Man’s Math,

Aftermath,

and God’s Math
by Ralph V Harvey
Man’s Math

For which of you, intending to build a tower, sitteth not down first, and counteth the cost, whether he have sufficient to finish it? Lest haply, after he hath laid the foundation, and is not able to finish it, all that behold it begin to mock him, saying, This man began to build, and was not able to finish. Luke 14:28-30

Sadly, there are many examples of people who jump headlong into projects and even careers without such considerations. They are often driven by competition from others or enticed by advertising that tells them that they can afford and even deserve whatever their heart desires. All they need is a plastic card. 

I recall seeing a large sign on an empty lot which read, “Future Home of the [….] VFW. Watch us grow!” I left out the locality to save possible embarrassment. The problem with the sign was that year after year, the lot remained unchanged except for the accumulation of discarded trash and undergrowth. The billboard was beginning to rot and the paint was peeling. One day as I drove by, I saw that someone with a paint brush had added one word. It now read, “Watch us grow weeds!”

I worked with many youth during four decades of missionary service in Europe and noticed that much more attention is given to employment preparation than here in America. After the base education similar to our elementary schools, students choose a specialized trade school or college prep school. When they are finished, they usually receive an apprenticeship which takes them through several stages. A beginner is called a ”Lehrling” in German and when he or she is ready for employment, they are called “Gesellen”. One can continue working and studying to become a “Master.” The Master must have a specified number of years experience to become a supervisor or instruct others. In order to found and operate a business and hire employees, other training is required. 

Although most missons require candidates to have some sort of Bible education, preparation for foreign missions is primarily a matter between the mission organization and prospective missionary. 

In America, we have the saying, “Do the math!” which can mean almost anything to anyone. Another saying is “Count the cost!” In most cases, it is up to the individual missionary to decide what that entails. My missionary calling and sending was primarily my own responsibility before God. It all began with salvation, but in most Christian circles that simply means to “get saved” or “make a decision for Christ.” Getting baptized and joining a church were personal choices after praying and studying God’s Word. I heard reports and stories from veteran missionaries, but my decision to become a missionary, the choice of a mission, field of service and the type of ministry were also personal choices made under the Lord’s leading and prodding. Of course there were a few suggestions and other factors that God used along the way to help me recognize his leading. I can only say that when I did my math, I was just a novice feeling my way! Incidentally, raising support was also our own obligation.

Aftermath
Following a natural catastrophe, accident or disaster, people talk about the “aftermath.” I can’t think of any usage of that word today that has a positive ring to it, but we lived about ten years in a farming community in German-speaking Austria and I often heard farmers use this term. I assumed that the word had been borrowed from English like many others in use today, but I learned something from an etymology website! 

The term “aftermath” originated in Germanic agricultural communities of Europe and was commonly used among the Amish and Mennonites who migrated to America. The word “after” is a German term for “behind.” We use that word in a

similar manner. The second part of this word is “math” and it has nothing to do with mathematics. It was a dialect term that referred to a mowing of hay or grass. It was originally spelled “maht” and pronounced “maat.” Mowers, who used scythes, took great pride in doing neat work and would poke fun at mowers who did a sloppy job, saying that they left an “aftermaht.” So much for the etymology lesson!

We departed by ship for Europe as missionaries in July, 1964. It was 9 years after the end of the Allied occupation of Austria and the nation was still recovering from the aftermath of WW II. 

God’s Math
Before we departed for Europe, we “did the math” and it didn’t look good for us. We were told that the cost of living in Europe was higher than in the USA. I had been earning $400 per week as a carpenter and Verna had been substitute teaching in public schools. Our total monthly income as missionaries would be only $212 for a couple with one child. Although the math didn’t look good, we fared quite well thanks to God’s Math.

We have always attempted to live within our means and it has usually been possible. A few times, however, we calculated wrong and mistakes were seldom in our favor! It never ceases to amaze us, how God does His Math. He doesn’t abide by the rules that we use, yet it is always accurate, correct and good. There were times when we “did the math” carefully and correctly, yet it came out bad. I am not just talking about money! We ended up with an aftermath situation and began to wonder how we got there and how we would ever get out of the mess. When we prayed and asked God for help, he did His Math and everything worked out just fine! 

When we arrived in Austria in 1964, the US Dollar had an exchange value of 26 Austrian Schillings and living expenses seemed reasonable. A man’s haircut cost 10 Schillings or about 40 cents. We had no car in the first year and public transportation in Vienna was very cheap. When we bought a small 18 x 27-inch under-the-counter refrigerator for our apartment, our land-lady told a visiting friend, “These Americans are rich!” Few Austrians could afford such luxury and bought groceries daily so they wouldn’t spoil. 

In those years, we lived and served by faith and God changed circumstances to help us survive and get the job done. Modern missions often functions quite the opposite. Circumstances and conditions determine how much support the missionary needs to raise.  

This Missionary’s Assessment of Missions Today

I feel that I am in a good position to assess past and present missionary endeavors. We have had decades of experience “on both ends,” on the front lines and on the home front. I served many years as Field Director for Austria and Eastern Europe. Since retirement in 2002, we are back in New Jersey. Our church has a great missions program and I have been privileged to serve as Missions Chairman for a number of years. 

I will share just one recent story and trust that readers will not misunderstand. A missionary family that our church supports began a church planting ministry on a remote Pacific island. Within several years, they had four children, including an adopted native boy. Soon after that, health issues began to fill their prayer letters. A child broke his leg and the adopted boy was diagnosed with a rare disease. In order to get quality health care, medical evacuation by air was necessary - for the children and a parent. Then, the missionary wife developed a medical condition that needed professional attention. The entire family returned to the US for an extended leave.
I understand the situation and am not passing judgment. We helped them through their trials with extra gifts. Fifty years ago, however, those missionaries would have had no other choice but to do as the nationals did under such circumstances. Of course, missionaries had and still have the most effective option – prayer! 

