Where Strangers Cross: 
East Meets West on a Journey Towards Christ

By Kevin Avery and Jiang Long

Summary of Content: 
They come from two different words. Jiang Long grew up as an intellectual atheist in rural China. Kevin Avery grew up 8,000 miles away with Christian parents in the suburbs of the United States. Separately, they encounter a transforming Jesus, and when God brings them together to work with international students in Tulsa, Oklahoma, it changes the course of their lives. God calls Kevin and his wife to go to China as missionaries, while Jiang becomes a bi-vocational pastor of an international church in Tulsa. While in exchanged countries, they learn to embrace the same vision: to disciple the nations. This crisscrossing of paths involves conversions, physical and spiritual crises, cross-cultural and cross-national interaction, maturing faiths and discipleship. 

Writing Sample: 

Chapter 1 ~ Journey to the West


The Chinese man was completely alone. His family and friends were 8,000 miles away, and no one had come for him. Jiang Long tried to push down his fear, reminding himself he had just arrived to Tulsa, Oklahoma. The representative from Oral Roberts University could be waiting for him elsewhere, perhaps by the luggage claim. But the other side of the airport was the same. There was no one. It was half past six on Monday evening, August 16, 1993.


The two suitcases he dragged off the belt contained everything he owned – some worn clothes and basic necessities like a comb, toothbrush and bilingual dictionary. This whole time, the 26-year-old kept scanning, hoping. He had never used a pay phone before, but at first sight, he heaved his suitcases across the room. Surely, someone would answer the phone and fix everything. But once again, there was no one. “Office hours are Monday through Friday ...”


Jiang exhaled as the phone swallowed his quarter. He sat down in a nearby chair, watching the other passengers leave. Everyone was busy; no one seemed to notice the stranger against the wall. 


While Jiang’s English was adequate to communicate – he had worked as an interpreter in Southeast China for several years – he realized in terms of culture and geography, he knew nothing about Tulsa. All he had was an outdated map of the United States. He did not know how to get to the university. Worse, he did not know where he was going to sleep that night. Though Jiang had all of his savings with him – $1,900 in cash – he was at a loss. Even if he could spare to use it on taxi fare or a hotel, he needed a reliable guide. The longer Jiang thought about his current plight, the more fear darkened his vision. 


Only an hour earlier, his future had looked so bright. From the plane window, he had watched as the golds and browns of the countryside became houses and buildings and skyscrapers. He smiled. Those skyscrapers represented business, and business meant money. His American dream was finally coming into focus. With a full scholarship to earn his MBA at Oral Roberts University, he felt unstoppable. Jiang’s only regret was that his new bride, Mei, could not come with him. How he wished she could be with him, sharing the experience.


Jiang had been preparing for this day since he was 10 or 11 years old. He did not know anything about an American dream then, but he did dream. In those days in the early 1980s, he was spending half of what little money he could scrounge up on adventure books. Before high school, Jiang had already read the four classic novels of Chinese literature: Journey to the West, The Water Margins, The Dreams of the Red Mansion and The Three Golden Kingdoms.


The first book had especially ignited his imagination. The Journey to the West is filled with talking animals and glorious adventure, but it runs deeper than just fables and legends. The story is based on the life of a monk, Xuan Zang, who walked hundreds of miles to reach India in 628 AD. The monk stayed there for 19 years, learning Indian Buddhism. When he returned to China, Xuan Zang translated Buddhist holy books called the Sutras, accelerating the spread of Buddhism across his homeland. Jiang consumed this thick book like it was steamed rice.

* * * * *



Once, although it had been getting too dark to read, Jiang Long could not give up on the courageous monk. Jiang had to find out what would happen. The monk and his band of disciples – the Monkey King, a humorous pig and an exiled sea monster – were under attack. Another demon was bent on ending their pilgrimage. The travelers had to succeed, or else the monk would not find atonement for his past sins, and China would remain lost in its greed and wickedness forever.


“Jiang,” his father had said. 


The young Jiang hesitated but looked up, hearing the seriousness in his tone. His father was a compassionate man but could be stern when the need arose. He had been a soldier in the People’s Liberation Army, fighting in the civil war that drove Chiang Kai-Shek to Taiwan in 1949 and resulted in a Communist China.


