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  What people are saying about


  Victorious: The Impossible Path to Peace


  “Persecuted Christians tell me the Christian life is more about endurance than victory, but they acknowledge the needed encouragement victories bring. Perhaps that’s the real beauty of Victorious; it strengthens us to keep going. It gives us hope. Deann Alford’s journalistic credentials, raw honesty and love for Colombia combine to let us glimpse God’s glory in ways we would not otherwise see, in places few will ever visit. The stories you’ll want to re-tell, but mainly you’ll want to pray, knowing that peace truly is possible in your own life, in Colombia, and in every area where unrest reigns.”


  —Jeff Taylor, former president and CEO, Open Doors International


  “Victorious takes the reader on a harrowing yet uplifting ride through decades of tragic civil war between the government of Colombia and FARC, the nation’s oldest guerrilla movement. The juxtaposition of gruesome, heartrending accounts of murder and mayhem by both sides, with marvelous accounts of Christ’s redemptive power to change even the most callous of those killers into forgiven and forgiving children of God, highlights the way He can transform even the hardest heart. This is truly a story of victory in the midst of tragedy.”


  —Loyd Uglow, PhD, chair, History Department, Southwestern Assemblies of God University 


  “An inspiring account of God’s amazing redemption in very dark places. Deann has the advantage of a long-term view from decades of interactions and multiple personal histories. Out of dire and gruesome circumstances, these brave and humble followers of Jesus testify to God’s ability to save and transform anyone.”


  —Lucy Dawson, associate director, 


  Office of International Students and Visiting Scholars, Abilene Christian University


  “Seasoned journalist Deann Alford writes insightfully about her 30-year connection to the major players in the decades-long revolutionary rebellion in Colombia, focusing on behind-the-scenes struggles of the conflict that left 220,000 dead and 6.9 million displaced. The bilingual Deann, who has a vast array of reporting experience throughout Latin America, supplies the requisite background information to make the complicated mess understandable. Deann felt compelled by the Lord to repeatedly interview those impacted by the civil war, especially the innocent missionaries, pastors, and church workers who suffered. Multitudes of poor Colombians caught in the middle kept their faith despite hardships; they often evangelized their tormenters. In on-site reporting from prison, Deann tells the untold stories of onetime FARC guerrillas and other criminals who had no qualms about killing others before their conversion to Christ. In the process, Deann came to realize how all Christians, herself included, should have the compassion Jesus commanded for their enemies—even despised drug-trafficking murderers.”


  —John W. Kennedy, news editor, AG News


  “For those who see the violence in Colombia as just one more hopeless tragedy in a world gone mad, Deann Alford’s riveting, carefully researched volume will come as a welcome breath of fresh air. My longtime friend and colleague knows much about this battle-scarred land and has laid her life on the line more than once to tell its stories. She demonstrates that no epitaph can be written for a country where Jesus Christ is active. Victorious shows that He is still active in redeeming not just souls, but also societies, even dark ones, for His Kingdom. Highly recommended!” 


  —Stan Guthrie, Editor at large for the Colson Center for Christian Worldview


  Author of seven books including Victorious: Corrie ten Boom and The Hiding Place


  http://stanguthrie.com


  “Victorious: The Impossible Path to Peace is a journalist’s compelling account of the continuous turmoil in the nation of Colombia. It is filled with heroic stories of brave believers who have faced prison, corrupt police, guerrillas, paramilitaries, drug cartels, and terror. Yet woven through each page is evidence that God has not forgotten this torn nation. Even in Bellavista Prison, among the world’s most notorious, lives are being transformed. Ultimately, however, the theme of this book is radical forgiveness and its transformational power for healing.Your faith will be strengthened as you read that God is at work in the most unlikely of places.”


  —Tamara Norman, staff pastor, Glad Tidings Church, Austin, Texas


  “The subtleties of religious freedom in Latin America are too often misunderstood. In this truly fascinating book that reads like a novel, Deann Alford provides a passionate account of the complex interface between organized crime and religion in this region through a series of stories about both the victims and the perpetrators of religious persecution. In spite of her strong personal and emotional involvement with persecuted Christians in Colombia, she always manages to remain realistic and objective. Victorious gives a glimpse of what happened behind the scenes during the peace talks between the Colombian government and the FARC guerrillas as well as a sense of the improbable events that moved the FARC leadership to sit down at the negotiation table. More generally, this book is an exploration into the factors that drive social and spiritual transformation. Highly recommended!”


  —Dennis P. Petri, PhD, international director, International Institute for Religious Freedom


  “After reading Victorious: The Impossible Path to Peace, I had the awesome sense that I had just met many of the 21st century heroes of faith. If Hebrews 11 were written today, these people would certainly be listed. Most are known only to God for their intense expression of faith in very adverse circumstances.  Others are known by many and are visible in a wide variety of settings. However, the greatest motivating factor in their lives has nothing to do with the applause of people but rather their love for Jesus and those He came to redeem. This book will challenge your faith.” 


  —John Troyer, pastor, Shepherd’s Christian Centre, Montney, British Columbia, Canada


  “If you want to read riveting life stories never told before, then you have found the right book. Victorious: The Impossible Path to Peace inspires faith and shows how many former Latin American terrorists have found the path of peace. Deann has a passion for the details and integrity of an accurate story.”


  —David Witt, chief executive officer, Spirit of Martyrdom International


  “Victorious by Deann Alford is a must-read for anyone interested in reality missions. Focusing on Colombia’s struggle with revolutionary groups FARC, ELN and M-19 as well as paramilitary units, the author weaves the interaction between those forces and the biblical ministry of the missionary Russell Martin Stendal and his family. Extreme care is given in showing the misery and scourge these groups imposed. With names and faces emerging on every page to testify of the rancor and devastation experienced by both the radical forces and individuals recruited in their ranks as well as citizens both small and great who were affected by kidnappings, murder, and coercion gives the book an uncanny authenticity. The narrative is one immense tale told in unfolding and uncompromised journalistic style. The reader is drawn into an understanding of how the Holy Spirit leads and protects His messengers in dangerous situations where death threats, kidnappings and prison are everyday realities. From chapter one through to the epilogue, this priceless work is a resource book for all who answer the call.”


  —Dr. C.R. Oliver, Oliver Evangelistic Association International


  * * *

  








  


   


  “You have heard that it was said, 


  ‘Love your neighbor and hate your enemy.’ 


