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Chapter Ten: My First Church, 1969–1971 
 

In June of 1969, Dori and I moved our belongings to Murfreesboro, North Carolina, eager to 

begin our new life and work. We had no idea how difficult it would be, or perhaps we might not 

have been so confident. 

 

We began by setting up our house, which was owned by the church. Far bigger than our 

apartment in Northern Virginia, it took months to fix up the way we wanted, but Dori enjoyed 

being a full-time homemaker. Finally, she had time to cook, clean, sew, and decorate the house 

the way she wanted. 

 

Some things went well immediately. Through long years of practice and study, God had 

developed in me a gift for preaching. After my first sermon, everyone complimented me and told 

me how much better my sermons were than those of my predecessor. I knew not to be proud of 

this, since it was a gift from God.1 I could tell by the careful records he left and the comments of 

others that the previous minister was a good administrator and a faithful pastor to his flock. I 

sought to learn from his example. 

 

Thus, I immediately decided to imitate his practice of visiting the people regularly. I was 

minister-in-charge of three small Episcopal congregations: in Murfreesboro, in Gatesville, and in 

Sunbury. For the next two years, I went to each house on a regular basis, and thus became 

acquainted with those committed to my care.2 

 

I’ll never forget my first day in Gatesville, which was twenty-five miles from our home in 

Murfreesboro. The Senior Warden – that is, the leading layman – of the church was Willis 

Taylor. Only a few minutes after we had met, he said, “I’m a foreigner here; I’ve only been in 

Gatesville for 21 years. I was born across the river in the county south of here.” Although I was 

young and foolish, I had enough intelligence to deduce that if he was considered a “foreigner” in 

Gatesville, how much more would I be! He went on, “So, I try not to do anything too new or 

unusual, because they would not accept it from me.” In his own wise and indirect fashion, he was 

thus instructing me to avoid proposing sudden changes, especially since I was so new to the area. 

 

As I pondered this conversation in later years, I thanked God for showing me early in my 

ministry the importance of respecting the local culture. Willis and I did not know I would later 

serve as a missionary among the Chinese, but God was speaking to me through him, telling me 

to remember that I would always be a foreigner to them. Any new ideas or changes I would 

introduce to them would probably be rejected just because they came from me. My goal, 

therefore, should be, first, to understand, then to appreciate, and finally – only after a long time – 

to share a few ideas, but always with humility and respect. My failure to do so on many 

occasions has been the primary cause of difficulty in relating to my Chinese friends. 

 

Another feature of the culture in Eastern North Carolina was indirect communication. Although I 

had lived much of my life in the South and spoke much less directly than did Dori, my Northern 

wife, I was still quite abrupt and frank compared with most Southerners. I had to learn to read 

                                                
1 See 1 Corinthians 4:7: “What do you have that you did not receive?” 
2 See Acts 20:20 for Paul’s own practice of home visitation. 
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subtle hints and to interpret courteous speech accurately. Thus, they would say, “Come see us 

real soon!” upon meeting someone, but they did not necessarily mean you should accept their 

invitation immediately! Another example: When a Black family expressed a desire to attend our 

church, I was eager to welcome them, but Willis said, “Perhaps we should wait a while before 

asking them to come.” I took his words literally and said, “How long should we wait?” He 

meant, however, that we should postpone the matter indefinitely; these people would never be 

welcomed by our congregation.  

 

Again, this helped prepare me for relating to the Chinese, especially southern Chinese, who also 

favor indirect methods of communication. I didn’t always learn the lesson quickly, however. 

Years later, a leader in our church in Taipei said to me, “We should temporarily stop [jan ting] 

this practice.” I took him literally, and asked, “When should we resume it?” He meant, of course, 

that we should just give up the idea completely. 

 

Marriage Difficulties 

 

I have referred to differences in communication style between Dori and myself. These actually 

caused a great deal of tension between us. As a Southerner and the son of a father who hardly 

ever spoke in anger, I was shocked when Dori freely expressed her displeasure. I did not know 

that Northerners were much more used to frank communication nor that Dori’s family did not 

shrink from rebuking, challenging, and criticizing each other. My family avoided conflict, but 

hers did not. 