We were Romans 12:1-2 missionaries in the sixties. We just “presented our bodies a living sacrifice” and God did amazing things for and through us. That was the common understanding of what missionaries were supposed to be like 60 years ago. Serving in teamwork with God was exciting, but not always easy. We had to be inventive and creative, seeking ways to accommodate new situations and handle the unexpected. We often had to deal with aftermath but also learned to expect God’s provision. It is only recently that I have begun calling this “God’s Math.” We did the math using logic, normal expectations and the mathematics that we learned in school. Sometimes, it worked out well and we could praise God for his blessings. If it resulted in an aftermath, we learned to trust God to bring us through that as well. God’s Math goes far beyond our own math, however. All things work together for good to them who love God, to them who are the called according to his purpose. Romans 8:28. 

Math and Offspring

God commanded us to be fruitful and multiply. When we became missionaries in Austria, we prayed and carefully did the math when it involved our mission work. There were some matters, however, that never entered our minds, like how our work might affect our children’s futures. So God did His Math for us. Our children grew up in a different culture and got 12 years of education in Europe, but attended college in America. They are what missiologists call “third culture kids.” Thankfully, they all committed their hearts and lives to the Lord, but that can not be taken for granted. 

Ralph Jr. graduated from Geneva College with a Computer Science degree in 1986  and has worked over three decades as Computer Programs Supervisor for PENN DOT. He is also involved in his church, and whenever I have computer problems, he fixes them! 

Richard, graduated from Bob Jones University with a degree in Missions. In 1991, he joined our mission and returned to the land of his birth as a missionary. After a couple of years, Richard married and had to resign from the mission. Neither Richard nor his lovely Austrian wife, Martina needed language training, but mission requirements demanded that both marriage partners have a Bible School education and be full-time missionaries. 

What might have been viewed as aftermath was more than compensated by God’s Math. Martina is a school teacher with many opportunities to share her faith. Richard spent the next ten years working in an institution for physically and mentally challenged persons. There are missions that also do this, but as with Martina, his salary was provided by the Austrian government. They continue to serve the Lord in Austrian churches. They helped one of our mission church plants become indigenous and he assisted in the construction of a lovely new edifice in the city of Vöcklabruck. 

Becky had a year of Bible college in England, one year at Columbia Bible College and two years at BJU. She married a computer geek named David Pallmann, whose four Grandparents all spoke native German! 

That is just the beginning too! We have seven grandchildren and are eager to see how God’s Math plays out in their lives. Several have already expressed an interest in missions.

On one of our visits to Austria after retiring, two of Richard’s children, Julia and Benjamin, wanted Opa to play school with them. They shut me in the playroom and locked the door. After setting up a chalkboard and handing me chalk, Julia demanded that I teach them. I had them sit on the floor and wrote on the chalk board, 1+1=? Before I was finished both kids shouted, “Two!” I tried to look stern and said, “Wrong!” That started an argument and I asked how they could argue with their teacher. Benjamin spoke up, “How much do you think it is then?” I replied, “The correct answer is six.” There was more argumentation and finally, I said, “One hen plus one rooster had four baby chicks.” There were groans and accusations of the teacher not playing fair. Then I said, “This is no longer playing school, but real life!” I then wrote on the board, 6+1= . After some hesitation, Julia asked, “Wouldn’t it be seven?” I replied, “No, but you are not thinking real life. You need to know what the numbers stand for. There are six chickens and one hungry fox.” Benjamin shouted, “Zero!” I again corrected him “The fox is still there!” After that, I let them give the calculations and they even came up with a few good ones using multiplication and division symbols. Incidentally, Martina told me later that a colleague at school asked, “What on earth is your Father-in-Law teaching his Grandchildren?”

Math and Missions 

Most missionaries today are project orientated. Many are “church planters” while others specialize in children’s ministry, teach in a Christian school or seminary, or they serve in support ministries such as media or Missionary Aviation. These all “do their math.” They prayerfully consider needs, set goals and calculate costs or risk. While it is true that our objective is the salvation of the lost and all should be witnesses, I have never met a missionary who claimed that his missionary job was witnessing. 

Missionaries develop a “field strategy” with specific goals, but sometimes the objective is not attained. Our human inclination when that happens is to consider our efforts a failure and view the undesired results as aftermath. This is when we must learn to trust God’s promise that All things work together for good to them who love God, to them who are the called according to his purpose. (Romans 8:28). Certainly we must prayerfully plan and prepare, but this is where missionaries learn that all is not lost if we have sought to do God’s will according to the great commandment as given by Christ in Matthew 22:38-40: Jesus said unto him, Thou shalt love the Lord thy God with all thy heart, and with all thy soul, and with all thy mind. This is the first and great commandment. And the second is like unto it, Thou shalt love thy neighbour as thyself. On these two commandments hang all the law and the prophets. We can be thankful that it is ultimately God’s Math, which gives victory.  
This is of course true for all believers and not just for missionaries, but when comfortably nestled in a church with many other believers, there seems to be much less aftermath. Most programs are well organized and led by dedicated and gifted persons. Evangelistic meetings or church services may be poorly attended and few respond to the invitation, but seldom is anything viewed as aftermath. It has to be something really bad, like the pastor being taken to court and exposed as a pedophile, to consider it aftermath!
When there were problems on the mission field in the sixties and seventies, communication with the home base was slow and outsiders could not understand the complexities of foreign situations, so help could not be expected soon. Raising support for special projects was also very difficult. Modern missionaries depend more on training, available finances, methods, organization and proper tools. They are more likely to call for assistance when things are not going well. They usually have insurance, a back-up plan or at least a good excuse to cover aftermath. 