“Come inside,” his father said. “Before it starts raining.”


Jiang nodded; his journey would have to wait. The arrival of black clouds during rainy season was not a welcomed presence. Floods were common. Although the Longs lived upstairs in a two-story office building, they lived next to a powerful, winding river called Nine-Dragon River – a river reflected in Jiang’s name. His surname, Long, means “dragon,” and his given name, Jiang, means “river.” Jiang Long literally means “River Dragon.”


Unlike the Western view of dragons as symbols of evil, dragons in Chinese mythology were benevolent creatures of greatness and blessing, closely associated with emperors of the past. Generally, dragons were believed to bring prosperity as they guided the rivers and seas to the people. However, if they did not receive proper homage, dragons could show displeasure by stirring up black clouds of thunderous rain.


During that night, the storm pounded, making it difficult to sleep. Jiang kept shifting, trying to get comfortable, but each shift would cause his brothers to stir – the unfortunate outcome of three brothers sharing one bed. His best hope was to let his mind drift back to the imaginary west. 


He knew, of course, that the novel wasn’t true. Monkeys and pigs and other creatures cannot learn the art of fighting and the secrets of spirituality. He had concluded early on that what his school teachers had taught him was correct. There was no such thing as a supernatural realm. There was no such thing as a god or spirit or even a dragon, though he knew many in his town still burned incense to Buddhist idols. No, this life came down to human fortitude. But as a gripping adventure and as a means to explore beyond the mountains of Fujian province, the Journey to the West was well worth his savings.


When the sun finally resisted the darkness, it was as everyone had dreaded; the river had retaken the street below. Still, the damage was minor. The buildings along the river consisted of tile or dirt flooring, and it was easy enough to keep the cabbage and leeks dry. Floods and typhoons were too numerous to interrupt business. The heavy rains were another fact of life – another discomfort like swarming insects or stifling poverty. The water certainly didn’t diminish Jiang’s optimism. 


From the window that morning, Jiang could see a couple of the neighborhood boys wading across the river with their book bags on their heads. If they could do it, he figured he definitely could. Jiang ran down the steps and out to the edge of the river. It was as he thought. He could hear the boys shouting and laughing about the river as they inched across.


“Go slow,” his father said. Then, with a weathered smile, he added, “And don’t read your book during class.”


 By the time the water reached Jiang’s waist and up to his chest, there was no turning back. The river was cold and murky, and the current was stronger than he expected, but the grin on his face stayed as secure as the book bag on his head. No amount of water was going to lower his spirits.

* * * * * 


Now, in the Tulsa International Airport, Jiang realized he was in no worse condition than he had been in while crossing that dark, flooded river. In fact, he knew he was now in a better condition. He may not have had any family or friends in Tulsa, Oklahoma, but he was not really alone. Unlike his childhood rejection of the supernatural, he had since encountered the living God, and he remembered the promise from his American friends who had accompanied him to Hong Kong. “We will be praying for you and Mei. Don’t be afraid. Jesus will be with you each step of the way.” 


Jiang Long lifted his eyes, looking beyond the lights of the ceiling. “Lord,” he prayed. “I need your help now more than ever.” 


Physically speaking, nothing changed. People continued to cart off their luggage as before, and no sign spontaneously appeared with his name on it. However, Jiang gained a quiet assurance God would help him find a way. After all, why wouldn’t he? God had helped him receive an American visa, a full scholarship to ORU, and a one-way ticket to America. God could ferry him across town.


For several minutes, Jiang continued to scan the room in silence. After about 20 minutes had passed, Jiang watched as a white-haired man approached him. The man towered over Jiang, but he had a welcoming face, like that of a grandfather. “Hi, my name’s Coach Duke with ORU,” he said. “I’m here to pick up two international students. Have you seen them?”


Jiang sat up. “I am one,” he said.


“Sorry?”


“I am a new international student at Oral Roberts University. My name is Long Jiang, but you can call me John.”


“Well, hey, that’s great. I’m pleased to meet you, John, but I’m looking for two young men from Russia. Have you seen them?”


Jiang shook his head. “No, but I wonder how I will get to the university.”


