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Praise for Sink or Sit Jason and Haley Bilotti


When Jesus asked Jason and Haley to step out of the safety of the boat—to reach into the heart of Africa with His love and embrace His children—the Lord offered His hand to guide and protect them. Sink or Sit powerfully tells how their courage and commitment, with God’s strength, transformed lives in Africa—and their own family.

—Dr. John C. Maxwell, #1 New York Times Bestselling Author, Founder of Maxwell Leadership

I’ve known Jason and Haley for many years, and I’ve seen firsthand their passion for serving God and caring for others through mission work in Niger and elsewhere. With this book, many more people are sure to be inspired by the Bilottis’ ongoing story of trusting God and stepping out in faith to share His abundant and abiding love.

—Dan T. Cathy, Chairman, Chick-fil-A, Inc.

Sink or Sit will leave you encouraged, inspired, and expectant for what Jesus can do with a life fully surrendered to Him. The Scripture tells us that we are to walk by faith and not by sight. Imagine what would shift in the world if God’s people chose to put their Yes on the table. Jason and Haley have modeled trusting God with their Yes so well, and I pray their bold faith and trust in God will spread like a wildfire through this book.

—Grant Partrick, Pastor, Passion City Church Cumberland

God determines the time and place a person will live… so they seek and find Him. When they do, it’s implicit that He invites them to help others seek and find Him too. He’s bringing the nations to the light, and the Bilottis are making sure to walk worthy of God’s call on their lives so that more and more people get to seek and find Him! Don’t miss reading their story. It’s been said, “If you want to walk on water, you’ve got to get out of the boat.” Jason and Haley are doing just that, their gaze fixed on Jesus! Their story will inspire, challenge, and exhort you to leverage your life for the glory of God, to cover the earth the way the waters cover the seas!

—Todd Peterson, NFL Place Kicker, 1993–2006, and Chairman, Pro Athletes Outreach

This poignant and personal guide reminds us how God forms extraordinary faith through ordinary lives. These hard-won lessons will energize you on the path toward your own unique calling in the kingdom of God.

—Katherine Wolf, Author of Hope Heals and Suffer Strong, and Cofounder of Hope Heals Ministry

If you ever wondered how God might use an “ordinary” person like you, read this book! In Sink or Sit, Jason and Haley Bilotti nudge us out of our comfort zone as they share their compelling story, where time and time again, they refused to just sit, but instead, took the leap. As you turn each page, you’ll become inspired to do the same, not someday, but today!

—Tommy Newberry, New York Times Bestselling Author of The 4:8 Principle

Haley and Jason Bilotti’s story is truly remarkable and a great example of believers’ faithfully answering the call of Jesus. Sink or Sit is an excellent reminder of how we must obediently respond to God’s call and of the importance of bringing others who share that calling alongside us.

—D. Michael Lindsay, Ph.D., President, Taylor University

If you are lucky, one day you will have a chance to work shoulder to shoulder with Jason and Haley Bilotti. Reading Sink or Sit is the closest thing there is to that experience. You will laugh, nod, cry, underline, and share this book with your family and your team—I promise.

—Chris Herschend, Chair, Herschend Enterprises and Co-Founder and Managing Director of Elmwood Management
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This book is dedicated to the ones who were willing to get out of the boat and walk on water for Jesus.

“Come,” he said. Then Peter got down out of the boat, walked on the water and came toward Jesus.

MATTHEW 14:29




FOREWORD By Jeff Henderson [image: ]

I’ve had my share of sink-or-sit moments, and I’m sure you have too.

Moments where your heart says, “Yes!” and your mind says. “Huh?” In fact, let me be honest. I talk to myself. (I have a feeling you do too.) And when it comes to moments of risk, moments that require a leap of faith, I find myself thinking and sometimes saying out loud, “I’m not actually thinking about doing this, am I?”

After all, sink-or-sit moments aren’t for the faint of heart.

Sometimes, you have to leave.

Sometimes, you need to leap.

Sometimes, in the words of the great philosophers Van Halen, “You gotta go ahead and jump.”1

What’s interesting is that we often don’t go looking for these moments. These moments often come looking for us. We’re minding our own business and then suddenly, seemingly out of nowhere, we’re faced with a sink-or-sit choice and opportunity. Should I take the leap? What if the water’s cold? What if it doesn’t work? What will other people think if I sink? Maybe I should just sit here, you know, “by the dock of the bay, watching the tides roll away…”2

I get it. The dock of the bay is a place of comfort. And yet what we often forfeit when we watch the tides roll away is an opportunity to make an impact.