Today the typical young person decides on a career based on his or her gifts, abilities and training. If the person senses God’s calling, he or she checks carefully before responding. Many missionaries commit to short term ministries, but they are often willing to extend their service later if it works out well. If they experience an aftermath, they can always return to secular employment without it harming their Christian testimony. 

Ministry objectives and goals depend on funds, family, health, time and circumstances. Communication is instant and help is available at the press of a cell phone button. There is still plenty of room for faith, but all too often, Christians take the easiest, cheapest or most traveled road. Long-term goals are unpopular with both missionaries and their supporters. People are anxious to see returns on their investment of money, time and prayer. 

God’s Math is Nothing New

God’s Math has been around for millenniums, but it was a neglected and overlooked orphan without a name. Missionaries often speak of “serendipity,” but I think God’s Math fits better.  Serendipity is understood as a stroke of good luck or chance, but when God does His Math it is definitely not luck or chance! Aftermath never has a positive meaning, but God’s Math is just the opposite and is always positive. Allow me to explain.

“Church Planting” is a popular term for what many missionaries do. We first evangelize, sharing the gospel of Jesus Christ with others. We share it in many ways, through witnessing, preaching, through literature or media. Our actions and life style are of utmost importance in the effort of winning others to Christ. If we are successful, we begin to plant a church. 

In all these areas, we carefully “do the math” but church planting missionaries can get discouraged when their math doesn’t produce the results that they expected. They planned prayerfully and formulated a “strategy” but the results are at times unlike what was expected. When this happens, the missionary can get disappointed and even discouraged. Some remain despondent for months or years and a few quit and return to the rat race. They may vow to never again commit to do anything for God, but I assure you that with God, you can always expect and rejoice in His Math. In the “civilized” rat race, there is also much disappointment and plenty of aftermath, but without God, you cannot expect His Math. It is like dessert following a meal, you soon forget that the roast was a little overdone or that the potatoes needed salt. 

No matter how much planning we do or effort we expend, we can not rule out the possibility of failure or disappointment. What we do or how we react when things don’t go our way is crucial. God always has a reason for such and he often includes it in his blueprints which Satan cannot see and God may even withhold from us. Our human nature makes us greedy for attention and praise. If God always permitted us to accomplish what we set out to do, we would likely become proud and even boastful. Personal failures and disappointments keep us humble and close to God. 

Pause to consider for a moment the options that God has and those which we may have. Our personal gifts, experience and abilities are limited, but God’s are unlimited. When we are trying to faithfully obey and honor God, Satan becomes our bitter foe. He will do all in his power to defeat us and thereby God. When calculations are not working out and people or events seem to have destroyed any progress that we have made, we may get discouraged and that makes Satan happy.  Even if we are faithfully doing God’s will, we often experience aftermath. It may be caused by our own failures, or it could be the enemy that “sowed tares among the wheat.” This is when we need to seek and expect God’s Math. We can wholeheartedly welcome it in our ministries. When all things work together for good, God gets the glory and we rejoice. If  all our plans and aims are attained, we may get recognition from men, but anything that goes wrong will also be blamed on us. We don’t have all the answers and we don’t know the future, but God does. If we are seeking to please God, we will do the math and also rejoice in His Math.
Examples
If you follow the dotted lines that mark the Apostle Paul’s missionary journeys, you will see lots of zigs and zags. In 1 Thessalonians 2:18, Paul wrote, "…we would have come unto you, even I Paul, once and again; but Satan hindered us." In Acts 16:6-10, Luke wrote of Paul and his colleagues,  "Now when they had gone throughout Phrygia and the region of Galatia, and were forbidden of the Holy Ghost to preach the word in Asia, After they were come to Mysia, they assayed to go into Bithynia: but the Spirit suffered them not. And they passing by Mysia came down to Troas. And a vision appeared to Paul in the night; There stood a man of Macedonia, and prayed him, saying, Come over into Macedonia, and help us. And after he had seen the vision, immediately we endeavoured to go into Macedonia, assuredly gathering that the Lord had called us for to preach the gospel unto them."

How did Paul know the difference between Satan's hindering and God's intervention? I am not sure that he knew at the time. These words were penned after he had the vision of the man in Macedonia.

Finally, my brethren, be strong in the Lord, and in the power of his might. Put on the whole armour of God, that ye may be able to stand against the wiles of the devil. For we wrestle not against flesh and blood, but against principalities, against powers, against the rulers of the darkness of this world, against spiritual wickedness in high places. Wherefore take unto you the whole armour of God, that ye may be able to withstand in the evil day, and having done all, to stand (Ephesians 6:10-13). 

We can carefully do the math, plan and lay out the best strategy ever, and we can put on the whole armor of God; but the Lord may lead us to do something entirely different. We should never view this as aftermath. It is God’s Math. Our math was perhaps done correctly and we served to the best of our ability. Even if all seems to have been in vain, we can stand tall and expect God’s Math. 

Joseph’s absolute faith in God’s Math never ceases to amaze me! After being sold as a slave and being wrongly imprisoned, Joseph continued to serve God faithfully, trusting in God’s Math. Even after being elevated to the second highest position in Egypt, Joseph’s efforts to save lives and obtain nourishment for the Egyptians must have been troubling. The result for Egyptians was total socialism, and after his death, Israel became Egypt’s slaves! But God blessed the Israelites and led them to the promised land. We have the entire story in our Bibles. Read about God’s Math yourself! 