The old coach hesitated but looked at him with his gentle eyes. “I’m sorry, but I really don’t know if I can help. I wish I could, but I’m here to pick up two tennis players from Russia. They should have arrived by now. I saw you sitting over here and thought you might have seen them. I, well – don’t you have someone coming to pick you up?”


“No,” Jiang said. He explained his situation. 


Coach Duke nodded, glancing down at Jiang’s luggage and then back at him. “You only have these two bags?”


“Yes.”


Coach Duke was quiet for what seemed like hours. “Well, I’ll tell you what,” he said. “I can’t promise anything, but after I find the two students, I’ll see if there’s enough room in the van for you. I’ll come back and let you know, so stay right here until I come back. Okay?” 


Jiang nodded, though the next five minutes tested his calm. He was frustrated with himself; he should have arranged things better with ORU. He had just assumed someone would be there, foolishly taking the future for granted. Jiang fervently prayed that Coach Duke would be able to give him a ride.


When the coach finally returned with the two Russians, he smiled at Jiang and motioned for him to follow. “Come on, we’ve got room.”


The two bags suddenly felt much lighter. When they were driving away from the airport, the coach asked, “So John, where exactly am I taking you?”


“Oral Roberts University,” Jiang said.


“But where exactly? Are you staying in a dormitory on campus, or are you going to live in an apartment?”


Jiang felt the heaviness return. “I do not know where I will stay.”


In his assuring way, Coach Duke nodded his head. “Then you’ll be staying with us tonight. My wife’s already planned for two guests. We can just as well have three. You can sleep on our couch, and then tomorrow, I’ll take you where you need to go.”


Jiang felt humbled but grateful. “Thank you, sir. You are very kind. I believe God sent you to help me.”


Coach Duke smiled, conveying his Arkansas-bred hospitality. “You are most welcome, and you don’t have to call me ‘sir.’ ‘Coach’ is just fine. Next time, just say, ‘Thanks, Coach.’”


“Okay, thanks, Coach,” Jiang said. “And thank you for helping me improve my American English. I am in a new place now, so I have to face the music.”


“Face the music?” The coach chuckled, which prompted Jiang to express some more British idioms he had learned. The coach glanced at him. “What kind of English did they teach you over there in China?” 


Laughter spread throughout the van. Jiang and the two Russians began repeating other idioms they had learned from textbooks. “Cheap as chips.” “Cut the mustard.” “Easy peasy.”


“You guys are killing me,” Coach said.


“We’re killing you?”


 They all laughed harder. “Hope you guys are hungry. My wife’s fixing us a home-cooked meal – American style.”


Jiang’s smile widened. God had answered his prayer in a mighty way, sending a compassionate tennis coach to serve as host and guide. Jiang remembered what his friends in China had said to him before he left. As they had promised, the Lord was indeed taking care of him. 

Chapter 2 ~ Red Wine and Beet Root Juice


Had he been prone to lie – which was simply not an option – it would have been a good day to play sick. The 19-year-old American exhaled and put on his gloves and over-sized coat. For the past 20 minutes, Kevin Avery had been staring at the clock, dreading this Sunday morning of 1994. 


The Baptist church stood just across the street from the nursing home where he was living, but the Polish winter was unrelenting. Kevin had yet to see anything but shades of white on the ground, and he had been told that if he spit, the water would turn to ice before hitting the ground. He was sure this was an exaggeration, but he would wear his coat.



The American smiled at the church usher and attempted to say “good morning” in Polish, but Kevin could not understand the greeter’s reply. After a moment, he figured it had something to do with his coat. He saw that the Polish women were quietly hanging up their dark coats before entering the sanctuary. Kevin’s coat was bright blue with a yellow collar, and its bulkiness tended to get in the way, but he told the greeter in English, “Thanks, but I’m just going to wear it.”


The sanctuary was cold and stark but beautiful. The walls and ceilings were crafted from the same dark wood as the pews and altar. When the choir began to sing, they sang with a disciplined intensity of which Kevin had never witnessed in America. He wished he could understand the words. 


As he continued to watch the choir, Kevin knew he should be meditating on Christ, but his focus was on the Chlebinska girls. The middle one, Iwona, was the one who had told him the shocking news. Not only did the church use real wine for communion, but also, the members all drank from the same cup. He was not sure which was worse. Iwona had added with a grin, “The wine is excellent. Sometimes, I am tempted to drink more than a sip.”