In fact, here’s what I’ve discovered about these moments:

Sometimes, the greatest risk isn’t leaping.

Sometimes, the greatest risk is sitting.

Sometimes, the greatest risk isn’t leaving.

Sometimes, the greatest risk is staying.



If your goal in life is to avoid risk, good luck. There’s risk in everything. It’s why Haley’s opening question is so powerful: “Okay, Lord, what’s Your plan here?”

If I can decipher God’s plan and my role in His plan, that’s always the best place to be. Oh, it’s not the easiest, or even the safest at times. It’s why I still try to abide by an adage a mentor of mine gave me years ago: “Don’t ask God to bless your path. Figure out what God is doing and go there. That path is already blessed.”

Sink or Sit is a story of two friends of mine who have done exactly that, and they found a path that has been powerfully blessed. I’ve known Haley and Jason Bilotti for more than twenty-five years now. This isn’t theory to them. They have lived it. They don’t sit on the dock of the bay. They have taken the leap. It hasn’t always worked out perfectly. (By the way, it never does.) It hasn’t always been easy. (Who said it would be?) But as you’re about to see, it is always, always worth it.

But the goal of Sink or Sit isn’t to share their story. The goal of Sink or Sit is to help you with your story. You see, sometimes, when we’re overcome with fear and doubt about a sink-or-sit opportunity, it’s helpful to borrow someone else’s courage. Who said you had to rely on your own courage? When you run out of courage, it’s helpful to borrow someone else’s, even if it’s just to take one small step forward. I can assure you. When you begin to understand the challenges Haley and Jason had to overcome in Niger, the courage inside of you will well up.

It’s why this book is such a gift. It’s a behind-the-scenes look at an amazing story of how the Bilottis joined in on what the Lord is doing in West Africa, but no one said sink-or-sit moments would be easy. Spoiler Alert: On their first trip back to Niger after COVID, well, let’s just say things didn’t go exactly as planned. When you decide not to sit but to jump, there will be moments where you to start to sink, where you feel like you’re in over your head. It’s all part of sink-or-sit moments—you’re doing something you’ve never done before; the water is rising high.

It’s why I often remind my kids of this quote attributed to T. S. Eliot: “If you aren’t in over your head, how do you know how tall you are?”

You’re taller than you think.

You’re stronger than you know.

You’re braver than you believe.

And while that’s true, you’ll never know this from simply sitting on the dock of the bay.

As I mentioned, I’ve known Haley and Jason for more than twenty-five years. I met them when I worked in marketing at Chick-fil-A. Six years into my career there, a sink-or-sit opportunity appeared. I was at a leadership conference in Chicago, and I felt like God called me to help start a church one day. As a preacher’s kid, I had promised myself I would never, ever, never work at a church. But this calling was undeniable—much like the Bilottis’ calling to help Niger.

And so, I had a choice—sink or sit?

The other day, I drove by the church Wendy and I eventually helped start. In fact, we ended up launching two other churches over the course of seventeen years before being called to another new sink-or-sit season. In those early start-up days, Haley and Jason attended our church. They were so encouraging to me. They supported us. I borrowed their courage on those days when I felt like I didn’t know what I was doing. (Trust me, there were lots of days like that.)

I have battle scars from when things didn’t go as planned. I have battle wounds of trying to keep up with how God was blessing our church. (Trying to keep up with the blessings of God is wonderful but also challenging!) But do you know what I don’t have? I don’t have regret that I didn’t just sit. I jumped in. The waters rose. I was in over my head. But thanks to the Lord, and friends like the Bilottis, I found my footing and discovered I was taller than I thought.

I think that’s what awaits you in the pages ahead. The goal isn’t to convince you to make an unwise decision. The goal is to share this amazing story in order to give you courage when you need it, peace in the face of uncertainty, and perhaps, a gentle nudge. The tide is rolling away. And with it might just be the adventure of a lifetime.

So, what’s it going to be?

Will you sink or will you sit?

If you need some help answering that question, turn the page.




PROLOGUE [image: ]

Jason and I are ordinary people who try every day to walk in obedience to the Lord who opens doors and blesses us in ways we could never have imagined. On so many days, He takes me to places where I feel clueless—like when He led me to villages in West Africa, where I didn’t speak the language. There, in a land that is 94 percent Muslim, He called me to speak the gospel. I prayed, “Okay, Lord, what’s Your plan here?” Then He opened doors to a prison, an orphanage, schools, huts, and to the hearts of gentle souls who have become some of my dearest friends—and our son.