We are tempted to wonder how Paul and Silas could sing praises to God after being beaten until they were bleeding and hurting all over and then locked into the stocks! God sent an earthquake that loosened their chains and opened the prison doors but Paul reasoned that God must have a greater plan for Philippi than simply freeing a couple of missionaries. Paul trusted in God’s Math and he wasn’t disappointed. The prison keeper and his family were converted and a vibrant church was planted in that important city.

Personal Experience

After our retirement from Austria, I attended the funeral of a church trustee and good friend whom God had greatly blessed with this world’s goods. His only child had already died and he was now separated from what he had lived and worked for all his adult life. The thought came to me that much of what I worked for all my life would remain with me for eternity! Like that saying goes,

“Only one life, twill soon be past; only what’s done for Christ will last.”
Soon after that, I attended a Home Coming Conference of Avant Missionaries and one of the speakers said, “Missionaries do not just evangelize and plant churches; they start movements!”
As I began to think about our past ministries, I realized how right that speaker was! God has permitted me to live long enough to experience many blessings. He has helped us deal with aftermath, but we have also experienced God’s Math. And the best is yet to come! God helped us start movements and they are still in motion, growing and multiplying!  I want to share something I wrote a few years ago to illustrate this. 

-------------------------+-----------------------------

The Apples in a Seed
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If you show people an apple and ask them what they are thinking, they would likely say, “I’m hungry.”
Slice the apple and ask what they see. They might reply, “seeds.”

Most people are consumers and see little value in seed. They just eat their apples and toss the core into the garbage. They prefer seedless melons and oranges and if they had their way, they would eliminate seed altogether. Many don't want children, so abortions are common.
If I were to show half of an apple to Jesus, he would see more than something to eat. And he doesn’t just see the seed. He would see trees in those seeds, and in the trees, he would see more apples with more seeds -- entire orchards, in fact! In the prayer of Jesus in John 17:20, we read: Neither pray I for these alone, but for them also which shall believe on me through their word. 

Anyone can count the seeds in an apple, but only God knows how many apples are in a seed! 

Fruit and Seed in the Bible

The Bible has much to say about seed and fruit. When God created the world, he declared that all seed-bearing herbs and fruit were for human consumption (Genesis 1:29). Adam and Eve were commanded to be fruitful and multiply. Noah likewise. God promised Abraham that in his seed, all the earth would be blessed. He covenanted with David, that a Savior of the world would come from his seed.

In the parable of the sower (Matthew 13), some seed withered and died or was choked by weeds, but other seed fell on good soil, grew and produced much fruit. The sower's objective was not getting rid of seed, but discovering fruitful soil and reaping a bountiful harvest. 

In John 12:24 Jesus speaks of the kernel of wheat which dies and is buried in the ground in order to produce much fruit.

John 15 gives us the parable of the vine and the branches, on which we are to bear fruit, more fruit, much fruit and lasting fruit ("that remaineth"). 
Jesus spoke of a tiny mustard seed that grew into a huge tree in Mark 4:30-32. He said that the kingdom of God is like that!
America and Apples

The old adage, "An apple a day keeps the Doctor away" may be an overstatement but throughout the ages, people have known that eating apples is healthy for you. Scientists and nutritionists have studied the apple and a whole field of study called "pomology" has emerged. More and more evidence is piling up in support of the apple. It is low in calories and high in fiber, especially important in today’s fast-paced society. And there is absolutely no sodium or cholesterol in apples. So, you can munch apples to your "hearts" content!

If you ask anyone on the street to name a food specialty of Italy, Germany, France or Japan, they could probably give you a quick reply. Ask them to name an American food specialty, and there is hesitation or silence. Hamburgers and frankfurters may be quite popular, but they are clearly of German origin and consumed with French fries. There are pizzerias everywhere, but everyone knows that pizza is Italian.

Nutrition experts have conjectured that succotash and apple pie may be the only true food specialties of American origin, and succotash originated with native Americans.

New York City is called “The Big Apple” and few New Yorkers can tell you why. I have been told that the phrase was coined by big bands that played on Broadway. They referred to cities as apples and New York was "the big apple."
 
In the late seventies, a couple of youth, both named Steve, started building computers in a garage. When the question arose what to call them, Steve Jobs took a “byte” out of his apple and gave it an all-American name. America loves apples!

Apples are very American and to a large extent, we can thank the legendary Johnny Appleseed for this fact. John Chapman (few people knew his real name) was born September 26, 1774, two years before our nation was founded. He roamed all over the untamed continent, planting apple trees and lauding the nutritional value of its fruit. He also distributed Bibles and Christian books.

Another American, Malcolm Little (as with Johnny Appleseed, his last name is hardly known), was famous for his statement, "Violence is as American as apple pie." Better known as Malcolm X, he became a leader of the "Nation of Islam" and an outspoken champion of black nationalism. Unfortunately, Malcolm X became a victim of the violence he championed in 1964.

America has a rich spiritual heritage. We are indebted to God and the founders of our great nation to pass this heritage on to our children, our neighbors and to the rest of the world. Unfortunately, most Americans are obsessed with "getting" and a few resort to violent means to get what they want. We need a new generation of Johnny Appleseeds, who share their blessings and spread the good seed of God’s Word.
Two Books 

Lloyd Mattson published a book in 1983 titled, The Apples in a Seed. It was the story of Camp Haluwasa, located in Hammonton, New Jersey. Camp founder, Charlie Ashmen, unpacked the first box of books at a Haluwasa banquet. He took out the first copy, signed it and called one of the guests to the front of the hall. Charlie then turned to the audience and introduced his unsuspecting guest, "This is one of the first seeds germinated by the Holy Spirit at Camp Haluwasa back in 1956. On page 64 of this book, under the heading, 'Campers of Yesterday,' you will find Ralph Harvey's testimony. Ralph and his wife Verna have served two decades as missionaries in Europe. I want to present the first copy of this book to Ralph." 
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Just One Seed
That memorable experience got me to thinking and calculating. The seed that was sown in the heart of a rebellious teenager back in 1956 soon began to multiply. I first became involved with the church youth. After graduation from college and getting married, we began missionary service in Europe. The seed continued to multiply in accordance to God’s Math. Occasional aftermath provided the fertilizer (compost) needed for growth!