Although Kevin did not believe the church had to replicate his communion experience in America – grape juice in individual cups, preferably disposable – this community cup was too much. Even if the alcohol managed to kill all the germs, which he doubted, he had grown up believing alcohol was akin to the devil. It was responsible for broken marriages and drunk driving. How Baptists in Poland could differ so vastly from Baptists in America was beyond him. And though he liked the 20-year-old Iwona, what she had said was practically anathema.   


When the pastor and deacons began to prepare the communion table, Kevin saw that there were actually three cups instead of one. But this new insight changed nothing. He moved to the back of the church. His plan was to hide in the corner to avoid any offense. Unfortunately, his coat stood out against the dark wood like a peacock. One of the deacons glared at him, but as horrible as that look was, Kevin was relieved the deacon did not offer him wine.


As soon as the service was over, Kevin left. Once inside the nursing home, he smiled at the ladies who spent their days staring at the windows, but he retreated to his room on the second floor. He threw his coat over the bed and put on his headphones. Michael W. Smith was singing, “Nobody knew his secret ambition. Nobody knew his claim to fame. He broke the old rules steeped in tradition ...”


Kevin was still listening to his Walkman when he joined the other Americans in the basement of the church. They were already eating mushroom and potato soup, the appetizer. Kevin seemed to be the only one who had gone back to his room before lunch.


“Oh, there he is,” said Mrs. Spain. She and her husband were serving as group leaders.


“Yeah,” Christy said. “We thought you must have gone off with the Chlebinska girls.”


Several laughed. Mr. Spain said, “How are you going to choose which one to marry?”


Kevin smiled but shook his head. “They’re just friends,” he said.


When Kevin put his Walkman next to his soup bowl, Sara said, “You’ve sure been listening to that a lot lately.”


“I guess so,” he said. He spooned some of the soup in his mouth. She was right. He had only brought a few cassettes, but he been listening to them for hours. In America, he seldom listened to music, but here, it was a good escape from culture shock.  

* * * * *


For this spring semester of 1994, the second floor was serving as a dormitory for nine students from Oklahoma Baptist University. During the day, the students took Polish classes, and in the evenings, they taught conversational English. The hope was that with native-speaking English teachers, the church could draw in new people. Although the church had 300 members, making it the largest Baptist church in Poland at that time, it was viewed with suspicion.


“Baptists here are seen as a cult,” the pastor said. 


Apparently, newspaper articles had printed false rumors, and when the ESL classes first began, a few nuns had stood in front of the church, warning people against entering. The Roman Catholic presence in Poland is so strong that prior to the collapse of the Soviet Union, the Communist government had greatly feared it. History proved this fear to be warranted. Under the leadership of Pope John Paul II, Polish himself, the Roman Catholic Church strongly supported the Solidarity Movement, which led to semi-free elections in 1989. This movement, in turn, helped lead to the collapse of the Soviet Union.   


However, even with the nuns’ presence in front of the Baptist church, crowds of people came. Kevin had originally prepared for one class, but with the arrival of so many people, he ended up teaching two classes. The Polish people were hungry for English. Fluency could translate into career opportunities and increased pay, and some Poles saw it as a means to get to America. 


One wealthy woman was willing to sacrifice everything if she could just get an American visa. Her teacher asked her, “Why would you want to give up everything? Here, you have a car and a nice home. In America, you would have to start completely over.”


This hard reality did not daunt her. She believed America was the only way she could live out her dreams. Likely, she would have financially compensated someone for a wedding proposal, but Kevin never tested this theory.

* * * * *


“Czesc, Kevin. Czesc. See my mouth?” Mrs. Dawidovic let him watch her mouth as she drew out the word. “Czesc. No, not ‘chest.’ Czesc.”


“Chest,” Kevin said again.


“No,” she said. “Czesc.”


“Chech.”


She shook her head, which added to Kevin’s frustration. He could not help it that pronunciation came difficult to him. As a child, he had to take a speech therapy class. He pronounced Rs as Ws. Also, until a month ago, he had judged Spanish to be difficult. However, compared with Polish, Spanish was practically English. Though Kevin could never get the trilled Rs just right, at least he could read basic Spanish. 