Jason was called by God to Niger, in western Africa, but for years, he and I traveled separately, as we had young children at home. Jason led groups of American missionaries in January, and I led groups in October as we traveled to the same region every year.

The Lord put it on our hearts to write a book about His blessings. You will see that we are writing separately and together. That is the way God has allowed us to experience this adventure.

Our shared prayer is that you will hear and obey God’s call for you and then step through the doors to adventure and blessing that He will open for you.

—Haley



The title of this book is Sink or Sit, but we originally considered the title S.O.S., which might have stood for Straight ahead or Sideways for Jesus.

To us, Straight or Sideways means that one should always be striving to move straight ahead toward the arms of our Savior, Jesus Christ. We must know our true north and run toward it. “Straight ahead for Jesus” means having blinders like horses wear and staying focused on what God has called you to do. Wikipedia defines blinders as a piece of horse tack that prevents the horse from seeing to the rear and in some cases to the side. Many racehorse trainers believe these keep the horse focused on what is in front of him, encouraging him to pay attention to the race rather than distractions, such as other horses, crowds, fences, and so on.

Enough about horses—why should we wear blinders for Jesus? To eliminate distractions, right? They are all around us, and they come in the form of people, social media, television, other religions, obsessions, and idols. We know some of you are saying that you cannot see what’s coming next with blinders on. In fact, visionary leaders say you must have peripheral vision to always be ready for what is coming next. While we agree with this, we are talking about having blinders for Jesus. Staying focused on what He has called you to do and running straight ahead into His arms.

Where does SOS originate from? On October 3, 1906, the SOS signal was established as an international distress signal by an agreement made between the British Marconi Society and the German Telefunk organization at the Berlin Radio Conference. The signal was formally introduced on July 1, 1908. In Morse code, SOS is signified by three dots, three dashes, then three dots (…---…). SOS was chosen because it could not be misinterpreted as being a message for anything else. It was sometime later that it was suggested that it might stand for “Save Our Souls.”

So why did we name our book Sink or Sit? We want you to answer the call, say yes to Jesus, and trust that sinking is better than sitting. In his book In a Pit with a Lion on a Snowy Day, Mark Batterson writes about Peter and his choice to answer Jesus’s call to leave the boat. Matthew 14:28 says, “And Peter answered him, ‘Lord, if it is you, command me to come to you on the water’ ” (ESV). Batterson writes,


Peter is the disciple who sinks in the Sea of Galilee, but he was also the only disciple who walked on water. It’s so easy to criticize Peter from the comfortable confines of the boat. I think there are two kinds of people in the world: creators and criticizers. There are people who get out of the boat and walk on water. And there are people who sit in the boat and criticize water walkers.3



Batterson also says, “I’d rather get wet than have a numb gluteus maximus. When everything is said and done, I think our greatest regrets will be the God-ordained risks we didn’t take. We won’t regret sinking. We will regret sitting.”4

As we walk you through our journey in the chapters to follow, we hope you will see we were willing to leave the boat and possibly sink to answer God’s call. Well, don’t just sit there! Read on, and hopefully our story will challenge you to answer whatever God is calling you to do.

—Jason




ONE CALLED BACK TO NIGER [image: ]

HALEY: Jason and I drove to the airport with nine storage tubs packed tight for our trip to Niamey, the capital city of Niger in western Africa. COVID-19 was raging worldwide in January 2021, but according to the statistics, not so much in Niger. Our friends there wanted to see us, and I didn’t want to wait another week to see them.

It’s impossible to express in words the love God has given me for our friends in that desperately poor country in West Africa. I first met them on a short-term mission trip in 2008, and I returned for a week or more every year until 2020. Jason and I had each led more than a dozen mission trips there; he took a men’s group every January, and I led a women’s group every October. We adopted a child, fourteen-year-old Rachid, from an orphanage there. Rachid came into our Georgia home and became a brother to our children, Hunter and Paulina. I’ve visited women in prison; held sick and crying babies; danced, laughed, and played very competitive Duck, Duck, Goose games with the wives of local pastors; and I’ve washed the feet of women who walk miles every day in the red-orange dust that coats the entire landscape. God has even allowed me the opportunity to witness the birth of several babies in a clinic that is, at best, “acceptable” for a fourth-world country.

