all the way through college, part-time at the cafeteria and campus library. I became involved with campus ministry to college students and led Bible studies for freshman girls. Eventually, I co-led small fellowship groups that met in students’ homes. I spent time one-on-one with several young women and encouraged them to pursue a deep friendship with Christ and show the love of God to others.

It took me some time to find the right church in Waco, though not for any lack of choices. In this Bible Belt city, there are houses of worship on seemingly every block. I tried several churches but found myself particularly drawn to a group of passionate students who attended one of the local Baptist churches, a congregation that later helped establish the nondenominational church I currently attend, Antioch Community Church. The people at the church fervently loved Jesus, and I wanted to love Jesus with my whole heart, too.

Through my church’s teaching, I started to learn more about people from other cultures and nations. Poverty, disease, and famine plagued several of the countries we studied. As I read the Bible, I noticed that many scriptures addressed serving the poor. One particular passage caught my attention: “ ‘… He defended the cause of the poor and needy.… Is this not what it means to know me?’ declares the LORD” (Jeremiah 22:26, NIV). I came to realize that my love for God would be directly expressed through my service to the poor. Love had to be demonstrated—how could it be authentic otherwise? Further, I had been blessed with so much in life, I had a responsibility to give of myself to those with less. I considered this scripture: “ ‘And from everyone who has been given much shall much be required’ ” (Luke 12:48, NAS).

Throughout my years at Baylor, I looked for ways to build friendships with the poor. I did not want to patronize people; I wanted to know them. I hung out with the homeless on Waco street corners and under the interstate bridge. At one point, I tried to rent an apartment in the inner-city projects to be closer to people in need so I could identify with their struggles.

Eventually—and it did not take long—I began dreaming of serving the poor overseas and expressing the love of Jesus to those who had never heard about him. My heart burned to go abroad. I came to a point where all I could imagine was going to the ends of the earth to serve the poorest of the poor. Sometimes people suggested other noble things I could do with my life, but those prospects always seemed second best to my dream. The thought of not going abroad, or the thought of doing anything else with my life, broke my heart.

My vision became so expansive that I decided I would quit school after my sophomore year to get training and move overseas. “What am I doing with these books when there are so many broken people in the world who never have experienced or heard about God’s love?”

I came around to see the practical wisdom in completing my degree, which was in German and physical education; but my heart still ached to go. When the church announced it was opening up a short, exploratory trip to Afghanistan in the summer of 1998 for anyone who wanted to consider doing humanitarian aid work there long-term, I immediately signed up.

As my vision about sharing God’s love with the poor overseas became clearer, I had begun to pray this way: “Lord, send me to the hardest place. Send me where others do not want to go—or are afraid to go.” I had never been satisfied with the status quo. I never desired to lead what might be considered a normal life. I dreamed about pursuing the unusual and extraordinary; I desired to live on the edge of impossibilities. Helen Keller once said, “Life is either a daring adventure or nothing.”

Further, when I considered the people whose suffering I could help alleviate and the sense of satisfaction I would gain by living for a purpose larger than myself, the sacrifice of my personal comfort and security seemed well worth the risk.

Still, I was not confident I had much to offer a devastated nation like Afghanistan. I had no experience to qualify me—only average talents and abilities. In prayer I felt God ask me if I could do three things: Can you love your neighbor? Can you serve the poor? Can you weep as I weep for poor and broken people? I came to see that God did not need someone with extraordinary gifts and achievements. He just needed someone who could love, share her life, and feel for others as he did. God was looking for compassion, not commendations. He was looking for faithfulness, not fame. God assured me that if I would be committed to loving and serving with a soft heart, then even if my life seemed small in the eyes of the world, before God it would be great.

Naturally, my parents were not keen on my taking even a short-term trip to Afghanistan. My protective father did not want his daughter to put herself in harm’s way and suggested I try some other country. Ironically, where my dad was concerned, the apple did not fall too far from the tree. My sense of adventure and desire to dream came from him. He left his family at a young age to travel and see the world. He served God and country as a U.S. Marine in Vietnam. My destiny was taking me somewhere slightly different, but just as my father did what he had to do, so I had to pursue what I knew I was made to do. In the end, my dad was supportive and gave me his blessing.

Although the 1998 summer trip to Afghanistan was meant to be a kind of toe-in-the-water excursion, our small group from Waco stepped onto the Kabul stage during one of the most dramatic moments experienced by the capital’s foreign community during the Taliban’s rule. Taliban forces had captured Kabul in 1996. Birthed out of the Pashtun tribal areas in southern Afghanistan during the early 1990s, the Taliban—“religious students”—implemented strict Islamic law and brought some order to a chaotic, deeply fractured nation. But Afghanistan was hardly stable.