In Austria, we planted churches, conducted evangelistic meetings and operated a youth center with a rehabilitation program for drug addicts 1972-79. We began mimeographing a youth magazine titled “Salzstreuer” (salt spreader) until the mimeograph quit – aftermath? No, God’s Math kicked in. A church in New York heard about the problem and gave us $500 for a printing press. A few days later, I found a classified ad for an offset press and checked it out. The widow of a printer needed to get rid of her deceased husband’s print shop and sold me everything for $450! I sold what I didn’t need for enough to buy what was needed. That was God’s Math! 

In 1974, I began printing our magazine and was soon swamped with requests to print for other ministries. I produced much literature for missions and evangelism, but a large portion of the literature, including Bible portions was smuggled through the Iron Curtain into Eastern Europe. In early 1982, a conglomerate of several mission agencies working in Eastern Europe approached me and asked if I would agree to print ten million Dollars worth of literature over the next ten years. They would provide the building and donate any equipment needed. After much prayer, we decided that this was not a part of God’s Math and turned it down. The Iron Curtain that separated Europe collapsed soon afterward and large Eastern European printers that used to print Communist propaganda were printing Christian literature at half of what it cost in Western Europe! God’s Math!


In 1984, we founded the Austrian Bible Institute. I joined forces with one of the graduates, to found an Austrian youth organization. In a few years time, there were 60 clubs scattered around Austria and neighboring countries were requesting help in founding their own groups. Just prior to our retirement from Austria, we helped conduct the first training camp for youth workers in Slovakia with participants from nine nations! This youth organization recently celebrated its 25th Anniversary and is now established in 17 nations of Europe! God is still doing His Math!


We worked with refugee children and conducted Bible classes in an Austrian refugee camp. An Albanian named Arben was saved and enrolled in our Bible Institute. He graduated in 1993, joined a mission and returned to his homeland to help start a church in the city of Kukes. The daughter of missionary friends who had graduated from a German Bible Institute also went to Albania to serve as a missionary. We did our math and wrote her a personal letter of encouragement. We “mentioned in passing” that one of our graduates was also serving in Albania. If she “happened to run into him somewhere”, she should give him our greetings. She wrote back, “Please don’t break the news to my parents yet, but Arben and I will soon be announcing our engagement!” That was God’s Math!
Under Communist rule, all religion had been banned and Albania was the only officially declared atheist nation in the world. But the church in Kukes was soon established and growing. They purchased a property and built a church, but were stalled because no one knew how to put a roof on the six-sided building! I convinced my brother Dave, a fellow missionary, a member of our Ampflwang church and my wife (as cook) to help with the roof. We flew to Albania in 2000 and the “impossible roof” was finished in two weeks. We read that Albania now has the fastest growing evangelical population in Europe! All of the 40-plus believers in Kukes are converted Muslims and hardly a month passes without another Albanian being added to the church. More of God’s Math!


Eternity alone will reveal how much fruit came from one seed that was germinated at Camp Haluwasa in 1956!

We retired from Missionary service in Austria in 2002, but the seed that God planted in the heart of this rebellious teenager back in 1956, is still multiplying today! Never in our wildest imaginations could we have envisioned all that when we did our math, developing a mission strategy! 

God’s Math goes far beyond all our planning and calculations! All things work together for good to them who love God, to them who are the called according to his purpose. Romans 8:28

God’s Math in Our Missionary Work

After completing language study in the summer of 1966, we were invited to spend three months in a town called Ampflwang. Can you think of another word that has five consecutive consonants? We were to care for a new church plant while the missionaries took a short furlough in England. We could stay in the missionaries’ apartment – free! We did our math and decided that this would be a good way to get to know Austrian Christians while practicing our German. And we wouldn’t be paying rent!

Then came the first aftermath experience of our missionary career. The missionaries didn't return and even resigned from their mission! The mission in England asked us to stay until they could find a replacement. We had grown to love the people of this small but growing church. The children and youth works were especially encouraging. My first ministry after conversion was helping with a boys club in our home church. My extension ministry during study at Bob Jones University was with physically and mentally challenged kids. Our first ministry in Austria was a kids club with Gypsy children in Vienna. We again did the math, checked with our mission and told the British Mission Director that we could stay until the beginning of 1968 when our first furlough was due. 

The year 1967 was a very good year. Membership increased and I started boys clubs in two towns that were enthusiastically attended. I gave the boys Bible lessons but we also built rowboats together. I then promised them a camping trip to a lake in summer. We had no money, but someone donated an older car and I taught the boys how to make repairs. We not only overhauled the engine, but repaired rust places and repainted the car. We sold it for enough money to pay our camping expenses. 

Toward the end of 1967, the British Mission said that they had not found anyone to take our place. Could we please stay? The believers were also begging. We said that we would be taking our furlough in the US from February 9 through the end of September. The mission found a missionary who agreed to care for the church while we were in America and we were happy that we could at least leave our personal effects in the apartment. We also promised to return and serve the church until the end of 1968 if needed. 

We returned to Austria at the end of September, 1968 and little seemed to have changed. We reminded the believers and mission leaders that we would only continue serving in Ampflwang to help the church become indigenous. The Mission Director said emphatically, "We will never give up our mission station!" We began to pray and search for another place to serve. We also prayed much for the church in Ampflwang.

