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			For You cast me into the deep,

			Into the heart of the seas,

			And the floods surrounded me;

			All Your billows and Your waves passed over me.

			(Jonah 2:3)
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			​Preface

			Therefore we also, since we are surrounded by so great a cloud of witnesses, let us lay aside every weight, and the sin which so easily ensnares us, and let us run with endurance the race that is set before us, looking unto Jesus, the author and finisher of our faith, who for the joy that was set before Him endured the cross, despising the shame, and has sat down at the right hand of the throne of God. (Heb. 12:1–2).

			
			In the dark night of suffering, when you don’t understand what is going on and you think what is happening to you must be a horrible mistake, you have to hang on to what you know to be true: God’s character and the promises in His Word. These promises tell us who He is and where He is going—His glorious plan for bringing in His kingdom.

			To know that God is good means knowing that good is happening right now in your situation, even in the midst of turmoil. To know that God is all knowing and all powerful is to believe beyond a shadow of a doubt that everything is under His control. To know that God is love is to understand that He has not forgotten you. He is working this trial for your everlasting good. Understanding God’s story is knowing that there will be an end to these present sufferings, and that end will be glorious because ultimate victory will come from the Author of all stories.

			God is the God of all our death and resurrection stories. Sometimes, to get to the good He means you to have, you have to give up your ideal of what you wanted to happen. The good He intends is not only for you, but for others who will be blessed by your trial. Believing this takes faith, and the growing of faith, although painful, is very precious to God. It is not just a one-time victory; it is a process that bears fruit with each skirmish won along the way. That process is where patience comes in, and leaning hard on the everlasting arms that are always there underneath. This is also where faith comes in, faith that believes that God is using all the hardship in our lives to accomplish His ultimate purpose of spreading His kingdom throughout the whole earth. Each painful step along the way is part of this glorious purpose. No trial is ever wasted in His hands.

			“For the earth shall be filled with the knowledge of the glory of the Lord, as the waters cover the sea” (Hab. 2:14).

			
Lisa Leidenfrost

			Moscow, Idaho

			2023

		


			​Introduction

			God moves in a mysterious way, 

			His wonders to perform; 

			He plants His footsteps in the sea 

			And rides upon the storm. (William Cowper)

			
			I shut my eyes and remembered the times we had flown over the Sahara Desert before, where sand dunes drifted lazily in and out of view as we glided over the hot, still land. Csaba1 and I were missionaries with Wycliffe Bible Translators serving the Bakwé people of the Ivory Coast. We and our four children, Hans, Andreas, Noai, and Jeremiah, had flown this route each time we returned to the West African country. The journey was usually peaceful, but this time was different. As we flew over Mali, we could see storm clouds forming. The horizon grew black with layers of inky folds that billowed up to a massive height and boiled over, spilling murky turmoil across the landscape. In the middle, streaks of lightning illuminated the sinister interior. The scene had a subduing effect on us, as though we were in the presence of a bad-tempered giant. The most disconcerting aspect was that we were flying straight into the giant’s jaws.

			I felt a foreboding as I watched the storm coming closer, so ominous and silent, and I thought, “Couldn’t we go another way? Can I get out now?” I realized there was no way around the storm since it took up the entire horizon.

			Over the intercom, the pilot announced the obvious—that we were about to fly through a tropical storm. He added that it would be far worse than expected and ordered us to sit tight. I looked up and saw a young stewardess still serving juice. Flight attendants going about their work are always a reassuring sign, so I took comfort in this until the head stewardess walked up and snapped at her, “The captain wants us to sit down—now.”

			The juice server replied, “OK, after I do this next person.”

			The head stewardess shot back, “No! He meant now!” It was then that I realized we were in for it.

			Within a few minutes, the plane plunged into the mouth of the giant and started to lurch and shake in the darkness. Knowing how much planes can be jerked around in storms like this, I felt frightened. I have always hated the feeling of a roller coaster plunging up and down; now we were trapped in a hunk of metal in the middle of the air with no way out. I looked out the window, which was a mistake, because I saw the wings bending at an angle I didn’t think was possible. I hoped those wings would stay on.

			I stole a glance at the children to see how they were faring on this violent horseback ride in the sky. The boys were intently watching their movie. Noai, a few seats away, kept stealing worried glances at her father. Csaba sat there like a calm rock, which reassured Noai, so she settled down to continue her movie as well. I also kept stealing glances at Csaba to get courage. I always looked to him when I was concerned about anything; his calm exterior helped me to focus on the Rock of Ages that never wavers.