Our arrival in Kabul coincided with a Taliban-imposed deadline for all foreign aid workers to relocate their offices and residences to the city’s bombed-out polytechnic institute, a compound with no electricity or running water. The foreigners in town had decided to wait out the ultimatum. No one ever knew whether the Taliban would follow through on its decrees. Even when the Taliban did follow through, there was usually room for negotiation through relationship channels. But not on this occasion.

On our first full day in the city, the actual day of the Taliban deadline, my friends and I were taken on a tour of various medical facilities. Partway through the tour, our guide went inside to notify the staff of our visit, and when he came back out, we knew something was wrong. He told us that only minutes earlier the Taliban had entered the clinic, which was run by an aid organization, and kidnapped one of the clinic’s Afghan employees. We were instructed to go back to a friend’s house and stay there until we received further direction.

Over the next twelve hours the Taliban became increasingly unpredictable, and our expatriate hosts worked frantically to send us back to Pakistan, along with all other nonessential relief workers. By the next day my teammates and I were back on the Kabul road headed toward Peshawar. I learned we made it across the border just before Taliban border guards began confiscating the property of foreigners fleeing the country.

No one was sure what the Taliban’s crackdown would mean for the future of the aid community, and relief workers were left to sort through significant questions. What would become of their projects, their families, and the people they came to serve? Oddly, nothing about the ordeal scared me. Somehow in all of the chaos I had become deeply attached to Afghanistan.

After our evacuation, our team remained in Pakistan for two weeks touring the Afghan refugee camps in Peshawar. One afternoon we visited a medical clinic. My heart broke over the conditions. The facilities were without air-conditioning and equipped with only a few fans to fight the 115-degree heat. The clinic floors were stained with blood, and the linens were filthy. I wondered what became of most of the patients treated in this clinic. The medical staff did the best they could, but their resources were so limited.

When I walked down the hospital corridor toward the children’s unit, I could smell sickness and death. Most of the children suffered from severe malnutrition. One young girl immediately caught my attention. Every bone in her emaciated body protruded against her skin. Her cheek and temple bones jutted out so dramatically, she literally looked like a skeleton. Iodine used to clean mouth sores caused by a vitamin deficiency had dyed her lips purple. Her right hand was wrapped in gauze to keep a temporary IV in place. She lay on a blanket stained by her own chronic dysentery.

I did not know how to respond. I watched as the little girl’s mother attempted to cool her by waving a straw fan. How could this have happened? I wondered. How could this child’s illness have been allowed to get this bad? Before I left the room, I placed my hand on the girl and prayed for her healing. I had read often in the Bible about the miracles of healing Jesus performed. I knew this girl needed one or she would die. As I left the room to carry on with the clinic tour, I burst into tears. Nothing else in life made sense at that point except living and working among the Afghan people.

When the time came to fly home, I sat on the plane weeping and asked God if he would let me return to the people I had grown to love. I sensed in my heart that my work in Afghanistan had only begun. I would return someday—perhaps someday very soon.

By the following summer, the Taliban had allowed the aid community to return to the country, and I went back to Afghanistan to stay with a married couple from our church. The trip was less exciting than the previous one, but no less satisfying. I confronted the mundane aspects of life: the practical needs of the Afghans, the high altitude, and the slow pace of daily activity. When I left, I was more resolved than ever to come back and serve the Afghan people.

In August 1999, I graduated from Baylor and enrolled in a ministry training school, my final stage of preparation before moving to Afghanistan long-term. I made a three-year commitment and planned for a start date of March 2001. The training school, which emphasized character development and biblical principles, met for ten months and ended with an overseas trip, which I spent in Turkey. It was now the summer of 2000. I returned to Waco intending to begin raising financial support for Afghanistan. But four days after my arrival, my middle sister, Hannah, died of an accidental prescription-drug overdose.

Our family was devastated by Hannah’s death. My parents lost a baby girl years ago, and the death of another child seemed too much to bear. My heart was broken. For years I dreamed that Hannah, who suffered chronically from physical and emotional pain, would make it out of her dark world with an incredible story to encourage other suffering people. But it was not to be, and I did not understand. How could her young life have come to such an abrupt end? She had so much potential, so much life still to live.

At times the sense of loss pressed on my heart almost like a physical weight. But Jesus was my comfort. During times of prayer, I sensed intuitively God reaffirming his love and kindness toward my family and me. In the end, I believed that somehow good would come out of my sister’s tragic death and that our family would grow stronger as a result. The grieving was not easy, but I came out more certain than ever that God was faithful. I could still trust him.

Never during that time did my heart’s desire to go to Afghanistan wane. I knew I still had to go. I longed to go. My mother, however, vehemently disagreed. She had never been totally on board with the idea of my going to Afghanistan for a three-year stint, but Hannah’s death understandably roused her to fight my decision with renewed zeal.