  But I tell you, love your enemies and pray 


  for those who persecute you, that you may be children 


  of your Father in heaven. He causes his sun to rise 


  on the evil and the good, 


  and sends rain on the righteous and 


  the unrighteous.” 


  —Jesus


  Matthew 5:43-45 (New International Version)


  * * *
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  Lunch With the FARC


  Havana, Cuba


  December 2013


  In the faded colonial elegance of an Avenida Quinta backyard garden, waiters move beneath shady palm fronds, linking tables, shuffling chairs.


  Today’s lunch in this popular restaurant is the treat of missionary Russell Martin Stendal. Five of his guests are of the ruling elite of the FARC—Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia—at war with the Colombian government for a half-century. These guerrillas are in Havana talking peace with diplomats from Colombia.


  The US State Department lists the FARC as a foreign terrorist organization. The department has offered a $5 million bounty for one of Russell’s guests, lead negotiator Iván Márquez. The Cuban head of palace security himself is with Márquez, serving as his bodyguard. 


  I’m here as a journalist, to share a meal with the FARC and Russell Stendal, who was once their victim.


  Russell has asked these waiters to prepare the table, not simply in the presence of those who once deemed him an enemy of humanity. The table is set precisely on their behalf.


  * * *


  In the early 1980s, this son of Bible translators was helping fishermen by using his small airplane to airlift their catches to better-paying markets, relieving their poverty through a means nobler than cultivating coca, the plant from which cocaine is made.


  The final exam for a 1983 FARC commando-training workshop was abducting an American. The guerrillas snatched Russell, threatening to kill him unless somebody paid a half-million dollars for his release. While captive, Russell saw the FARC’s allure to mostly poor, uneducated peasants who believed in the group’s platform: together they would overthrow Colombia’s government, impose communism, and wipe out poverty. Guerrilla warfare would usher in prosperity and freedom and a just society. Ransom-taking and narcotrafficking financed their quest.


  Those in the rebel group deeply believe they are right, that their war is right. Religion is evil, their Marxist manifesto says. God does not exist.


  Nor does personal freedom. Leaders use fear to control their fighters. Dissent is not tolerated. The disobedient and would-be deserters are executed.


  Life inside the FARC reflects its worldview. Indeed, any society based on this philosophy would look like a big version of this camp. FARC dogma held the guerrillas far more captive than was Russell, whom they had bound with a nylon rope stained by his blood and the blood of a guerrilla whom he shot soon after his capture. The Gs tied it in a slipknot like a dog collar (to this day neckties give him horrid headaches). While their prisoner, he wrote a manuscript about his life, faith, and time as a hostage, aptly titled Rescue the Captors.1 Miraculously, FARC commanders let it circulate throughout the camp. And as Russell talked about God and prayed for his captors, building friendships with those guarding him, guerrillas and some commanders quietly asked him about life and faith.


  To publicly question the FARC would at best invite severe reprimand, if not death. Yet in private, many of the members whispered doubts about the FARC’s violent, godless, evil philosophy.


  Russell had an epiphany: “I prayed and told God that I was willing to do whatever He saw fit . . . that He could do anything He wanted with me, and that I trust Him completely.”


  After nearly five months as a hostage, an anonymous donor paid the ransom, by then reduced to fifty-five thousand dollars. On January 3, 1984, the FARC handed him over to his brother, Chaddy.


  But once freed, Russell politely wrote off US embassy advice to forever flee Colombia. He’d left the FARC on good terms. Colombia needed hope and healing following decades of nonstop conflict: the 1948-1958 La Violencia, four guerrilla factions, crooked police, corrupt military, and the self-defense paramilitaries to whom Colombia’s army often outsourced its dirtiest deeds—massacres. As Colombian society is built on friendship, Russell saw he could use his FARC connections to spread his message of love, hope, and reconciliation in Christ, sharing the good news with more guerrillas and with every warring side.


  His first opportunity came through an invitation from Colombia’s most famous Roman Catholic leader. Father Rafael García-Herreros’s love for Jesus and compassion for the poor inspired the priest to build a neighborhood of affordable housing—centered on church and education—in Bogota, the capital. For eight years, Russell spoke on Father Rafael’s radio station and occasionally his television broadcast. He traveled with the priest throughout the country, speaking in mostly Roman Catholic churches. Sometimes Russell served as his driver; sometimes he spoke to guerrillas.2


  Meanwhile, FARC comandantes friendly to Russell transferred between units across Colombia. Eventually half the FARC-ruled area of the country welcomed him, even allowing him to minister. Over the years, Noel Pérez, second in command of the 7th FARC Front that kidnapped Russell, crossed paths with his former hostage as Russell traveled, spoke, and distributed Bibles.


  Pérez and Russell’s friendship deepened. In 2003, Pérez quietly converted to Christianity. The FARC secretariat chose Pérez as one of its twenty-nine negotiators for the Havana peace talks with Colombia’s government. In early 2013, Pérez invited Russell to the island to meet the top FARC rulers.


  It’s fitting that Cuba hosts these talks. Fidel Castro’s revolution in 1959, less than a year after the end of Colombia’s decade-long La Violencia, inspired revolts against dictators across Latin America. In Colombia, the M-19 urban rebels seized the Dominican Republic embassy and the Colombian Palace of Justice. In 1981, terrorists from that group kidnapped and murdered linguist Chet Bitterman of Wycliffe Bible Translators. The Cuba-focused National Liberation Army (ELN) also kidnaps for ransom.


  * * *


  Today at Havana’s La Ferminia restaurant—like all of Cuba’s grand houses taken from their owners in the Revolution—Pérez is among Russell’s guests. Hours before this gathering, I’d watched the two chitchat on the porch at Russell’s rented place on Havana Bay: former captor and his ex-captive, each fifty-eight, now on the cusp of their senior years with a lot of history between them.3


  Joining Noel Pérez and Iván Márquez for shish kabobs with Russell is Márquez’s common-law wife, Maritza Sánchez, herself a guerrilla and a former partner of the late FARC founder, Tirofijo. Next to him sits Jesús Santrich, blinded from glaucoma and retinitis pigmentosa, trademark red and white shawl around his shoulders. With them is Yuri Camargo, another negotiator from the central FARC command.