			As the winds tossed us through blackness streaked with brilliant flashes of light, I was reminded of what helplessness meant, and what trust in God could do. What we didn’t know was that this storm was a harbinger of things to come. As we headed back to Africa, we were entering a period of our lives that was to be marked by a series of storms so large that they would have crushed us in their jaws had we not looked to our unseen pilot, our great Lord, to guide us through.

			

			
				
					1. Csaba is a Hungarian given name pronounced Chaba.

				

			

		


			​Chapter 1   
Ghost Town

			Abidjan, October 2004

			It felt good to stand on Ivorian soil again. We got our bags and went through customs, then out the double doors of the airport, where we found our colleague Ambroise waiting for us. As we left the air-conditioned building, we were instantly bombarded by the sounds, smells, and life of tropical Africa. Compared to milder places on earth, this environment—replete with colors, brightness, culture, insects, noises, odors, and the vast bustle of humanity—was larger than life. Africa has a way of commanding all the senses and filling them to overflowing—sometimes a good thing, and sometimes not. It happened every time we came back.

			On the four-lane highway, cars, trucks, and motorbikes flooded the roads and spilled out into the pedestrian areas. Pedestrians retaliated by meandering into the roads. The market vendors did business with drivers who were stopped at intersections, adding to the confusion. While we waited for the light along with the jumble of honking cars and trucks that formed random lanes around us, I glanced out the window at the open-air shops. A sea of brightly clothed humanity appeared to be going everywhere and nowhere all at once. This river of colorful existence flowed into side alleys lined with booths, shops, and fruit stands that seemed to stretch on forever.

			The traffic started up again, and we rumbled on in a cloud of exhaust until we stopped at another light. More waiting, more heat, more noise, more people flooding the streets. After half an hour of stopping, waiting, and driving again, we turned off the main road onto a quiet alley. The truck pitched along over the ruts until we turned the last corner and saw our administration center towering above rows of cars parked under slanting metal roofs. Swaying palms nestled the buildings and parking area..

			This four-story building was the place our mission had its administration center and where missionaries gathered for workshops or came to do business and buy supplies. It was here that we were regularly refreshed by fellowship after months out in the village and where our children rejoined their friends for some fun and craziness. It had always been a bustling place, but not now.

			I stepped out of the truck and thought how good it was to be back in a place so familiar that held so many happy memories! As we unpacked the truck, a few people came out to welcome us with hugs and exclamations of delight. They commented on how big our kids were, asked us about our trip, and ushered us inside. Yes, it was good to be back after our two-year furlough.

			The next day, I went down into the yard to look around. As I walked the grounds, the old tree where the parrots had played now spread its branches so far that they nearly touched the neighboring apartments. There was the sandbox where my kids had fashioned cities in years gone by; now it was filled with weeds. I ambled by the sitting area under the carport where people had always gathered to chat, but now it was empty. I looked around with a growing odd feeling. Everything was technically the same and yet eerily different. In the yard, the swing set by the mango tree stood rusted with age and devoid of swings. As I stared at it in the empty silence, my mind brought back the happy clamor of missionary children swinging or climbing up the mango tree.

			I went inside the building and looked at the closed doors of the ground floor offices that had always been the heart of the mission work of Wycliffe’s Ivory Coast branch. These, too, were imbued with a somber quietness. I envisioned people coming in and out, talking in the hallways or congregating at the front door where the wooden carving of the forest antelope stood nursing her young. But the doors were closed now.

			As I looked up the swirling steps of the winding central staircase, I remembered the children barreling up it, noisier than a troop of monkeys, to get their Cokes from the fridge up on the covered roof. The noise of the children and their images faded into the recesses of the past, and only the hollow emptiness of the building remained.

			Walking soundlessly up those stairs, I reached the top floor, the scene of so many happy potlucks, coffee hours, and conference meetings. Looking at all the empty chairs by the tables, in my mind I filled the place once more with missionaries milling about, talking at tables, and gathering in groups. Children were horsing around as usual, the little ones running between the tables, and a few older ones throwing paper airplanes. Through the closed doors of the meeting hall, people enjoyed a meal together as the sun set behind the towering thunderheads that lined the evening sky. When the clouds faded from view in my mind, so did the people of the past. I was left again with silence in its place, apart from the soft breeze that played with the leaves of the potted plants that I had put there years before and the occasional bird flying by. I felt like something had died. In a way, it had—a way of life with a large extended “family” now scattered to the winds.