The vigor of my mother’s opposition hit an even higher level two months before I was scheduled to leave. In January 2001, Mullah Mohammad Omar, supreme ruler of the Taliban, issued a decree imposing the death penalty on any Afghan Muslim who changed his or her religion. Some reports suggested that the death penalty could be meted out to foreigners who shared their faith with Afghans. In my mother’s mind, the decree confirmed her worst fear—that Afghanistan would prove a death trap both for Afghans with whom I might share about Jesus and, potentially, for me.

“Heather,” she confessed, “I am afraid you will get on that plane in March and I will never see you again.”

She proceeded to write to government officials and religious leaders, hoping to find a means of stopping me from going. I understood. She had just lost one daughter and was going to do everything in her power to keep from losing another, even if that meant lying down in front of my airplane. Eventually, though, she learned there was nothing she could do. She came to the airport to see me off in the end. My father by now had relented, too—I was an adult, he said. The parting was peaceful, but I knew I was breaking their hearts.

I already had counted the cost of living in Afghanistan. I already had reconciled myself to a life of uncertainty when it came to my own safety. Obviously, I did not wish to put any Afghan in harm’s way; and in the months to come, I would grapple with that issue a good deal. Yet while I willingly cut my ties in America to embark on a potentially dangerous years-long odyssey, my parents were forced to deal with the consequences of my decision. They paid the price, but they were not allowed the luxury of counting the cost. They could only watch me go.


   two

BEHIND THE VEIL

Dayna: The streets of Kabul are chaotic and diverse, a world unto themselves. The main downtown roads, though paved, are pocked with potholes. Drivers weave from side to side, dodging both the holes and an onslaught of pedestrians and bicycles. Men pull two-wheeled carts piled high with sacks of flour, and merchants push four-wheeled carts of produce and other wares. Shepherds maneuver sheep and goats through the crowds; on rare occasions cows, horses, and even camels contribute to the press. The streets resound with shouting and the sound of engines, and the air is filled with the scent of exhaust and animals. In Taliban days, black Toyota 4-X-4s owned by the government would speed and skid through the crush of traffic as if to assert authority.

When I first moved to Kabul in August 1999, what struck me most about this lively scene were the activities and wanderings of countless blue ghosts—women covered in burqas, shiny garments that fit over the head and cover the body with mesh screens for the eyes. Watching the Afghan women go about their business, I longed to touch their lives in some way—to help them, but also just to know them in friendship. Out in the open, their lives seemed hidden and remote.

Under the Taliban, burqas were required garb for women. Some women would take risks on occasion and flip back their burqas when walking on out-of-the-way neighborhood streets. Young girls, some elderly women, and Kuchi women—whom the Taliban tended to leave alone—wore big chawdurs, or head scarves, covering their hair, arms, and backsides. We foreign women wore chawdurs, too. But for the most part, you rarely encountered a female face on the streets of Kabul. Most Afghan women still wear burqas—some for cultural or religious reasons, others out of fear ex-Taliban will attack them on the streets.

Once you become accustomed to seeing veiled women about town, the mystery of the sight fades, and you begin to notice the difficult and mundane aspects of Afghan women’s daily existence. Every day women come down from their mud houses in the hills surrounding the city and wash clothes in putrid water on the side of the Kabul River, which runs through town. The women make several trips up and down the hills to fill jugs of water for household use at wells and water pumps. Many women wake early to knead bread dough and carry it to the bakeries in time to have bread for that day’s eating.

Even the simple things are hard. For covered women, traversing the streets of Kabul is a hazardous undertaking. Women in burqas have difficulty seeing the ground, and many trip on the uneven streets. Burqas also limit women’s peripheral vision, and at times careless drivers sideswipe women pedestrians.

Often you will see women teetering precariously on the backs of bicycles, perhaps holding children in their arms. Women ride sideways with their legs dangling to one side while their husbands or male relatives pedal. Women can be seen both queuing up on the street for taxis and riding in taxis. Under the Taliban, women could ride on buses, but they had to sit in curtained-off areas in back. The back windows also were curtained, and the women depended on the drivers to call out the stops.

Burqa-clad women daily crowd the Kabul bazaars. Occasionally you might encounter Kuchi women with their faces uncovered selling glass and plastic bracelets along the roadsides in the bazaar areas. Otherwise, men work all of the shops and stands. You can hear women haggling in loud voices with salesmen at stalls for fabric or meat or household goods. The women shout to be noticed. You can easily ignore them, because you cannot see their faces.

When I lived in Kabul, women usually walked through the bazaars in small groups accompanied by children. It was unlawful under the Taliban for women to venture out unescorted by at least one close male relative, but many women broke the rule. Rarely would you see a woman all alone without even her children. Such women were usually beggars, and their solitary state made them subject to beatings by Taliban police.