  Accompanying Russell for Cuban-style grilled beef, chicken, and pork is his filmmaker daughter Alethia, age twenty-seven.


  I’ve come as a Christian journalist connected to Colombia for three decades, here mostly to observe. I have far too many questions for them to answer over a single lunch.


  In Colombia, people have long mouthed the name FARC in hushed or coded words, fearing being overheard. Emails allude to the guerrillas as “Gs.” Such is the terror the FARC evokes. While reporting over the years, I’ve met imprisoned and deserted Gs and an active one. Today is different.


  I’m sitting among top leaders. Lead negotiator Iván Márquez is in the five-member FARC secretariat. Santrich, the FARC central command ideologue, is Márquez’s right-hand man. Maritza may be the top woman guerrilla. Then there’s Noel who had been number two of the FARC front that abducted Russell Stendal. To say that I feel on edge is an understatement.


  Beyond the FARC, government security services could misinterpret tapped communications. No one wants to be flagged as a sympathizer, collaborator, or worse: a guerrilla. And FARC infiltrators are everywhere, even in Colombia’s government.


  But neither Russell nor his daughter seem at all uneasy. They interact freely with these guerrilla leaders. As I witness the back-and-forth banter, clearly the leaders hold both him and Alethia in high regard.


  This place of honor that the ransomed missionary pilot occupies in the presence of his former enemies has come at high cost. Now a Bible teacher, evangelist, and broadcaster whose radio transmitters beam the gospel throughout Colombia, virtually everybody in the FARC, from the machine-gun-toting comrade to the highest commanders, has heard Russell preach the tenets of Christianity. As they converse with these FARC leaders, Russell and Alethia refer to his radio sermons, which reach Havana from Colombia via faint signals. Broadcasts also stream from their “Peace Force” website, www.fuerzadepaz.com. The comandantes’ conversation reveals their familiarity with the messages.


  * * *


  In Russell’s decades of ministry, he has lost count of how many death threats he’s received, including from high-ranking FARC comandantes outside this circle. One who has tried for thirty years to kill him is Romaña, a FARC Eastern Bloc leader who coordinated four guerrilla fronts fighting to conquer Cundinamarca department, where Colombia’s capital Bogota is located. Russell’s and his family members’ names have turned up on hit lists.


  Yet the missionary’s platform remains unchanged, no matter which side he’s addressing: any solution to the conflict is between the person and God, not through warfare, not through politics, not through the nation’s notoriously corrupt justice system, not through social programs that assuage symptoms without addressing the root causes of what afflicts Colombia.


  All this upheaval has left the nation in shambles, desperate for hope that only Christ can bring. Without divine intervention, the loved ones of 220,000 war dead and the 6.9 million war-displaced Colombians will continue this age-old Colombian narrative of vengeance and reprisal.


  Russell has become these FARC rebels’ informal counselor, their respected friend, as their friends have dwindled to nearly no one. The guerrillas have welcomed Christians whom Russell has brought to the island to pray for the group. Among them are Clayt Sonmore, age ninety-two, a founder of the Full Gospel Business Men’s Fellowship, and Albert Luepnitz, who was eighty-eight on his first Cuba trip, a prayer warrior with a gift of healing.4 Another visitor has been Fernando Torres, M.D., who came to faith in Christ through Russell’s broadcasts. Torres, a pediatrician and family doctor whose patients include the country’s ruling elite, has gone with Russell on humanitarian missions to FARC camps to help the sick and wounded.


  The guerrillas and their Christian friends agree on basics: they love Colombia. They hate the misery that so many of its people endure. And everyone abhors the corruption that besets every area of society. The disagreement centers on how to assuage the suffering.


  Russell points out that the FARC’s historic plan to reform Colombia lacks the one element he regards as central: everybody must have a spiritual reckoning with God.


  In his decades of outreach, he’s noticed the Marxist rhetoric soften in this movement that from its inception has been tightly controlled from the top. Where the Christian message was once verboten, by the early 2010s, in half of the FARC’s fronts, a guerrilla could openly profess Christianity and not be killed as a traitor to Marxism. That’s at least in part a fruit of his radio outreach having gained acceptance at the highest levels.


  Russell has watched hearts gradually change, feeding his hope that peace in Colombia is attainable. Some guerrillas have taken open stands for God. The FARC’s leaders now allow all their men and women to listen to Russell’s gospel broadcasts.


  After the meal, which stretches into late afternoon in the Havana restaurant, the men puff on cigars. Iván Márquez speaks of Russell, “He is an apostle of peace, a person whose words create a favorable environment to advance the search for peace. He’s like a counselor.” Santrich issues his pronouncement, “He seems to me to be a magnificent man of truth.”


  * * *


  Three-plus decades ago, Russell would have died had somebody not met the rebels’ cash demand for his ransom. Yet his mission has remained unchanged: reconciling all to Christ, even those comprising what the State Department terms as a foreign terrorist organization. And that reconciliation began with him.


  Rescue the Captors, the first of dozens of books that Russell has written, details the FARC’s treatment of him while they held him prisoner, plus the hopeless plights from which the guerrillas themselves came: horrendous domestic abuse, poverty unimaginable in North America, orphans created because the Colombian Army or paramilitaries happened to miss killing a child or two while massacring their village. Such typical factors drove most rank-and-file guerrillas into the insurgency. While growing up among the indigenous Kogi in the 1960s as his parents translated the New Testament into the Kogi language, Russell witnessed military abuse of campesinos.


  Were he one of them, he concluded way back then, he probably would take up arms against the oppressors, too.


  Russell and I connected through my own long-awaited pilgrimage to Chet Bitterman’s grave. In 2008, with Russell’s two sons and barfing golden retriever, Lucy, we drove eight hours from Bogota to the Wycliffe Bible Translators’ former Lomalinda compound. Russell and his brother, Chaddy, who settled near Villavicencio and founded a machine shop and raised cattle, bought part of Wycliffe’s land. Chaddy’s tract includes the cemetery where the martyred linguist was laid to rest. Russell’s section contains his main transmitter for Garita Radio.


  I’ve spent enough time with the Stendal family to attest that God really did miraculously heal and restore him after his kidnapping. Without his months as their hostage, I’m convinced he never could have reached the FARC. He has forgiven all.


  But I have not.