Jason and I worked through Effective Ministries, which facilitates approximately ten mission groups every year through its LINK Missions to serve people in Niger. My heart broke when COVID required cancellation of trips in 2020 and early 2021. Jason and I each had planned to lead a dozen American friends to minister in schools, churches, prisons, day cares, health clinics, and three different orphanages. I cried in October when the trip I was scheduled to lead was canceled, and I shared the idea with Jason that we should plan a trip on our own.

He thought we should wait. There was no COVID vaccine yet, and international travel was extremely difficult. In November, I brought up the idea again and we decided to wait at least until after Christmas. Jason is a Chick-fil-A franchisee with two restaurants in Atlanta. The dining rooms were closed, but the drive-thrus stayed open and busy. Being away from the restaurants for ten days was one thing, but if he was exposed and required an additional two-week quarantine, that would be much more disruptive. And with the holidays coming up, we didn’t want to have to quarantine through Christmas.

Then Jason learned that Schools for Niger, Africa, an organization he and other Chick-fil-A franchisees created to build Christian schools, had been granted a $250,000 foundational gift. A grant this large would transform the lives of hundreds of Nigerien children, and Jason wanted to share and celebrate the news in person. We decided to go in January, and we started looking at travel dates.

Between us, Jason and I had traveled to Niger thirty-five times, but only three times together, when we led two summer youth teams and when we traveled to complete our adoption of Rachid. This would be a unique trip for just the two of us to do ministry. The Lord was giving us a beautiful opportunity. Without teams to share the work, though, we needed a different strategy.

With a team of twelve, we take as many as thirty-six Rubbermaid storage tubs filled with books and school supplies, Sunday school material, and items they can’t get in Niger. We pack light for ourselves—three to four changes of clothes and minimal personal items—so we can carry more supplies.

Years ago, we made friends with a skycap, Lenny, at the Atlanta airport, and we always call him a week before we travel. Lenny looks out for us. He is waiting with two or three dollies when we pull up to the international departure curb. He makes sure a ticket agent is ready for us and our complicated check-in goes smoothly. The planning and logistics of getting a large group with dozens of big storage tubs to Niger is a lot more complicated than our days in the country, as we sometimes overcomplicate things on our side of the Atlantic. Or maybe they oversimplify in Niger. Here’s an example of how simple life is in Niger: the mission group we work with helped a young man there create a micro-business selling produce from a garden. The young man had land by the river, and they helped him prepare and plant the garden. A few months later they went back, and his garden wasn’t much bigger than a dining room table. They were alarmed and asked, “What happened to the big garden?”

“That was way too much,” he said. “I didn’t need all of that.”

“But you were supposed to sell it. That was the plan.”

“What I have here gets me through today,” the young man said.

After nearly three dozen trips between us, Jason and I still don’t fully understand that perspective, but we’ve come to embrace it for many of our friends in Niger. They live for today, and they will worry about tomorrow, tomorrow. Jesus said,


Therefore do not be anxious, saying, “What shall we eat?” or “What shall we drink?” or “What shall we wear?” For the Gentiles seek after all these things, and your heavenly Father knows that you need them all. But seek first the kingdom of God and his righteousness, and all these things will be added to you. Therefore do not be anxious about tomorrow, for tomorrow will be anxious for itself. Sufficient for the day is its own trouble. (Matt. 6:31–34 ESV)



Niger is more than 94 percent Muslim, but they live at least one of Jesus’s teachings. A favorite saying among our friends there is, “Americans have watches. We have time.” I think of those words often. Jesus never had a watch.

Jesus spent His time on earth building relationships with ordinary people. Today, Jesus longs for us to spend time with Him and others. So before we took teams over, we talked a lot about building relationships, and the way we did that in Niger was by stopping and talking to people and spending time with them. Our friends there stopped and had tea with their neighbors and sat and talked with them for two hours before they went to the garden to gather what their family needed for this day.

I embrace that attitude, but if my family lived every day literally the way our Nigerien friends live, we never could have visited Africa. Planning a trip for just the two of us took weeks. Without a team to help shop and pack tubs for shipping, I managed lists and stacks for days.

Finally, on Wednesday, January 13, we were off, flying first to Paris on an overnight flight. We had breakfast during our layover at Charles de Gaulle Airport, then flew to Diori Hamani International Airport in Niamey. Upon arrival, the worldwide pandemic was evident. We stepped off the plane and encountered a man whose covering looked like that of an astronaut. He immediately began spraying our rolling suitcases, as well as our legs and shoes, with some type of disinfectant. After numerous sanitizing stations for our hands and the showing of our negative PCR test, we were allowed to pass through security.