When women acquaintances approached me on the streets, I would try to recognize them by their voices. It was strange not to be able to see their faces. I would notice other women talking together in the bazaar and wonder how they recognized one another under their burqas. To some extent you can identify a woman’s burqa once you get to know her, but doing so in a crowd of covered women is a feat.

It is less difficult to distinguish the poor women from the rich—or from the women who at one time had wealth. Women of means wear shiny, bright blue burqas. Some wear very high heels and stockings, even fishnet stockings. Afghan women like to dress up and will wear high heels through the winter. Since burqas are shorter in front than in back, you can catch glimpses of women’s garments just below the knee. Wealthier women wear high-quality dresses and tombans—pants that go underneath their dresses. Wide-legged tombans are the rage, and you may see luxurious lace sewn onto the pant and dress hemlines. Occasionally, sequins or sparkly velour fabric may flash underneath a woman’s burqa.

Poor women wear tattered tombans and dresses underneath their burqas, which usually are stained, patched, and faded. The women wear plastic slipperlike sandals called chaplacks; often the sandals are torn and barely wearable. Some poor women wear black rubber Holland-style shoes in winter. Many women cannot afford socks.

After years of war, an extraordinary percentage of Afghan women are widowed, and they must do what they can to earn money for their children. Many women sit in the bazaar areas all day with their children, begging for assistance. Walking in the bazaar with a foreign male friend one day, I noticed a whole row of Afghan ladies begging. I went inside the corner bakery, bought more than a dozen pieces of fresh, hot bread, and began to hand the bread out to the women. An Afghan man approached my friend and me and rebuked us: “If you are going to give, then you should give to all of them.” I told him I was sorry. I thought helping a few of the women would be better than helping none, but he did not agree.

Many times in the bazaar, or on Chicken Street—a famous street frequented by foreigners and lined with souvenir and antique carpet shops—women holding babies would approach me and ask for money to feed their children. I worked at a woman-and-child health clinic my first year and a half in Kabul and would encourage these women to breast-feed. Often I would tell the women about the health clinic, which would be able to offer them medical assistance.

In the summer, women would come to the health clinic and take off their burqas, nearly hyperventilating from the heat. Being underneath a burqa during the Kabul summer can be like standing in a furnace, and the women’s faces would drip with sweat. Some of the women who came to the clinic were displaced people from the northern Shamali Valley—where the Taliban, at war with the Northern Alliance, had burned villages. These women were living in the bombed-out Russian embassy building and had little or no access to water. Their hands were nearly black with dirt. I did not know how they kept going.

Throughout Kabul, you will see women sitting along the sides of the main roads waiting for passersby to give them money. Other women loiter near the homes of foreigners, aggressively begging for handouts, sometimes following foreigners on errands through the bazaar.

I talked most often with Afghan women at my home. Women would come to the gate at lunchtime to ask for assistance. We would stand together at the gate or we would have tea inside. The women would flip back their burqas and tell me heartbreaking stories about the loss of loved ones, debts taken on to feed numerous children, chronic illness, hunger, abuse by husbands, and mistreatment by the Taliban. I would see utter desperation in the women’s eyes. They tried to keep their heads up, but the pain would always emerge if our conversations went deep enough. I think I was able to help a little just by listening. I loved the Afghan women and wished with all of my heart for them to know better days.

I desired to extend friendship to veiled women long before I ever went to Afghanistan—perhaps because I had known isolation myself. There were years in my own life when I badly needed someone to break through and reach me. As a teenager growing up in Nashville, Tennessee, I had few goals outside of partying and meeting boys. I made good grades, but only because I knew I would be in trouble otherwise—my parents both worked in academia. I tried shoplifting on a few occasions. I experimented with drugs. I drank a lot. I got physically involved with a boyfriend. There was a kind of dark haze over my life that I recognized was hurting me, yet I couldn’t seem to get free of it.

My early years were not as bleak. In fact, for most of my childhood my parents considered me an angel. They sent me to a small Christian elementary school, where I was ambitious to do well. I made top grades, and I was the valedictorian of my sixth-grade class. I participated in Girl Scouts, basketball, and cheerleading. I acted in several school plays and a musical, and I told my parents I wanted to be a singer when I grew up. During the summers I played on a softball team and was on a swim team.

I attended summer church camp and especially enjoyed singing songs to God during campfire worship services. One song I liked had the lyric “Father, I adore you, I lay my life before you.” I remember praying to God on an almost nightly basis as a child and asking Jesus to come into my heart.

At the same time, though, harmful influences filtered into my life. Some of the kids I knew would play games that included moderate molestation. I began kissing boys early. One kid’s parents kept pornography around the house
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