  I’ve brought my own heavy burden to this meeting with the FARC. In my quarter-century as a journalist, I’ve written dozens of articles about Colombian guerrilla groups’ crimes against Christians, ranging from extortion to murder. Many of these stories regard crimes of the FARC, typically threatening and abducting church workers, missionaries, and pastors, extorting them with offers they couldn’t refuse.


  Central case in point is the vacuna, monthly fees that both leftist and rightist illegal armed groups levy against those in areas they control, supposedly “vaccinating” the person, family, or group from deadly consequences for nonpayment. A common vacuna is forcing churches to pay fees in exchange for being allowed to stay open. Over time, every illegal armed group, left and right alike, grew in dependence on crime—narcotics, kidnappings, and extortion—for funding. In my news reports over the decades, the Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia most often perpetrated the crimes.


  A 2012 poll by the Colombian government-funded Historic Memory Center found that the group Colombians blame most for the country’s violence is the FARC. That same survey found that 82 percent believe guerrillas are simply criminals; only 13 percent think the rebels represent “revolutionary ideals.”


  One of the most reprehensible tactics involved recruitment of minors, often forcibly.


  Sometimes parents pulled their children from school to keep them safe from guerrillas who visited schools, snatched children, and took them into the mountains. Other recruits are grade-school-aged children, bored and curious, hungry and suffering need or abuse, or both, at home. They wander to guerrilla posts, where rebels typically use them to run errands, such as relaying messages and transporting drugs and weapons. Step two entails allowing the child to hold the guerrilla’s machine gun. Weapons emanate a powerful aura that kids find hard to resist.


  They join. And like cannon fodder, they die, expendable.


  Many Christians in FARC-controlled zones refuse to send their children to take part in FARC “community work days.” Often the children return home rejecting church teachings, and many of them join the guerrillas. Russell says the FARC’s practice of indoctrinating children is prevalent.


  Within recruitment of minors is targeting of Christians, in part because they are so obedient. A July 2014 case in point involved a thirteen-year-old Christian girl recruited into the FARC. Three days later, guerrillas killed her. Charities in Colombia have established secret boarding schools for Christian children—in particular, the sons and daughters of pastors—at risk of FARC recruiting or enticement into their ranks. Another charity set up a home in Medellín for widows and children of martyred church leaders.


  But by and large, where the church is strong, even amid the destitute, no one is interested in following the FARC. The church nearly always wins the competition for hearts and minds. In vast FARC-controlled regions of Colombia, high commander Mono Jojoy ordered churches shuttered and threatened pastors with death. In Puerto Lleras, a central Colombian town, the FARC closed churches for three years. In southern Guaviare department, guerrillas banned Christian meetings twenty-five years ago—“not even two people singing a hymn in a home,” Russell says.


  Death culture still prevails throughout Colombia. A wrong committed a half-century ago can still bring revenge.


  Lawless groups control huge areas that have never known institutional authority. I brought with me to Havana a July 2013 edict issued by FARC’s 32nd Front, which controls parts of southern Colombia. The forty-six point edict, titled “Manual of Coexistence for the Smooth Functioning of Communities,” asserts rules governing an array of activity, including curfews, price controls, mandatory work days for residents over age fifteen, and powers for “communal action boards”—ranging from granting permission for residents and visitors to come and go, to property transactions and mandatory crop cultivation. It banishes those with children in the police force or Colombian Army. It limits possession of cellular phones to two per family, bans phones with cameras “for security reasons,” and requires a registry of all incoming and outgoing calls from public telephones.


  Among the forty-six points is this: “Evangelism chapels will only be constructed in county seats.” Another: “Pastors and priests will celebrate their Masses only in churches in county seats.”


  Amid this conflict, for decades Russell has waged peace through his ministry, Colombia for Christ. One way is through his two airplanes. The fuselage of his 600-pound ultralight is pocked with four FARC bullet holes. The other is a 1953 four-seat Cessna 180, whose previous owner, bent on distinguishing his aircraft from those used for flying drugs, painted it pink and adorned its tail with the Pink Panther. The drawing seems eerily prophetic of the plane’s mission: the cartoon cat looking over his shoulder at Colombia’s flag, hands clasped as if praying for this blood-drenched land.


  From the pilot’s seat, Russell drops care packages tied to little white parachutes as he flies over hostile areas such as guerrilla camps and coca fields. Packages contain Bibles, Christian books, and solar-powered Galcom radios locked on his radio transmissions. One channel plays secular and Christian music. The other features teaching and preaching, much of which is by Russell himself.5


  This is how virtually every guerrilla in Colombia knows of Russell. Colombia for Christ has distributed tens of thousands of these radios throughout the nation to all sides in the civil war. Guerrillas even in the most remote camps listen to messages on his radios.


  As my primary beat focused on persecution of Christians, I knew from the mid-1990s I should return to Colombia, boots on the ground, to report war and Christ’s peace. But I didn’t. I was afraid.


  No, that word is too mild. I was terrified. I let the risk of being killed or kidnapped keep me away. For two decades after my first visit to Colombia in 1983, I reported whatever news I could glean via telephone, fax, and email.


  In 2002, I knew the Holy Spirit was still urging me to return to Colombia. In person. I had to go. In February 2003, I finally went back.


  Once in the country, all travel between cities had to be by airplane, not by inexpensive buses, because of the risk of pescas milagrosas, “miracle fishing.” Until the early 2000s, the FARC set up roadblocks and checked identification cards of those in each vehicle against tax rolls and documents, seeking valuable people to abduct.


  But not even costly air travel ensured safety. On April 12, 1999, ELN guerrillas hijacked Avianca flight 9463 from Bucaramanga to Bogota. Among hostages held two months in the swampy jungle near the Rio Magdalena was Grace Morillo, a worker with then-Miami-based Latin America Mission and granddaughter of Catherine Morgan, pioneering Plymouth Brethren missionary to Colombia. When I brought up Grace’s case, Russell Stendal couldn’t immediately place it. He pointed out that Colombia’s guerrillas have carried out more than one hijacking.


  Every kidnapping is tragic, and few end well. Among victims are three American New Tribes Mission workers, whom the FARC abducted from a Panama border town in 1993. Based on the testimony of jailed guerrillas, in 2000, the United States government formally declared the missionaries dead.


  The FARC also murdered two others from NTM, abducted not far from Lomalinda in 1994. The M-19 kidnapped Gospel Missionary Union missionaries Roy Libby and Richard Grover, releasing them in 1989 as the group demobilized.