In November, we received a telegram from the mission Director in England asking us to pick up the new missionaries in Salzburg at the railway station on November 26th. Neither the church nor we had been informed and we soon found ourselves dealing with two months worth of aftermath! 

We picked up the new couple as requested and brought them to our apartment. They had almost no money and only suitcases of clothing. The Husband spoke no German but said that his wife was born in Austria and could translate his sermons. First, however, they were traveling to her parents in southern Austria. They were not sure when they would return. 

We assumed that they would at least spend the holidays with the wife’s parents, but after two weeks of skiing, they returned to Ampflwang on December 22. They showed us a letter from the Mission Director in which he said that we were to move out immediately and turn the ministry over to their missionaries. 

We had two pre-school boys and Verna was four months pregnant with our third child. Getting “kicked out” at Christmas time reminded us of Joseph and Mary on that first Christmas in Bethlehem. On December 23, after conducting the Church Christmas program, we left most of our earthly possessions and a decorated tree in the apartment and drove 35 miles in a snowstorm to stay with mission co-workers. Four adults and five children were squeezed into three rooms for over a month, but we had great fellowship and the children were delighted to have playmates. After a month, the Linz Baptist Church urged us to stay in its youth room, where we spent another month. Verna was six months pregnant with our daughter when we finally found an apartment on March 1. 
God was still doing His Math! I was asked to be youth leader in the Linz Baptist Church and that included responsibility for three daughter church plants in Enns, Steyr and Passau. The Pastor contracted a serious illness and was quarantined, so I inherited his pastoral duties for a year! That was expecting a lot from a 28-year-old foreigner, but the Lord was gracious. We soon became much involved in discipleship, national church and youth organizations and events, which helped prepare us for what was yet to come. The work in Linz led to a printing operation and I was asked to serve on various national committees. I became well acquainted with Christians and church leaders all over Austria.

We spent the next ten years planting churches in Upper Austria. During that time, the missionaries who had followed us in Ampflwang left and the church was again without a shepherd for over a year. Several times, the church asked us to return, but we couldn't under the present conditions. The Mission in England finally sent another couple but the church would have been better off without a pastor. He ran up unpaid bills and drank beer with men of the town, "hoping to get them saved." After a couple of years he left his wife and two kids and took off to Germany with a teenage girl from the youth group. The situation was total aftermath! 

Again and again, the church in Ampflwang begged us to return. A deacon asked, "What could cause you to change your minds?" I wrote them a lengthy letter giving five major reasons why we couldn't come. The Nr. 1 reason was because of the damage others had done to the church's reputation. Nr. 2, was because God was blessing our present ministries and we had no reason to leave. The third reason was that our children had already changed schools too often. It would be too hard on our family. Fourth, we reminded them that the mission which owned the property had "kicked us out on Christmas Eve" because they disagreed with our mission strategy. Fifthly, we said that our mission would never permit us to return to a messy situation like that. 

In addition, I wrote that there were several conditions that would have to be met for us to return. The mission in England would have to whole-heartedly invite us to come and agree to our plans to help the church become indigenous. The church had split under the predecessor and we insisted that both sides come together and give a 100% united vote for us to return. We would insist that every single member commit to some ministry according to needs, gifts and abilities. We promised to be in prayer that God would meet the churches’ needs and urged them to do the same.

Within a few months, God himself removed all but one of our five reasons and every single condition was met! We and the church members were absolutely amazed! Big changes took place in the mission leadership in Great Britain. Several Board members had resigned, the mission Director was replaced and the new Director had a vision for planting indigenous churches that was nearly identical to mine. The church in Linz got a new pastor who was making a number of changes that we objected to. The daughter church in Steyr was close to becoming indigenous. They had saved money toward purchasing property, but the new pastor in Linz conscripted the money to pay for projects in the mother church. We needed to get out of that situation. Regarding the children’s schooling, we realized that the two boys would be changing schools anyway. Ralph Jr. was graduating from Elementary School and would be attending High School in the Black Forest Academy. Richard was changing from the “Volksschule” to the “Hauptschule.” The move would only affect Becky, but when she heard of a possible move to Ampflwang, she almost cheered. She loved horseback riding and Ampflwang was Europe’s Nr. 1 riding town with over 600 horses and many miles of forest trails. Our own mission said that they respected our wisdom and would agree to whatever we decided. Only the matter of the church’s reputation remained on the table. What about all that aftermath?

After much thought and prayer, we decided to accept the invitation. It was unheard of for a pastor to return to a church a second time, but we had to recognize God’s finger in all that had transpired. 

Homecoming

We expected that our most difficult task would be regaining a measure of respect in the community after all the bad relationships that had been made by the former pastor. We were pleasantly surprised, however. Nearly everyone seemed to be genuinely friendly toward us, treating our return to Ampflwang as a sort of "Homecoming." 

Businessmen said that they were very impressed with the church, which had paid most of the debts incurred by their former pastor. Neighbors told us how happy they were that we had returned to the town and church. A complete stranger stopped me one day, as I was walking through town. He gave me a warm welcome and was full of praise for the leaders of the church. He declared that their local priest was more of a scoundrel than our predecessor, but there was nothing they could do about it. Two church elders were elected to the City Council and one of them was also selected to serve on the Board of a local bank which was closely aligned to the opposing political party! Nothing like that had ever happened in the town and perhaps not in all Austria!