			What had happened to turn this place into a near ghost town in such a short time? After we flew back to the States for a scheduled furlough in 2002, the Ivory Coast had experienced unrest so severe that the missionary families had left for safer grounds. Only a handful of missionaries had remained to keep the work going.1

			A little background will help to understand what led to the unrest. When Ivory Coast gained its independence from France in 1960, Félix Houphouet-Boigny became president and held the post until his death in 1993. We came to Ivory Coast as a young family in 1988 and enjoyed the last few years of his presidency. He was a good president, and the country remained stable while he lived. After he died, his successor, Henri Konan Bédié was unable to carry on the legacy of stability. The country was plunged into chaos after a successful military coup in 1999 led by General Robert Guéï. Guéï promised to hold elections, and in October 2000 ran against opposition leader Laurent Gbagbo. Alassane Ouattara, another strong leader from the Muslim north, was also vying for power and would have been a formidable foe had he not been conveniently excluded by an electoral code that required both of a candidate’s parents to be Ivorian nationals.

			We had been in our village during that ill-fated election of between Gbagbo and Guéï. As the results began to come in, and it became clear that Gbagbo was in the lead, the radio went dead. Hours later, the radio came back to life again with the announcement that Guéï had won the election. The populace erupted into anger since they felt that the results had been rigged. They took to the streets in protest, and Guéï had to flee. Gbagbo was proclaimed president, but the situation remained unstable. Ouattara’s supporters felt that he should not have been banned from running, and Ouattara called for a new election.

			Pockets of fighting broke out between Ouattara’s supporters in the north and Gbagbo’s supporters in the south. In 2001, there was a failed coup attempt on Gbagbo. After this, the two leaders met and tried to iron out their differences and reach an agreement to prevent further violence.

			But turmoil continued, and our planned six-month furlough turned into two years after another coup attempt against Gbagbo in September 2002. Guéï was blamed for the coup and was subsequently killed, while Ouattara fled to the French embassy. Eventually, it became known that a new rebel group called the New Forces had carried out the coup, and this group also fled back to the north. The growing conflict was now shifting into one between the north and the south. Bouaké, Ivory Coast’s second largest city, situated in the middle of the country, acted as a buffer zone between the rival factions. The United Nations came to keep this zone stable and prevent the country from going to war.

			Things began to look hopeful when Gbagbo accepted a peace deal that created a power-sharing government with the northern opposition. In May 2003, a ceasefire was signed with the rebels. At a ceremony in July, the military chiefs and rebels declared that the war was over. We were thrilled and hoped we could return to the Ivory Coast that year, but it ended up an uneasy truce, and our administration center remained mostly deserted.

			

			
				
					1. These events are detailed in my second book, From the Village to the Ends of the Earth: Living and Working with a Bibleless People to Bring Them the Word of God (Moscow, ID: Canon Press, 2020).

				

			

		


			​Chapter 2   
Preparing for Our Return

			These things I have spoken to you, that in Me you may have peace. In the world you will have tribulation; but be of good cheer, I have overcome the world. (John 16:33)

			
			In March 2004, deadly clashes occurred in the capital city of Abidjan at a rally in opposition to the president. All summer, we prayed about whether we should return. We asked God to guide us because, in addition to the country’s instability, my health was also worrisome. We sought the Lord on both issues, looking to Him for answers. Csaba called colleagues who were still in Ivory Coast to find out the latest news. One missionary said, “Things are calm for now, with possible trouble on the horizon. But this has happened before, and we may end up being in this holding state for another ten years.”

			We didn’t want the Bible translation to be on hold for ten years while we wondered if something might happen. What we wanted to know, which was impossible without divine eyes, was whether the country would reach a point of tempest where our lives could be in danger. The uncertainty caused us to constantly look up to God for answers.

			Meanwhile, there was the question of whether I could physically handle going back. Something was not right with my health, and I maintained an unsteady truce with my body. If I was nice to it, then everything was nearly tolerable. I had to be very careful with how I spent my limited energy. If I overdid it in the least, I would end up in bed for days trying to recover.

			We went to specialists who did numerous tests and found nothing wrong with me except what they simply called chronic fatigue for want of a better explanation. According to the lab results, I was even healthier than I had been before the fatigue began. Things were not right, though. I had all the members of the orchestra, but they just couldn’t play together.

			We discussed what it would mean for me to go back to Africa. I didn’t want to even consider staying in the States due to my fatigue, but we questioned whether there might be some serious underlying cause. In the meantime, we traveled from Idaho to Illinois in May 2004 to visit my parents and rest up before, we hoped, leaving for Ivory Coast. After some weeks, my energy did pull up a little. But why had the flight from Idaho taken such a severe toll on me? It put me in bed for days, and that was just traveling across the country. Could I even handle traveling to Ivory Coast, let alone living there?