  One particularly vivid case I reported covered the humble pastor who led relief work in an earthquake-devastated city in Quindio Department. The FARC’s concession to the pastor’s good deeds was releasing him after he agreed to pay his ransom on the installment plan.


  Then there’s the village councilman I met in 2004 at a Bogota Mennonite church two years after a national FARC edict: all public servants throughout Colombia were now military targets, and they must resign or die. Guerrillas showed up at the councilman’s house to enforce the edict, giving him and his family twenty-four hours to leave. With the FARC’s eviction of this family from their home and land and all they owned, the councilman, his wife, and two children, ages six and eight, joined the ranks of the displaced, homeless, and surviving through Christian charity and begging in Bogota.6


  Over the next decade, the numbers of displaced people doubled. The regular Colombian Army kept its human rights record clean(er) by sending paramilitaries to carry out barbarous attacks, ostensibly to defend the country against the FARC. Typically, however, victims have been innocent civilians, allied with neither side and caught in the crossfire. I wrote about the paramilitaries’ thwarted efforts to gun down an evangelical lawyer representing city workers who were unpaid for a year. I covered Ricardo Esquivia, the Mennonite peace advocate whom Colombia’s military repeatedly and falsely accused of being part of two separate guerrilla groups.


  No side wears a white hat in Colombia, where wars have always been dirty and every side must share blame. Leftist rebels, rightist paramilitaries, and corrupt military units all profit from the multibillion-dollar narcotrafficking of cocaine and heroin.


  But the case of agricultural scientist and journalist Tom Hargrove, who had devoted his life to relieving hunger in Colombia and beyond, was the first that touched me personally. The FARC claims to fight to help the poor without food. Yet as much as Hargrove believed that his abducting had been a mistake and told the FARC about his work feeding the world’s poor, the FARC refused to free him until his family paid two ransoms totaling $300,000.


  The FARC destroyed Hargrove’s health and ended his career.


  Russell invited me to Havana hoping my writing would sound a clarion call for Christians worldwide to pray. And while I believe prayer is essential to bring peace to devastated Colombia, praying for peace is a discipline in which few Christians excel. When Christians say they’re for justice, often that “justice” fits the very definition of revenge. We’re far more willing to pray for a victory in war than for a just peace. That lack of love at times is appalling.


  I cannot point fingers. I see this in myself, even though Jesus doesn’t merely suggest we love our enemy; He commands it. This is terribly difficult, which is precisely why our Lord commands us to do so. Why would He need to command us to do something easy?


  * * *


  So, on this cool tropical afternoon in a Havana restaurant, I find myself with the remnant of a generation of FARC elite. The old guard is dead, including FARC founder Tirofijo and secretariat members Mono Jojoy, Raul Reyes, Iván Rios, and Alfonso Cano. The new leaders seem softer on the worldview upon which the organization coalesced. Indeed, few outside university campuses look upon Karl Marx’s doctrines with romanticism, let alone hold them viable to govern any society.


  The FARC organization, tightly controlled from the top for most of its existence, has in recent years allowed more plurality and openness.


  “The new main leaders are still in flux, just as the Lord is honing in on them with the gospel,” Russell later tells me.


  My purpose in meeting with the FARC leaders is to learn the fate of Christians, both in their ranks and in the general populace, should these talks fail to end the war. They go on record with me as favoring religious freedom, never mind the Karl Marx’s opiate-of-the-people disdain for faith.


  “Religion is a matter of the intimate conscience of each person,” Santrich tells me at the restaurant. “Beliefs, the culture of the people, their practices and customs, must be respected.”


  I ask Iván Márquez, sitting next to me, if followers of God can be in the FARC.


  “Of course, that is true,” Márquez says. “Look, now we have San Noel, San Yuri, and Santrich!” referring to fellow FARC leaders at the lunch table: Pérez, Camargo, and Jesús Santrich, and attempting a pun with san (saint).


  Is there a San Iván among them? Márquez smiles a little. “Todavía no,” he says. In English: Not yet.


  These leaders’ statements about their members being free to follow their conscience and believe in God could not have been possible even two years before our meeting, Russell later explains. The guerrilla leaders admit they’ve made “mistakes.” They support a truth commission to investigate who perpetrated atrocities during the five-decade war. They also favor the national referendum that will allow Colombia’s people to vote whether to accept any accord reached between the FARC and the government.


  Even so, they answer few of my questions, moving the conversation away from the FARC and the church. Spin abounds. Members seem careful to say nothing against other communist regimes. Upon mention of oppressive North Korea, Santrich says, “We aren’t going to criticize Korea or anybody else because each one of these peoples has made efforts to create their own organizational systems.”


  North Korea’s people have had no say in anything pertaining to their lives since 1948. North Korea is regarded everywhere as the world’s worst place to live. Violating mandatory worship of its founding dictator Kim Il-sung and his family—including his grandson, ruler Kim Jong-un—is grounds for imprisonment and being put to death. 


  Possession of a Bible there is a crime punishable by public execution. Tens of thousands of the approximately 175,000 held in North Korean prison camps are there for religious reasons: praying, singing hymns, or associating with other Christians.


  The FARC offers no specifics on a truth commission and national contrition for the war waged on Colombia. Instead, the leaders wish to tell me about their five points for the peace table: holistic agricultural development policy; political participation; ceasing of armed hostilities; ending cultivation of illicit crops (namely cocaine); compensation for victims; and verifying the implementation of these accords. Márquez asks Yuri Camargo to bring me documents regarding the FARC’s platform, which he does that night.


  Iván Márquez has proposed a day of national contrition for errors the FARC committed in the past fifty years.


  A day? Colombia’s National Center for Historical Memory has found that more than 260,000 people died in the guerrilla conflict that began in 1964.


  Most Colombians blame the FARC. They hate the FARC.


  And right then I see for myself a key case in point that reveals that the guerrilla leaders are egotistically clueless about the disfavor with which they are regarded in their homeland. They believe the government controls the media; hence, they dismiss opinion polls, which measure how greatly they are loathed. Instead, the FARC holds that such surveys are state fabricated to make them look bad.


  Isolated from the world, they have come to believe their own PR. They still think of themselves as Colombia’s saviors. Likewise, however, the same could be said for the nation’s armed forces and the paramilitary. Each group lays claim as the rescuers of the country.