We were greeted in baggage claim by our friends, Edouard, Edem, Ashley, Noah, and the LINK drivers, Mousa and Mohammed. My heart was overflowing to see each one of them, and as I embraced them, tears streamed down my face. It had been too long.

When you love somebody, sometimes you don’t realize how much they love you back. On this trip, we experienced their love for us in a new way.

Every year, eight to ten groups of Americans visited the orphanages and schools served by LINK Ministries. Then in 2020, there were only two. So, when Jason and I arrived at the mission and visited an orphanage, kids ran toward us from every direction, arms wide apart, laughing and screaming for joy. They wrapped their arms around our legs, and when we bent over, they climbed up so that we had to hold tight to keep them from tumbling off.

We had been surrounded by COVID fears in the United States for almost a year, so we were more aware than ever of the children’s runny noses and dirty hands and feet. I’d like to say that didn’t matter to us—that we completely trusted God to keep us healthy as we did His work. But the thought crossed my mind more than once: If I continue to let the children come, I could become sick. Instead of pushing them away, we went through bottles of hand sanitizer and wore masks everywhere, especially inside. The adults there assured us that their infection rate was very low, although their testing was much less robust than in the United States.

Later in the evening I visited with Michel Mano in the kitchen. Michel manages the guest house where our groups stay when we’re in Niger. We talked about COVID, of course, and how bad the spread was in the United States.

“Yes,” he said. “When they told us you were coming, even in the middle of all that, we couldn’t believe that you and Jason were coming.”

“We wanted you to know how much we love and care about you all,” I said.

You can tell somebody you love them. The words matter, of course. But these friends of ours are so dear to our hearts in ways that we could never express in words alone. So here I stood in a kitchen on the other side of the world in western Africa, loving with all the love Christ gave me for these beautiful people. Through them He had changed my life in ways that neither they nor I could have imagined.



JASON: Our trip did not go exactly as we had planned or hoped. We’ve learned in our years serving in Niger that when we dig in deeper and help Christ make a greater impact, Satan is real, and he shows up. On the other hand, if we don’t see Satan and don’t feel him scratching at us, then we’re probably not going hard enough. Ephesians 6:11–13 says,


Put on the full armor of God, so that you can take your stand against the devil’s schemes. For our struggle is not against flesh and blood, but against the rulers, against the authorities, against the powers of this dark world and against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly realms. Therefore put on the full armor of God, so that when the day of evil comes, you may be able to stand your ground, and after you have done everything, to stand.



As we prepared to make the trip to Niger—a trip I had made eighteen times before with total confidence—I didn’t feel 100 percent certain that it was the right decision. Frankly, I was afraid we might get stuck over there in quarantine. At this time the quarantine would be fourteen days in the LOC (LINK Outreach Center), where we stay with teams with spotty Internet connection, different foods, no television, and little to no interaction with the people on staff. This didn’t sound really appealing to me, and the idea of missing two additional weeks for work and responsibilities back home wasn’t sitting well with me. What if Haley tested positive? Would I be isolated from her as well? If I tested positive, would I encourage her to return home by herself? We were nine months into this worldwide pandemic, and Haley was asking me to go with her to a developing country. I had very little confidence that Niger was reporting its COVID cases correctly or diagnosing accurately, much less giving patients proper care. We love our friends in Niger, and we pray their government and economic system can someday lift them from their ranking as one of the poorest countries in the world. We have bolstered our prayers over the years with our love and our commitment to help as many people as possible, especially the children. But how much were we willing to risk?

Once Haley and I were on the ground in Niger, I was ready to visit with some of our Schools for Niger, Africa partners and get an update on construction projects of classrooms and upcoming needs, doing what I could to serve others and make an impact for Christ.

Then at midday Friday, I was feeling not quite right, a little nauseated as we visited one of our partners, Madame and General Wright at the STAR school. I decided it would be best if I skipped lunch. A couple of hours later, I started having cramps and diarrhea and throwing up. The episodes were intermittent and I didn’t think I was in big trouble, but as the day went on and we got closer to dinnertime, I was in bad shape. I was hot and then cold, and when I tried to lie down, I began to have reflux; it wasn’t something that a tablet of Tums would fix.

This had never happened to me on a previous trip. Don’t get
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