 

Thus, I thought she was constantly disgusted with me, when she was not, really. She, on the 

other hand, knew that I must have been less than totally happy with her and was frustrated when 

I did not say so. She thought I was hiding something from her. She could tell when I was upset 

but could not get me to say what was bothering me. As time went on, I gradually opened up 

more and more, which helped our marriage. 

 

Life with Dori helped me see that Christians often see things from different perspectives. For 

example: I focused on Paul’s words in Ephesians about how to handle conflict: “Do not grieve 

the Holy Spirit of God. . . . Let all bitterness, wrath, anger, clamor, and evil speaking be put 

away from you, with all malice. And be kind to one another, tenderhearted, forgiving one 

another, even as God in Christ forgave you.”3 Thus, I avoided all expression of anger, perhaps 

fearing I would speak words I would later regret. Dori, on the other hand, with her family 

background, saw a different emphasis in the same chapter of the Bible: “Therefore, putting away 

lying, ‘Let each one of you speak truth with his neighbor’. . . . ‘Be angry and do not sin: do not 

let the sun go down on your anger.’”4 

 

Each of us was influenced by our past; each of us used the Bible to justify our behavior. Neither 

of us could appreciate why the other acted in a particular way. Dori couldn’t feel my fear of open 

conflict; I couldn’t feel her distaste for concealed anger. In other words, I was sensitive to the sin 

of unedifying speech; she was sensitive to the sin of buried resentment. We were both right, but 

we were both wrong, too. It took me a long time to appreciate the necessity of speaking up – 

                                                
3 Ephesians 4:30–32 
4 Ephesians 4:25–26 
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gently – when I was not happy with something she had done. It took her years to see the need 

for gentle and moderate speech when she was angry. Perhaps this is one reason Martin Luther 

called marriage a “school for character.” It forces us to learn new and better ways of honoring 

God. 

 

Understanding Your Wife 

 

One cause of tension in our home was my lack of understanding. Dori, being a Northerner, found 

life in the Deep South most trying. We had moved there in the summer, for one thing, and it was 

hot. The kitchen was on the west end of the house, so the summer sun beat down upon it all 

afternoon, making it like an oven. Since Dori often baked things for our evening meal, the 

kitchen would become unbearably warm for her. I didn’t know it at the time, but when we 

perspire in the heat, we also lose vitamins B and C. This loss affects our emotions and our mental 

stability. Thus, Dori became irritable and unhappy almost every afternoon. 

 

A few weeks later, we decided to pay the money for an air conditioner. Once installed, it made 

her life much more comfortable as long as she stayed inside the house. She still dreaded going 

outside, however. She also had to adjust to the surrounding terrain. In Vermont and Virginia, she 

was never far from hills or even mountains. Now she found herself living in what one man called 

“the flat peanut plains” of Eastern North Carolina. Even if we took a drive into the countryside, 

all she saw were level fields of tobacco and peanuts and old wooden farm buildings. Dori is quite 

sensitive to her environment, and this lack of variety depressed her emotions. 

 

She also found the local culture hard to take. The people across the street spent hours in their 

yard, making it look amazingly neat and clean. The heat prevented Dori from wanting to work 

outside, but she felt ashamed of our yard because it didn’t look as pretty as that of our neighbors. 

Behind us, a dog barked for hours on end every night. This kept us from sleeping. Loss of sleep, 

in turn, produced further irritability. Dori couldn’t understand why they didn’t keep the dog in 

the house at night, but these were hunting dogs and the local custom was to leave them outside. 

 

We didn’t respond to this and similar customs very well. Angered by having my sleep 

interrupted, I got up one night, found out which house the dogs belonged to, and called the 

owners on the phone. When a sleepy voice said, “Hello,” I merely responded, “Would you please 

ask your dogs to be quiet.” I didn’t leave my name, but he knew who it was, since I was the only 

newcomer in the neighborhood and my accent revealed my identity. Dori and I liked to take 

walks after supper, when it was cooler. More than once, we were attacked by a loose dog. I am 

not afraid of dogs, but Dori is. The law forbade letting your dog run loose, so I called the police. 

I even wrote an angry letter to the newspaper. Not only did my actions not solve the problems, 

but they gave me a bad reputation in the community. This didn’t help our little church to grow. 