  The conversation turns to the motion picture La Montaña, a true account by filmmakers Alethia Stendal and her sister, Lisa Stendal, about their dad inadvertently brokering peace between the FARC’s 26th Front, led by Noel Pérez, and paramilitaries of the United Self-defense Forces of Colombia (AUC) on one of Colombia’s most violent mountains.7 Many FARC leaders, including Márquez, have watched the movie. In Cuba, Pérez has had six hundred copies made of the DVD, which he’s given away to Cubans.*


  Márquez dismisses as “unthinkable” a scene where an armed individual steals a campesino’s cow that the peasant is milking. Even though no identity is given to the thief, Márquez believes the film implies that a FARC guerrilla stole the poor man’s cow. 


  “But a lot of campesinos have lived this,” Russell says.


  “There are stray sheep, I’d imagine, in the guerrilla ranks,” Alethia says.


  “No, because this isn’t the FARC’s approach,” says Márquez, clearly perturbed.


  With that ensues perhaps twenty minutes of discussion regarding the scene and the film between Alethia, her dad, and Iván Márquez.


  And yes, it’s true that throughout their war, the FARC have routinely stolen from peasants whose plight they claimed to champion. (After this Havana trip, when Alethia was once again at home in Bogota, she would learn from her Colombian uncle that the improvised movie scene in which the FARC had stolen the cow really happened to him. It has happened also to many others, often poor campesinos.)


  At last, Márquez says, “We’ll look at the movie again to see. On another occasion we can talk about the subject.”


  That Márquez is willing to allow “another occasion” with those with whom he vehemently disagrees is stunning.


  Márquez is the reviled public face of a group that historically forbids dissent. Back in Bogota, an undeclared anti-peace-talks candidate for national office had slapped images of Colombians held in low regard on billboards in cities across the country, clearly to evoke voter anger and stop the talks. The billboards pictured Iván Márquez on one side and the late cocaine baron Pablo Escobar on the other. “Guess who has killed more police,” the message read.


  Elsewhere in the world, since the late 1990s, news has emerged of two prominent, heinous criminals who came to faith in Christ. In Liberia, Joshua Milton Blahyi, the former “General Butt Naked,” led a child guerrilla army that killed 20,000 people. His crimes included child sacrifice and cannibalism. He’s since renounced his past and become a pastor whose ministry is helping victims and seeking forgiveness and reconciliation for his own deeds. In Cambodia, Kaing Guek Eav oversaw torture at the Khmer Rouge prison camp where more than 12,000 died. A few years after he left the Khmer Rouge, he came to faith in Christ and repented of his actions.


  * * *


  In Colombia’s war-ravaged, rebel-infested Cauca Department on the Pacific coast, I visited a Stendal Colombia for Christ ministry base. About a half-hour away, we drove past two bridges the FARC had blown up. Their bombs killed a dozen innocent civilians living in hovels next to one of the bridges.


  Over the decades, Colombia has spent billions repairing such “mementos.” Many Colombians believe this peace initiative is another trampa, a dirty trick to screw Colombia. A million-soldier army cannot root out 500 guerrillas, let alone the 10,000-strong cadre believed to be comprising the FARC. The state faces a quagmire of an unwinnable war keeping Colombia awash in misery.


  There must be a better way.


  Helmer Idrebo, fifty-nine, uses his house as a broadcast studio from which he runs a small Colombia for Christ radio transmitter. As an adolescent, Idrebo joined the EPL (Popular Liberation Army) Maoist insurgency.


  Thus began Idrebo’s four-decade-long rampage throughout western Colombia. After the EPL demobilized, he joined the FARC, called himself Gerónimo, and became a feared guerrilla militia leader. His comrades included the old guard killed in a wave of Colombian military operations—Reyes, Cano, Mono Jojoy—and current leaders, including Iván Márquez. Idrebo’s role in the FARC’s 6th Front and 8th Front militia was forcing civilians’ obedience to the Gs while creating mass resistance to the legitimate government. That included supplying weapons to civilians to fight the Colombian state.


  For the FARC, Idrebo says, Christians posed problems.


  They weren’t interested in fighting. They refused to take part in terrorism, narcotrafficking, kidnapping, or extortion.


  The gospel competed with the FARC’s message. And the church was growing.


  Thus, the FARC had to stop the church.


  Idrebo shares with me his own history of killing Christians and burning down their churches. What particularly unnerved him was that, even while he set about trying to stomp out Christianity, members of the faith refused to retaliate. Instead, their strategy consisted of overcoming evil with good, being kind to their persecutors.


  “The more I persecuted the people of God, the more the people of God loved me,” Idrebo reflects.


  Even after he destroyed church buildings and forbade Christians from meeting as a congregation, they still greeted Comandante Gerónimo, and they still shared their own testimonies about the love of God, even God’s love for him.


  In 2007, Idrebo commanded the 8th Front FARC militia of 350 in a battle against the Army 3rd Division’s 29th Brigade led by Gen. Leonardo Barrero. The face-off occurred in Idrebo’s mountainous home community of El Tambo, halfway between Popayán and the Pacific Ocean. One by one, the Army killed Idrebo’s commandos. Then he found himself surrounded. He hid in a cave he covered with branches, poised to shoot himself with his pistol.


  That’s when he says he heard the audible voice of God telling him not to kill himself. Soon, Pentecostals from a local church divinely directed to Idrebo’s hideout brought him soda pop and chicken.


  As Idrebo shares his story with me over lunch in a town an hour from Cali, he pauses several times to weep.


  He’d killed so many people. While he says he knows God has forgiven him and he’s sad for the Christians he killed, he explains that his agony is over those he murdered who didn’t know the Lord.


  And that brings our conversation to Iván Márquez.


  “I look at Márquez’s face, and I think about the past,” says Idrebo, who has had no personal interaction with Márquez for many years. “I know the look in the eyes of Iván Márquez. The look in his eyes has changed.


  “I’m certain that something has now touched his heart. I do know that God has placed His hand on him.”


  Idrebo continues, “I don’t know how long Iván Márquez has changed his conversation, his expression, but now I’m pleased to see him. Because even when he uses revolutionary words, they don’t come out now like they used to. Now they don’t because he’s been touched and is being touched by the Lord.