			After analyzing the situation, we decided to return to the village in stages, stopping along the way so I could recover at each point. We’d go to Abidjan and stay at the administration center until I pulled up. Then we would travel the six hours to the missionary guesthouse in San Pédro by the ocean and rest a couple more days. After that, we would undertake the two-hour drive to our village, Touadji 2. If I could only get to the village, I would have Janvier, our cook, to help with the housework. It was potentially doable, and if God kept the door open even a crack, we wanted to go through with it.

			In the meantime, we waited at my parents’ house in Illinois for the situation in Ivory Coast to clear up and the administration in Abidjan to give us the go-ahead to come back. As usual, the children kept busy. Andreas and Noai played their Irish whistles in Grandma’s big maple tree like a treetop band of Celtic fairies. Andreas and Jeremiah took to harassing the squirrels in the backyard with their toy pellet guns, which transformed the squirrels into nervous, hyper individuals with filthy mouths. Jeremiah also liked carving wood. In fact, he didn’t stop at wood but went on to carve his hand as well, which landed him in the emergency room for the fourth time in his life.

			One day, two salesmen came to my parents’ door. Both looked African, but only one was. Csaba told them that he didn’t want to buy any magazine subscriptions since we were heading back to Africa. The African perked up and asked, “What part of Africa?”

			Csaba responded, “Ivory Coast.”

			“That’s where I’m from!” he exclaimed excitedly.

			The man said he was a Beté, which is a people group that borders the Bakwé, so Csaba greeted him in his native tongue. The man danced for joy and then started talking to Csaba in Ivorian French.

			The American got agitated. “What is he saying to you, man? Tell me what he is saying. I can’t understand him!”

			The African responded, “He’s speaking my language! He’s speaking my language! It’s so sweet. What they’re doing is really good!”

			Your mother tongue has the power to speak to your heart in a way that no other language can. That is why we are translating the Bible into Bakwé.

			Leaving for Ivory Coast

			As we followed the situation in Ivory Coast, we learned that there had been talks about the country disarming completely. Csaba heard that some missionaries were even returning. We got the green light from our administration to leave for Africa in October 2004. It would be different this time since we were only given permission to visit our village for three months before heading north to the calmer country of Mali to resume our work. Most of Wycliffe’s Ivory Coast branch, including our director, Robert, had relocated there due to the unrest. We also would be returning with only three of our four children since Hans would be staying in the States for college. The others would be doing homeschool. Our daughter Noai would be a senior, Andreas a freshman, and Jeremiah still in grade school.

			And so, after that stormy flight over the Sahara, we had arrived at the administration center in Abidjan. We were back in Ivory Coast, but we still had to determine whether it was safe to return to the village or if we would need to remain in the capital city.

			Csaba talked with other missionaries and some of our African coworkers about the political situation. One of the missionaries wrote back, “Here in town, things are very calm. Abidjan has had a few demonstrations, but things have not exploded, and who knows how long we will keep going between war and peace. Lots of talk, but nothing concrete happens . . . . I would not be surprised to spend the next few years listening to this rhetoric until either Ivory Coast runs out of money or someone changes the government.” We were encouraged by this and by the news that the missionary boarding school in Bouaké was running again with twenty-five students. We prayed that when and if change came, it would come in a peaceful way.

			Our Bakwé coworkers, Alexis, Firmain, and Perez, came down to Abidjan from the village to do their yearly planning and evaluation of the translation project with Csaba. When Csaba asked about the safety of the roads, they said the main roads seemed clear of highway robbers, but it was still hard for the average person to travel, because every time the bus stopped at checkpoints, they had to pay 2,000 CFA1 in bribes (about five U.S. dollars) due to identity card issues. Evidently, during the last president’s administration, some government officials had been issuing false identity cards. To add to the confusion, hooligans had burned some of the government offices that held birth certificate records. Since you needed a birth certificate to get a new identity card, getting identification papers became a nightmarish experience of red tape and fees and officials absent from their desks during work hours. The best solution was to just pay a lot of money in bribes.

			While Csaba was busy with the Bakwé team, I was preoccupied with preparations for the village. I happened to glance out the window one day during this work and saw Andreas on his way to the crown of a five-story coconut palm. He was already high up when I spotted him. Startled, I called to him to come back down. Even though that didn’t appeal to him, he obeyed and descended. To get into the crown of a palm tree, you must flip upside down and then pull yourself up by the palm fronds. If you miscalculate or if there is a loose frond, you’ll fall straight down five stories and land on your head!