In Polish, the trilled Rs were not the most difficult thing. That category belonged to the /sh/ and /ch/ sounds. Depending on the shape of the mouth, a /sh/ could express different consonants. The same is true with /ch/. Kevin was ready to hang it up. The teacher had been trying to help him pronounce “czesc” for several weeks now. After all, it meant “hello” or “good bye,” depending on context. He needed to be able to pronounce it right.



When the Polish class ended, he was relieved. However, the relief was short-lived. Pastor Dawidovic came in the room. His arrival did not seem unusual; he was married to the Polish teacher. However, he did not seem himself. He usually entered with a joke or at least a smile, but now, there were no smiles. He spoke quietly. “Some of you chose not to worship with us Sunday.” 


The group became silent. Kevin knew he was referring to communion. 


“We are thankful you have come to Bialystok to teach English,” the pastor continued, “but if you want to minister with us, you need to take communion with us.”


With that, he left. The pastor might as well have stabbed Kevin’s heart. Kevin lowered his gaze. It distressed him that he had offended the pastor and probably several church members, but he was still struggling over the alcohol issue. When he was 11, he had been scandalized because his best friend’s parents kept a bottle of Ginger Ale in the refrigerator. Even though it was not alcohol, it looked like alcohol, and that was bad enough.


A single sip of wine does not make an alcoholic. Kevin realized this, but he had always been taught to avoid it all together. Human bodies are the temple of the Holy Spirit. To drink would be like spitting in the Spirit’s face. Did culture make that much difference? He knew Pastor Dawidovic was completely committed to serving Christ, and he knew pastors back home were equally committed, but they differed on this point.  


Kevin shifted in his chair. Life was becoming gray, uncomfortably gray. Living a Christian life used to seem so clear and simple. Now, he had to face the possibility that some of his beliefs were more cultural than biblical. He did not like it. 


Worse, his time in Poland had not been unfolding like he had imagined. Reality had yet to reflect his romanticized view of serving as a missionary. He had expected some sort of divine transformation once he stepped off the plane in Warsaw, but neither his faith nor his courage in Christ had grown. If anything, he felt like his Christian walk had taken several steps backward.

* * * * *


“So Kevin,” the mission pastor had said, “you wrote that your parents worked with Hispanic migrant workers in Southern California. Is that when you first got interested in missions?”


“Yeah,” he said. “I mean, I was pretty young when my parents started working with Chapel on Wheels. I think I was three or four when we first went, so I wasn’t thinking too much about missions then. My parents were really involved; my dad was my preschool teacher. I still remember him with the flannel graph and speaking Spanish to the other kids in the class. I wish I would have tried to learn Spanish then.”


“Chapel on Wheels. What’s that?”


“Oh, sorry. It was actually a bus from the 1950s. Curtis Boland – he’s the home missionary my parents helped – he used to drive it around Cawelo, playing music like an ice cream truck, picking up a whole bunch of kids. Cawelo’s a really small community just outside Bakersfield, California. It was pretty rundown, peeling white paint and rotten boards and such. The buildings were all lined up in rows, and two families shared each building. Cawelo actually used to be a Japanese camp during World War II.”


“I see.”


“Yeah, I know. It’s pretty terrible. I don’t think many people even know such places exist in America. But anyway, I saw families of eight or 10 or maybe even 15 people crammed into a one bedroom house. I don’t know how they survived that way. Their home couldn’t have been much bigger than my bedroom. 


“I’m not too proud of it now, but somehow, I thought I was better than the other kids. I don’t think it was because my brother and I were the only white kids. I guess it was because my family had money, at least in comparison. I remember once when I was six or seven, bragging that I had $25. It makes me cringe when I think of it now. I mean, a lot of those kids didn’t even have shoes – not good shoes anyway, and there I was, making them feel worse. I wish I could zap back in some kind of time machine and erase that.”


Rick Kunz nodded. “It would be nice if we could do that, but it’s why we need Christ’s grace. Thanks for sharing that. It sounds like that time in your life really made an impact. So what makes you want to go to Poland?”


Kevin was quiet for a few seconds, trying to give the best response. He really did want to go, and Rick would be giving a red or green light.