The church kept its part of the discipleship agreement and soon several men were helping with the preaching, while others led the services.  Every member was given a specific job or responsibility. These included tending the church literature table, cleaning the church, keeping up bulletin boards and the church showcase, visitation, picking up people for meetings, teaching Sunday School, helping with youth and children's meetings, and much more. I insisted that one of the men preach at least once a month. I never once had to lead a church service or weeknight service unless the person in charge had suddenly become ill. God had been doing His Math!
Our Installation Service

The church insisted on throwing a big party for our installation service which was set for September 9, 1979. Many pastors, churches and friends were invited. The mission in England also sent a representative. Visitors were invited to give greetings and I still have cassette tapes of the two-hour service. 

A pastor from Vienna said he didn't know what Bible verse to give us until that very morning. There was a stranger from Communist Hungary in the morning church service who said that the Lord had burdened him to share a message with that small church. He then read several verses from the prophet Haggai. Two other persons had chosen those exact same Bible verses, and I could hardly consider that a coincidence. I decided to preach from the text the following Sunday. 

Haggai 2:18-19: Consider now from this day and upward, from the four and twentieth day of the ninth month, even from the day that the foundation of the LORD’S temple was laid, consider it. Is the seed yet in the barn? yea, as yet the vine, and the fig tree, and the pomegranate, and the olive tree, hath not brought forth: from this day will I bless you. 

During sermon preparation, I became curious about the exact dates given in Haggai's prophecies. I did some research and was confounded at what I discovered! The first prophecy is dated the second year of Darius the king, in the sixth month, on the first day of the month. According to historians, Darius reigned from 522 to 485 BC, so the second year of the reign of Darius would be 520 BC. Add 1979 years to this and you get 2,499 years. When the present dating system was invented by Dionysius Exiguus in the 6th century, they used Roman numerals which did not have a zero. Therefore 1 BC is the year before AD 1, with no intervening year "zero." The date in Haggai corresponds to autumn on our calendar. If my calculations are correct, this means our installation service on September 9, 1979 took place exactly 2500 years after rebuilding of the temple commenced! 

And that is not all. In the Old Testament, every seventh day was a Sabbath Day and every seventh year a Sabbath Year. The year following the seventh Sabbath Year (50th year) was declared a “Year of Jubilee” and also celebrated as a Sabbath Year. Both the 49th and 50th year would have been considered Sabbath Years. Although there is no inference whatsoever to further celebrations based on this numbering, it would make sense to me to think that the culmination of seven Jubilee years (350 years) would also be worth celebrating, and 50 times 50 (2500 years) would be very special! Perhaps Jesus was referring to just such a celebration in Luke 4:19-21. 

I could get carried away with this numbers game, but it was encouraging to know that the Lord had something special planned for us in Ampflwang and he certainly did! Three years later, the church purchased the mission property and on October 5, 1984, the Austrian Bible Institute opened next door to the church in the building complex that we had prayed for 17 long years! The church soon called a pastor who gave half his time to the church and half teaching in the Bible School. One of the students had the same burden as I did to start a youth organization in Austria for kids that didn’t fit into the children’s groups, yet were not readily received in the older youth groups. We formed a team to accomplish that goal. Three years after his graduation there were 60 clubs all over Austria and in 2002, we held the first International Youth Training seminar in Slovakia with aspiring leaders from nine nations. Today there are clubs in at least 15 nations. The Bible Institute that we started with six students in 1984 is now a Christian University located next to the new Central Railroad Station in Vienna! God is still doing great things in Austria and around the world!

When the church in Ampflwang asked us to return, it seemed improper and an impossibility for many reasons, yet God made it very clear to us that we should go. What we had viewed as aftermath soon became recognized as God’s Math. 

A Bible Institute

During our first brief stay in Ampflwang, I had begun praying that God would provide a Bible training school for Austria.  Germany and Switzerland had many Bible Institutes and Christian colleges, but Austrian youth had to leave their homeland to get Bible education and many never returned. I began asking God about the possibility of purchasing a sewing factory next to the church for this purpose. A member of the church worked there and said that they were thinking of building a large factory. When we returned to Ampflwang in mid 1980, a new factory had been built nearby. The former facilities had been leased by the government and converted at taxpayer expense into a school with three dormitories for retraining handicapped people in new occupations. We kept praying!

The US Dollar’s exchange rate was always a major factor for us. The Dollar was worth 26 Austrian Schillings when we arrived in 1964 and began to fall until, in 1980, it was only worth half as much (12.7 Schillings to a Dollar). Our rent in Linz, calculated in Dollars, had more than doubled in our ten years there. 

When we returned to Ampflwang, we were offered the church apartment for just the utilities and upkeep, so living costs would be lower than expected. We began praying more earnestly for God’s provision of a Bible school. Then, unexpectedly in early 1982, the school and four dormitories next door were put up for lease. I offered $600 per month expecting a lot of bargaining. The owners surprisingly agreed, but then took almost a year to get the contract made up. I wondered if they might back out or sell to someone else! 

When the owners of the school finally got a contract to us, it was March, 1983. Ronald Reagan had been elected US President in 1981 and the Dollar started to rise again on international money markets.  and the US Dollar was back up to 20 Schillings and stayed there for three years. Those were the years when we were establishing the Bible School and paying most of the bills! After three years of operation, the school was financially self-supporting, and by 1990, the Dollar exchange had dropped back down to 11.3 Schillings! 

Some people would say, “That was nothing for God, he owns the cattle on a thousand hills and if he just speaks, it comes to pass!” They may be technically correct and even feel that their gifts for the Lord’s work are not needed, but we and many supporters prayed, worked and gave sacrificially for that project. And I thank God for his Math!

But God was not finished calculating his math. After we retired in 2002, two other small Bible schools were started in Austria, but three struggling schools offering basically the same thing proved to be financially problematic. The three schools came together to pray about a possible merger in 2013. 