			As we prepared to leave for the village, it troubled me that my strength hadn’t returned, even after several days of rest. I asked, “Lord, what are you doing?” But hadn’t we been in difficult situations before, and hadn’t God gotten us through? If God was faithful then, He would be faithful now.

			One incident of answered prayer from the past had always encouraged me in times like this. At the beginning of our schooling with Wycliffe, we had very little money. One day, I told Csaba that we only had enough food to last for a few more days, and we still needed to pay the monthly school bill. Csaba had recently gotten a part-time job to help with expenses, but he wouldn’t get paid for another two weeks. So we prayed.

			And God quickly answered. I found a box of fruit with a free sign on it at the dorms. Later, someone gave me some frozen meat unexpectedly. Then, when we went to talk with the bursar about our schooling bill, we found that it had already been paid by an anonymous giver.

			We still needed more food, and we had only five dollars left to buy what we needed for the two weeks until Csaba was paid. While I was in line at the store with my two bags of dried rice and beans (all we had money for), a stranger tapped me on the shoulder and said, “This may seem strange, but God is telling me to give you this money.” I thanked her, got out of line, and got the rest of what we needed. It was just enough to last until Csaba got paid. That episode encouraged us that God would be watching out for us in the future, too.

			

			
				
					1. Communauté Financière Africaine (Central African Community) francs, a currency used by several Central African countries.

				

			

		


			​Chapter 3   
What a Night!

			It is not an absence of trouble that brings peace, but a resting of the mind on Christ.

			We headed out to the village on Tuesday with a planned stop for a few days at the Christian and Missionary Alliance (CMA) guesthouse on the coast in San-Pédro. After a six-hour drive, we turned down the beachfront road and saw the familiar string of restaurants topped by a forest of coconut trees. Beyond that was the ocean, its waves sweeping across the glistening shore, lit up by the sun. It beckoned to us, but we had to leave that glory for the moment and head to the guesthouse.

			We were greeted by Julie B. (who helped run the guesthouse with her husband Greg) and her teenage daughter Theresa. Julie said that Greg was gone but would return soon. After unloading our things in the upper-floor apartment, we grabbed our towels and drove down to the beach. It felt so good to have the salty wind in our faces, the sand squeaking under our feet, and the waves beating on the shore in that intoxicating way. The ocean seemed like a living creature catching the light of the sun and scattering it into a thousand sparkling gems upon its surface.

			My kids ran down the sloping beach and jumped into the foaming water. I lay down on a towel wishing I could swim, too, but I had no more energy left. Something felt really wrong, and after half an hour, I told Csaba I needed to go back to the apartment to lie down. I was sinking fast.

			The next day Csaba wrote an update to our extended family:

			
Dear Family,

			  We heard that the south attacked the rebels at Bouaké this morning by air and are trying to liberate the north by force. We are in San-Pédro, and everything was calm today. We got a call from our director in Mali telling us that Bouaké was under attack and to stay here a bit longer to find out if the fighting would spread. Then we received a call from the American Embassy checking in on us.

			  I went into town to stock up on provisions just in case the stores closed down. I bought a 50-lb. bag each of flour, sugar, and powdered milk, as well as canned goods and some frozen meat. Greg was up in the rebel-held north reclaiming his truck and arrived this evening. He had a lot of stories to tell. Apparently, the north’s economy is booming and has never been better. Produce and merchandise are coming in from the north untaxed and un-hassled, so they are not sure they want to be delivered.

			  We will be listening to the news and trying to make a decision on what to do. If it comes to evacuation, we would rather be in San-Pédro and get evacuated with the other Americans. However, if the fighting stays in the north, then we could go on to the village. We will have to ask advice from our leadership in Mali as well as the American Embassy first.

			We thank the Lord for how smoothly we were able to return and make the trip to San-Pédro. We know that He is in control and that He will watch over us.

			  Grace and peace in Christ,

			  Csaba

			
			Around nightfall on Wednesday, an African friend of Greg and Julie came from town with the news that a crowd was burning down the French school. The government forces had decided to break the yearlong peace treaty by bombing Bouaké in preparation for retaking it. This wouldn’t have affected us except that they inadvertently (they claimed) bombed French forces in a peace-keeping barracks, killing nine soldiers. Within

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
		


			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
		


			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
		


			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
		


			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
				
					
				

			

		


			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
		


			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
				
					
				

				
					
				

			

		


			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
		


			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
				
					
				

				
					
				

				
					
				

			

		


			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
					It takes more energy to laugh than to cry.

					It takes more energy to sit up than to recline.

					It takes more energy to stand still than to walk.

					It takes more energy to listen to fast music than to slow.
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