“When I first heard about it,” Kevin said, “I wasn’t really sure. I’ve wanted to do missions since I was about 10, but frankly, I always thought Eastern Europe sounded dark and dreary and maybe a little boring, and I certainly wouldn’t have picked a nursing home as my lodging. 


“When my mom heard that I was seriously thinking about living in a Polish nursing home, she knew God had to be working. She started laughing and said something like, ‘Well, in that case, I know Kevin’s supposed to go.’ So I didn’t want to go to Poland at first – I would have picked some place where they speak Spanish – but the more I thought about Poland, the more it seemed to fit. I don’t want to miss such an opportunity. I believe that God is working, and I want to join him in what he’s doing.”


Rick smiled and wrote something down. “It sounds like you’ve been through Experiencing God.”


Kevin nodded. In fact, he was currently going through the Bible study. There was a couple of weeks left. “It’s deepened my faith a lot. Actually, I’m not sure I’d be here right now if I weren’t going through it.”


“That’s great,” Rick said. “That’s really great. I’m glad you’ll be joining the team. I believe God’s going to do some amazing things in Poland.”

* * * * *


Now, the glass of dark red juice stood in front of him untouched. With each bite of potato or pork, the juice seemed to thicken. Kevin wondered how he was going to get it down. The thought of eating beets was bad enough, but drinking beet root juice? He knew he had to do it. Mrs. Chlebinska had gone to great lengths to make this dinner special. To avoid the drink would be an insult, and unlike the previous week, his reluctance to drink had nothing to do with a moral issue. 


“What’s wrong?” Iwona asked. “You don’t want to drink the juice?”


Kevin exhaled, wishing he could enhance subtlety. The 18-year-old sister, Aldonna, started to pick up the glass. “It’s not a problem,” she said. “We can get you water.”


His hand motioned for her to stop. “No, no,” he said. His fingers reached around the glass. “It’s fine; it’s fine. Thank you.”


However, now that the two sisters were watching him, he had no choice but to put the glass to his lips. He prayed, and the thick liquid ran down his tongue and throat. The girls started laughing. He managed to get some potato and pork down as a chaser, but it was too late. He was sure his face revealed the truth. Aldonna rattled off something in Polish, and the mother whisked in some water. “Drink the water,” Aldonna said. “It’s okay. It’s not a problem.”


Kevin nodded and drank the water. When Mrs. Chlebinska cleared the table, he felt terrible, but he was simply unable to drink any more beet root juice. Aldonna left to help her mother in the kitchen, and Iwona sat down in front of the 19-year-old American. 


“We had a man come to my English class,” Iwona said. “I think he is from Australia. So I asked my professor if you and the other Americans could come. All the students will want to meet you, and my professor said yes. I thought you could come on Friday.”


“Friday? I don’t know,” he said. “I’d have to ask Mr. Spain, but I doubt we could. We have Polish class in the mornings.”


“You couldn’t miss one day?”


Iwona was attending medical school, and it would have been interesting to visit the university, but he could not skip class. “No,” he said. “Not unless I have permission.”


“Why not? It would only be for two or three hours, and on the bus ride, I could teach you Polish that day. What do you want to learn? I could teach you some slang.”


“I can ask, but I doubt it.”


Iwona looked displeased, but no more was said about that. When Aldonna came back into the room, the subject took a major turn, catching Kevin off guard. “I do not understand why Americans put salvation into a list,” she said.


Kevin sat up. “What?”


“Americans, they are always saying you have to follow a list to find Jesus. Like a cooking list.”


Kevin could feel he was getting defensive, but he tried to stay receptive. He had never heard Aldonna speak her mind like this. She was always so soft-spoken, never complaining about anything. He took a drink of the water before saying, “I still don’t know what you mean.”


“If you want to know Jesus, they say you first do this and then you do that. Then you say a prayer, and then you are finished. Like if I cook soup.”


“Soup?”


“Yes. First, I boil water, then I put in meat, then I put in, in –” she stopped for a moment, searching for the word. “Mushrooms. Then when I finish cooking, we eat. I don’t understand why Americans do that to Jesus. We do not do that.” 


“Are you talking about the plan of salvation?”


“Whatever it is called, I do not like that. Jesus is not a list. What do you call that prayer?”