  “And I know that God is doing it because He’s not a mediocre God, and He never leaves something halfway done. The work has already begun. And there, what you see is that the presence of God isn’t leaving this table.”


  Something important is happening, Idrebo goes on to say, but much work remains. “We must continue to ask God to move, and we must not fear taking the gospel to the mountains and jungles, to the darkest neighborhoods, nor to people with weapons, even to the state’s legal armed forces.


  “It isn’t just a matter of converting the guerrillas,” Idrebo says. “The Colombian people have to convert, including the armed forces. And this is happening.”


  * * *


  Helmer Idrebo left his earthly weapons and now fights with spiritual weapons for the kingdom of God. So, is it wrong that I don’t feel sadness when I see images of the bloodied, dead bodies of Mono Jojoy and Raul Reyes and other Gs on the internet?


  Yes, because Jesus is grieved, and what moves Jesus’s heart must move mine. I repent of that attitude.


  Christianity Today magazine ran my interview with the famous Bible smuggler Brother Andrew, who challenged me some years ago, “Have you prayed for Bin Laden today?”8


  Translate this to Colombia: Have you prayed for Iván Márquez? For Jesús Santrich? For Romaña and El Paisa? For the Bin Ladens of this age? Probably you have not, either. Too many people are like me, beset by anger and cynicism that God could ever change hearts so hopelessly black.


  In 2004, I wrote about the move of God that swept Medellín’s bloody Bellavista Prison like holy fire.9 Today, Bellavista Chapel operates a Bible school that trains convicts as pastors, teachers, and worship leaders.


  The group of prison Christians contains a cross section of Colombian society: narcotraffickers, hit men, government soldiers, paramilitaries, dirty cops, and guerrillas. The presence of Christ in fewer than 10 percent of inmates is enough to keep the peace.


  Helmer Idrebo’s comments about Iván Márquez are stunning, far beyond even this transformed prison brimming with the worst of Colombia’s worst, a place where the murder rate has plummeted from sixty per month to less than one per year. Could it be possible that the highest ranks of the FARC, its public face, could truly convert?


  In Matthew 19:26, Jesus says, “With men this is impossible, but with God all things are possible” (NIV). This book narrates a decades-long journey of faith and hope in a nation long regarded as a cauldron of death. 


  


  

    *     www.imdb.com/title/tt2708974/
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  Hargrove


  It wasn’t like the day Space Shuttle Challenger broke apart or when airplanes rammed the World Trade Center.


  Extraordinary events like that are seared into people’s minds for life. In contrast, I don’t at all remember the moment I heard that FARC guerrillas had stopped Tom Hargrove at a highway roadblock in western Colombia, found the ag scientist’s work ID card as communications director for an anti-poverty and anti-hunger nonprofit, and concluded he worked for the CIA.10


  When the abduction unfolded September 23, 1994, I’d just begun writing news about Christians and missionaries as an independent journalist. Among my first assignments for World Pulse was a hostage crisis contingency workshop for charities; six of the eight kidnapped missionaries in the May 6, 1994, story’s infographic had been abducted in Colombia by the FARC. Of those six, only Ray Rising survived. A November 13, 1994, Baltimore Sun article noted that of the hostages then being held for ransom in Colombia, “each, in some way, was working to improve the lot of Colombia’s poor.” 


  But never before had I personally connected to a hostage. In this case, once more, the perpetrators came from the FARC, the hemisphere’s oldest and most entrenched insurgency, having begun their fight in 1964 as Páez Indians united in arms against the Colombian government.


  My link to Hargrove was his cousin David Fields, husband of Leasa, bookkeeper at a Lubbock County, Texas, newspaper where I had worked two years as news editor.


  Every few months, Hargrove phoned David. Kin scattered around Texas, in turn, swapped information about Hargrove’s life as director of communications for the Cali, Colombia-based International Center for Tropical Agriculture. Any vocation has its own language. David and his cousin both spoke cotton. They’d lived it as the latest cousins in multigenerational West Texas farming families. David learned what cassava was, plus came to speak conversational beans and gained fluency in rice, all because of his cousin Tom.


  You guys should meet, David kept telling me. You’re both writers. Y’all both travel. “I thought it was a big deal to go to Oklahoma,” David said. “Tom’s been all the way past Arkansas.”


  But especially, David said, you and Tommy have Colombia in common.


  I’d turned eighteen in Bogota during a frightful month serving as a private English tutor. On day two in Colombia, I felt the breeze of a bullet whoosh past my head. The bullet hit a door facing five feet away. Flying lead hit the mother and baby of my Colombian host family. My stay in the country went downhill from there. Halfway into the planned two-month stint, I bolted.


  I knew Tom Hargrove had to be a brave man to live in a place like that, even for a worthy task such as feeding the world’s hungry. To make something positive come of what had happened, I signed up for a Spanish class at Louisiana Tech University. 


  David Fields used to give me running accounts of news about his cousin. I knew a little about ag production from my tenure doing journalism in a farming area of West Texas. Hargrove’s passion as a research scientist invoked a noble cause: high-yield staple crops. Those crops potentially could wipe out starvation. Equipped with a PhD in ag science plus a commission as a second lieutenant in the United States Army, in 1969, he served in Vietnam as Advisory Team 73 Military Assistance Command’s agricultural adviser in Chuong Thien, a volatile province in the volatile war.11


  Like tens of thousands of other Americans in the military with names absent from war memorials, what Hargrove lived in Vietnam forever changed him. David Fields even wrote a song titled “The Names Not on the Wall,” dedicating it to his cousin.


  For the most part during the Vietnam War, Hargrove played a humanitarian role. He traveled the Mekong Delta by sampan, handing out super-high-yielding IR8 rice seeds to farmers. Developed by the International Rice Research Institute in the Philippines, the variety was designed for the climate and soil of the southernmost tip of the Mekong Delta.


  Hargrove taught farmers how to plant and cultivate. He wrote a simple manual to help farmers in Vietnam and other developing countries improve their yields. His Farmer’s Primer on Growing Rice was translated into twenty-nine languages and distributed in forty-four countries.


  Locals dubbed IR8 Honda rice, David told me. Its fourfold harvests empowered farmers to buy a Honda motorcycle. Hargrove’s precious seeds could produce a crop that would give a farming family plenty to eat. Selling the surplus lifted whole communities from squalor. Maybe the children could now go to school and on to college. Roughly one in seven people was alive in the 1980s, Hargrove wrote in his book A Dragon Lives Forever, because of this rice.