God’s math came into play once more. A couple of member nations of the European Union complained that not all religions were being treated equally in the EU. Laws were passed to correct this situation and it was discovered that educational institutions associated with religious groups had also been granted equal status! The three Bible Schools merged and immediately applied for government recognition as a Private Christian University! The more than 700-page application was presented to the Austrian government in February, 2018. 
For the next seven months there was a lot of interaction between the proponents of the university and government representatives, but during this period, positive steps were also taken in faith that the Lord would answer the prayers of Austrian believers. Although the school was not yet a recognized university, Fall classes were set to begin as usual.
Meanwhile, God was doing amazing things to show his favor for the project. The city of Vienna opened a new Grand Central Railway Station in 2013 and real estate in the surrounding area became extremely desirable. In God's providence, a Christian Real Estate broker built a modern office building next to the station. When he learned of the ambitious university project, he offered to lease the lower floor to the school for the project. From late 2017 through the end of 2018, construction crews and volunteers worked feverishly to prepare a home for the "yet to be born" university.

After almost two years, the government had not responded to the request for university recognition, but the school decided to dedicate the new property on October 5th, 2018 and begin the new school year as a Bible Institute. Just three hours before the dedication service began, school leaders received news that their request had been granted! Campus Danubia Christian University stands as a testimony to God’s greatness next to the new Grand Central Railroad Station of Vienna! We can do our math, but God’s Math is always best! 
Few missionaries spend time thinking about what effect their ministry might have on future generations. Most of us are project or job orientated. The church plant has a starting point and culmination. When that project is completed, the missionary moves on to the next project. Missionaries start things but never finish them. We started several churches, a youth organization, a printing and publishing operation and a Bible Institute. The print shop ceased operations in 1999, but the effect and influence of materials produced are still being felt. All other ministries are still thriving, growing or even multiplying twenty years after our retirement!
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New Grand Central Station of Vienna,  2013
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Modern Office Building, the Bottom Floor Houses the University
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Church  (center, front) and Bible Institute (rear 4) in Ampflwang, 1984 
Creation is Just the Beginning
And God made two great lights; the greater light to rule the day, and the lesser light to rule the night: he made the stars also (Genesis 1:16).  
I have heard preachers quote this verse to show how simple creation was for God. He just spoke and it was! And for good measure, he made the stars also! Apparently, the stars were an after-thought! It gives the impression that God was just having a bit of fun with his magic wand! Like evolution, it just happened. 

God doesn’t do magic nor has he ever performed a single miracle! We view God’s working as miracles because he does what seems impossible to us, but for God they are not miracles. He is all-powerful, all-knowing, everywhere present and eternal. His domains stretch across more galaxies and ages than we can count. God planned and designed and created it all, and that was work! He stepped back and looked at what he had made. He said that it was good work and that he was pleased with it! 

And on the seventh day God finished his work that he had done, and he rested on the seventh day from all his work that he had done (Genesis 2:2).

After creating the tiny satellite called Earth, the Creator rested from his work. But then he went back to work and he is still working today!

Missionaries respond to God’s call to preach the gospel and plant churches. We spend much time praying, planning, and developing a mission strategy. After years of hard work, dealing with difficult problems and experiencing both disappointment and victories, we may feel that we have been successful. The church becomes autonomous and we can move on to the next project! We must remember, however, that this is all God’s work and he graciously allows us to become involved. He expects us to do our math, but he continues to do his Math and to continue working long after we thought it was finished. 
Our entire galaxy is just a tiny part of his plan and nothing just happens! Before God began creating this little planet, he did His Math! He knew his creation was perfect but he also knew that man would not remain perfect. So he planned for the salvation of fallen man (aftermath) through the sacrificial death of his only Son, Jesus Christ - God’s Math! 

God’s creation was well-planned, but that was just “in the beginning”! 

God created all living organisms and saw that they were good. He told them to be fruitful and to multiply. So why did he make a plan to rescue disobedient and wicked people? God also created a perfect tree that had good fruit, but he commanded Adam and Eve not to eat of that fruit. He even told them what the consequences would be if they disobeyed. God gave them the option of choice. He didn’t want puppets who would automatically do what he wanted. He wanted men and women who would serve him willingly and gladly. He wants us to obey and serve him because we believe in him and love him, not just for rewards or to escape punishment. That is how people train animals and how many religions try to gain adherents, but it is not God’s Math. 

God’s rescue plan doesn’t help many for whom it was designed. Many godless and wicked people continue in their rejection of God. They may claim that he doesn’t exist and embrace evil, but unless they repent and turn from their wicked ways to serve God, they will be eternally damned. BUT these evil people continue to multiply! God’s invitation is extended to their offspring and we who have already accepted it have the privilege of seeking their salvation.  

Our mission was wisely renamed about two decades ago. Many of us were asking, “What does AVANT mean?” I heard a few replies, “first”, “beginning”, “forward”… It finally occurred to me that we could not have chosen a better name for what our mission is all about! Avant starts movements that keep on multiplying after we are gone! God uses us to win people to Christ and to disciple these individuals to be fruitful members of the body of Christ. We, who were  once godless and wicked, have been rescued from eternal punishment and sent to be ambassadors of eternal life. We seek to rescue others and involve them in God’s Work!

Before we are tempted to boast, however, we had better read Luke 17:10 carefully:

So likewise ye, when ye shall have done all those things which are commanded you, say, We are unprofitable servants: we have done that which was our duty to do. 
Fifty years after I gave my life to Christ at Camp Haluwasa, I too published a book. Rabban Gamaliel is about the Apostle Paul’s renowned teacher, mentioned only twice in the New Testament, but recognized by Jews as the greatest Rabbi of all times. I thought it fitting to present the first copy of my book to Camp Haluwasa in appreciation for the new life that I found in Jesus Christ through the ministry of the Camp.
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