“You mean the sinner’s prayer?”


“Yes, the sinner’s prayer. You make it sound so, so – oh, I don’t know the word.” She said something to her sister, but Iwona did not seem to know either. “It does not matter.”


“What, you think it’s too much like a formula?”


“Yes, maybe. I don’t know. I think I have said too much already. See, I have made you mad.”


Kevin kept quiet. He wanted to say he wasn’t upset, but he was not sure that would be truthful. Her words were all so radical, yet they were not. He wanted to defend various evangelistic tools like the Roman Road; how else would you clearly guide someone to Christ? He agreed the sinner’s prayer was not a shortcut to heaven, but it was a good guide. 


At the same time, he had a vague sense that Aldonna’s words contained truth. They echoed some of the thoughts he had been wrestling with during the previous summer. He had concluded that without the context of knowing and following Jesus, the plan of salvation – and especially the sinner’s prayer – could be reduced to a Christian litmus test. Saying the “prayer” could become the standard of salvation instead of forsaking all and following Jesus. This conclusion caused him to question his experience as a child.  


As a seven-year-old, he had wanted to partake of the Lord’s Supper but could not. “Why can’t I drink the juice? I can’t even eat the cracker?” When he heard that his participation depended on him being a Christian, he began searching. “Then what do I do to become a Christian?”


On a Sunday afternoon in spring of 1982, he received answers from his mother. They were in their 1976 Ford van, waiting for his dad to return with some groceries. The discussion revolved around belief in Jesus. Though only a first grader, Kevin understood her to say a Christian believes that Jesus is the Son of God, that he died on the cross and rose again on the third day, and that he is the only way to get to God in heaven.


“That’s it?” he thought. He already believed these things. Why wouldn’t he? He completely trusted his parents, and they believed it. They had been reading Bible stories to him and his brother for as long as he could remember. He loved to hear about the lives of Joseph, David and Daniel. 


Also, he had been learning about Jesus in Sunday School on the Chapel on Wheels bus. When Brother Boland offered a new red leather King James Version Bible to anyone who could read John 3:16 out loud, Kevin was eager to “earn” it. The task proved too difficult for him; his reading was barely good enough to stumble through books like Go Dog Go or See Spot Run. He certainly could not read King James English. He could not even memorize John 3:16 like the older kids, though Brother Boland tried to help him learn it. Finally, one evening after about a month of trying, Brother Boland gave him the Bible. There was one stipulation. Kevin promised to read it when he was able. 


In that 1976 Ford van, with the guidance of his mother, Kevin prayed to “receive Christ into his heart.” He couldn’t wait until his dad returned to the van. “Dad, I’m a Christian now!”


However, when Kevin talked with Pastor Sid about the decision, the pastor was skeptical. “I’m not sure you’re ready for baptism yet,” he said. Pastor Sid led the church where Kevin’s family attended Sunday and Wednesday evenings. 


This reluctance was not what Kevin wanted to hear. “I am ready,” he said. “I prayed to be a Christian, so I need to be baptized. When can I be baptized?” 


On April 16, 1982, Kevin was baptized by Pastor Sid. Kevin never talked about his decision with the pastor again. However, during July 1993 when he was trying to remember that time in his life, Kevin wondered if the pastor’s hesitation had to do with his lack of repentance. Though he had said a prayer with his mother and again with Pastor Sid, Kevin could not remember truly repenting as a child.


This void of childhood repentance distressed him. How can one become a new creation without repentance? At the same time, he could not discredit his seven-year-old experience. With the faith of a young child, he had accepted as much as he could, and he had truly delighted in the things of Christ. According to Matthew 18, this is exactly the kind of faith that opens the kingdom of heaven. Although he never attempted to make Christ his number-one priority until a summer youth camp in 1989, he concluded that indeed, his new life began in 1982.


“Are you bored?” Iwona said.


“What?” Kevin said. “Oh. No, not bored. Sorry, I didn’t mean to phase out. I was just thinking about what your sister was saying.” He turned back towards Aldonna. “So if you don’t like the way American Christians present the gospel,” he said, “what you do suggest?” 


“I do not have a method,” she said. “I only have Jesus.”