  Feeding people, consequently, might bring peace.


  Hargrove’s role in the “green revolution” benefited the third of the world dependent on this grain as their main staple, among them the poorest of the poor who subsisted on two dollars per day or less. By moving to Cali, Colombia, to work with crops pertinent to Latin America, he could live closer to his family in Texas, while addressing hunger and grinding poverty, sometimes in the same time zone.


  For my part, I’d had a tiny taste of Colombia. At the time, I thought it had been enough to last me more than a lifetime. Living there seemed to be a suicide mission, but I certainly admired Tom Hargrove. As much as somebody reading fiction must suspend disbelief, people who serve humanity on the front lines must believe the illusion that their calling makes them immune to terrorism in the world’s most dangerous places.


  Ultimately in Vietnam, the Communists won. Some twenty years later when Hargrove returned there to visit, he connected with a Viet Cong officer who recognized him. The officer matter-of-factly told Hargrove he could have killed him at any time during that war but didn’t “because you had the rice seeds.”


  Miracle rice had been enough to hold off the Communist VC, to spare Hargrove’s life because his work impacted some of the world’s most impoverished. Hargrove didn’t amount to an “evil capitalist.” He helped people. He had devoted his whole life to feeding hundreds of millions of the poor.


  But on the other side of the world in Colombia, as Hargrove headed to work on September 23, 1994, he came upon a highway roadblock, barricades that had become a part of the daily fabric of Colombian life. Cops and soldiers alike set up retén roadblocks all over the place to search for guns, drugs, and criminals.


  But this retén’s guards wore floppy hats and ski masks. These semiliterate teenage guerrillas of the Communist FARC stopped Hargrove, demanded his wallet, stole his cash, and read his employee ID card.


  The unfortunate Spanish acronym for the International Center for Tropical Agriculture was CIAT. It didn’t matter that the not-for-profit research and development organization where Hargrove worked dedicated itself to improving the lives of the poor through improving staple crops of Colombia and beyond: rice, beans, and cassava, plus tropical pastures. The kids with machine guns who had, at best, second-grade educations, declared they’d nabbed a CIA man.


  From Hargrove’s initial retén encounter forward into his captivity as a guerrilla hostage, nothing about the FARC reflected any noble cause. Hargrove and his fellow ag scientists at CIAT believed themselves immune to terrorism even in this cauldron of conflict because their work improved the lives of the poor and oppressed.


  Their knowledge of life-giving crops and food production could bless billions of people, from Colombia to the ends of the earth. These ag scientists were apolitical. They weren’t rich. They didn’t sell anything. And they certainly weren’t exploiting anybody.


  “You’ve made a mistake,” Hargrove explained. “I work in agriculture, to help the poor farmers.”


  The guerrilla roadblock commander named Rambo drove a van that swept Hargrove into captivity. And Rambo had no interest in an account of the truth.


  In fact, higher up in the FARC chain, nobody expressed interest. Hargrove’s captors hauled him into the mountains to an indigenous farmer’s mud hut. The next day Hargrove struck up a conversation with the farmer.


  “FARC seems to be in control here,” Hargrove said.


  The farmer nodded.


  “So most people support FARC?” Hargrove wanted to know.


  “Not really,” the farmer told him, “but we have no choice.”


  As Rambo drove his captive through mountains somewhere in Valle del Cauca, western Colombia, Hargrove couldn’t accept that these guerrillas didn’t care about his mission.


  He continued to make his case: “The FARC fights to help the poor, right? The poor need food. We ag scientists empower food production. That’s a peaceful way to effect change.”


  The international nonprofit CIAT received funding from more than twenty countries, foundations, and development agencies to help farmers in the developing world. “CIAT can’t pay a ransom for my release,” Hargrove told his captor. “We don’t have money for that. Our funds are committed to research to help the poorest farmers.”


  “What do you mean, CIAT can’t raise a ransom?” Rambo said. “You told me that CIAT gets money from more than twenty countries.”


  The FARC marched him to an altitude of 9,000 feet, above timberline on frigid moorland páramo. For nearly the next year, Hargrove—who had migrated from Texas to Vietnam to the Philippines to Colombia to relieve starvation—received little to eat while tethered by a fifteen-foot chain in a four-by-six hovel too small to even walk around in. Two of the camps of his imprisonment had cocaine production labs. His seven guerrilla guards were boys and girls from broken homes or no homes, barely literate and often high on drugs.


  Ranging in age from thirteen to nineteen, the kids in FARC uniforms slinging around loaded Galils and Kalashnikovs and M-60 machine guns hadn’t a clue as to the identity of Latin Marxist revolutionary Che Guevara. They likewise lacked knowledge of even the basic tenets of Communist ideology that supposedly guides Marxist FARC guerrillas. For them, kidnapping strictly fueled the money to supplement cocaine fabrication, all designed to overthrow Colombia’s government.


  The FARC demanded a $6 million ransom for Tom Hargrove’s release. If this demand went unmet, the children holding him would kill him.


  Meanwhile, CIAT and the nonprofit’s hired security agency launched a publicity blitz to convince the FARC that these ag scientists did valuable work to help the poor people whose cause the FARC claimed to champion. The Baltimore Sun noted that of all the hostages in Colombia at the time (seven, which included five from New Tribes Mission and Ray Rising, whose radio engineering work supported the mission of Wycliffe Bible Translators), Hargrove gained the most attention inside Colombia. The news account attributed that to Hargrove’s having cultivated the local media as CIAT’s PR man. Journalists considered him one of them.


  I did my part by tipping the regional editor of one of my former newspaper employers, the Lubbock Avalanche-Journal, and connecting her to David Fields. The next day, a story about the abduction landed above the fold on page one.


  We all should’ve kept quiet.


  “The amount of publicity that Hargrove’s kidnapping has generated convinced us that we have a gold mine,” the FARC spokesman later boasted.


  Two months dragged on. David Fields invited my husband, Doug, and me to spend Thanksgiving with his extended family, including Hargrove’s cousin Debbie, two of Hargrove’s aunts, and his uncle, who gathered for the holiday meal not knowing whether Tom Hargrove was alive or dead. No one could bear to talk about his plight. We prayed for him before the meal, even as we silently questioned whether he’d survive to see his family again.


  His brother
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