* * * * *


Over the following weeks, Aldonna’s words grew louder in his mind. He had a lot of time to think as the OBU team traveled across Poland, visiting Baptist churches in cities like Warsaw, Krakow and Gdansk. Kevin was excited to visit these churches. He had heard about a glorious revival taking place, and he wanted to see it firsthand.


When he had attended a conference in Oklahoma prior to coming to Poland, the leaders said the Polish people were eager to embrace the gospel. The speakers had recently visited Poland themselves. With compassionate eyes, they shared about an experience where 80 people had come forward to receive Christ. However, for the Polish Christians, the experience left a bitter aftertaste.


“Yes, 80 people came forward that day,” a church member said through a translator, “but Americans do not understand our culture. It is tradition in the Catholic church to go forward every week for communion – whether it is heartfelt or not. So when the Americans asked the people to come forward if they wanted Christ, they did. They thought they were going to be given communion. Then the Americans went home all excited about the number of converts, leaving behind our small church to find these people and provide follow up. It was a difficult task, taking several months. Out of those 80 people, we only know of one who actually received Christ.”


When Kevin heard this, his strength fell. Quantity had swallowed quality. He was thankful at least one had become a born-again believer, but in relationship to the other 79, he had nothing to say but, “Oh, God, forgive us.”  


To add to this discouragement, Kevin soon heard that team supporters back home were displeased. It was not acceptable that the team had yet to convert anyone. Kevin did not talk with the supporters himself, so he did not know the heart behind their words. Hopefully, their message was only intended to be helpful, but what Kevin heard was that he and the rest of the team were doing it wrong and that it was their fault.


Communism was another shock. Having grown up in the Reagan era, Kevin could not see how anything good could come out of Communism. Yet a Polish pastor said, “In the manner of holiness, I think we did better under Communist rule. Before, pastors were driving an hour or more to join together for prayer. Our lives depended on that prayer. But now – now that we have the freedom to pray whenever we want – few pastors make the effort. There’s always something else needing attention.”   


For days as the team traveled back towards Bialystok, Kevin stared out the window, watching as the country passed by. Others were laughing, but he remained quiet, pensive. It was difficult to fathom how Communism and persecution in general could be a good thing. It also seemed crazy that a Baptist church would home-brew wine, and it was hard to hear all the frustrations expressed toward American Christians. Yet it was even harder not to be impacted by it all. Aldonna’s words kept coming back. “I only have Jesus.”


Kevin began to see himself in the mirror, and the scariest thing was, he felt like he had left Jesus behind in America. Horrified, he began pouring himself into Scripture, reading and rereading. He was conscious of how much his background affected his interpretation, so he tried to read as a stranger – as someone outside America and even the Baptist denomination. He wanted to read until he could only see Jesus Christ.


He was especially captivated by verses like Ephesians 5:18: “Do not get drunk on wine, which leads to debauchery. Instead, be filled with the Spirit.” He also focused on Paul’s charge in 1 Timothy 5:22b-23. “Keep yourself pure. Stop drinking only water, and use a little wine because of your stomach and your frequent illnesses.”


Kevin still opposed drunkenness, but he began to feel differently about wine itself, at least in the case of communion. He had not previously seen a connection between wine and health or between wine and purity. Although unintentional, his idea of purity had aligned itself with that of the Pharisees – legalistic and outward.


Feeling a heaviness of heart, Kevin prayed, “Lord, I’ve allowed my sense of right and wrong to become more important than worshiping you, more important than fellowshipping with other believers. I see I was in the wrong, and I realize I can’t live for you in my own strength. Please, forgive me and change me.”


In the coming weeks, Kevin was free to worship in spirit and truth. He could only understand a few Polish words in the worship service, but he could embrace the Spirit behind the prayers and songs. He listened intently to the sermons, picking up what he could. He at least could meditate on the passages being preached by Pastor Dawidovic, and the next time the communion cup was offered, Kevin received the wine. He still preferred grape juice, but he was ready to surrender his cultural legalism to Jesus.    


When the semester ended, and it came time to leave Poland, Kevin realized he still viewed life through an American lens. However, when he said “goodbye” to Pastor Dawidovic and his wife, he could say “czesc” with gratitude. Also, he could tell others, “I didn’t do much good for the Polish people, but God used Poland to change me.” 