 

Looking back on these incidents, I later realized that Dori was suffering from what missionaries 

call “culture shock.” It happens to almost everyone who moves into a new culture. Missionaries 

face it, as do Chinese and other foreigners who come to live in America. Unless you know what 

it is, you tend to react poorly. This reaction often takes the form of anger towards the local 

residents. You see them not only as different, but as inferior. Their way of life threatens your 

long-held values or your cherished habits. You think you won’t be able to cope in the new arena. 
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You tend to criticize them, then to lash out in anger. Really, all you need to do is laugh a bit, 

give yourself time to adjust, and try to appreciate the new customs. I wish we had known this at 

the time. 

 

Interestingly, our best friends in Murfreesboro, Rick and Karen, also did not feel fully at home in 

the culture. Karen was a gracious Southern woman, but she did not completely identify with 

Southern culture. Her husband Rick was from the North. Furthermore, his mother had been a 

Jewess. He was very much a Yankee. They befriended us immediately and made us feel 

welcome – as did everyone in the church. But they went further. The invited us to meals and 

shared the produce of their garden with us. We took walks together and enjoyed Rick’s great 

sense of humor. When Karen thought I was preaching as if none of the people in the church were 

born-again believers, she gently told me so; I took her complaint seriously and began speaking to 

the concerns of sincere Christians. Being able to talk frankly with them about our difficulties in 

adjusting to life in a small country town allowed a close friendship, and they remained good 

friends for many years. 

 

Even with them, however, we did not have close Christian fellowship. Perhaps Rick was not yet 

spiritually mature enough for that, or I didn’t know how to encourage him. At any rate, Dori and 

I had no one with whom we could share our marital difficulties or pray. She kept saying that we 

needed a counselor to help us, but I stubbornly refused, insisting that we could work out our 

problems by ourselves. I now know that that is a typical pattern: The wife wants outside help, 

while the husband, usually out of pride, prefers to keep things hidden from others. Finally, 

however, she convinced me that we could not resolve our conflicts without the aid of a skilled 

counselor. On the advice of an Evangelical minister in a town about an hour away, we found a 

psychiatrist who specialized in marriage counseling in another city, also about an hour away. 

 

For several months, we drove to see him twice a month. I am now glad we did. He helped us 

identify the areas of disagreement and begin to work on them. The time spent in the car together 

gave us opportunities to communicate, which also helped us. 

 

Three Little Churches 
 

I haven’t told you much about “My First Church” yet. Actually, I was in charge of three little 

congregations, as I have said. On Sundays, I would preach and lead the worship first in 

Murfreesboro, then immediately drive twenty-five miles to Gatesville, where I led worship and 

preached again. The members of the church in Gatesville would invite me to lunch, each 

household taking a turn. Once a month, I would drive ten more miles farther east to Sunbury, 

where a very small congregation met in a little building.  

 

Each of these three congregations was unique. The church in Murfreesboro met in a modern 

building that had been built only a few years before. It didn’t look like a traditional church, but I 

liked it very much. The congregation posed challenges, however. First of all, no more than 

twenty attended on most Sundays. The congregation was new, and the people came from various 

backgrounds, so they weren’t very close to each other. They were all friendly, however, and had 

tried to build good relationships. As I got to know them, it seemed to me that most of them did 

not have a living faith in God. That is perhaps why Karen thought I was preaching as if to 
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unbelievers. They were traditional Episcopalians. They believed in God and went to church, 

but they did not have the experience of a changed life by the power of the Spirit giving them new 

birth. 

 

Dori noticed this right away, since she is quite sensitive. In fact, her sensitivity to the people 

drove a wedge between herself and me. I preached expository sermons from the Bible. Dori 

could tell that this was a new approach for these people. She felt that they were rejecting me for 

my Evangelical teaching and became anxious each time I preached. I saw the worried frown on 

her face and this made me feel nervous. I did not fear their rejection of me, for I had endured 

three years of open hostility in seminary. I was afraid of offending Dori, however. Her insecurity 

kept her from enjoying my preaching; it also kept me from enjoying the act of exercising my gift 

of Bible teaching. Feeling alone and isolated, with no one with whom to share her feelings, she 

placed her expectations of companionship entirely upon her relationship with me. When she 

could not feel comfortable with me as her representative to the public, it put a strain on our 

relationship. When she did not praise my preaching, I was disappointed, for I sought to please 

her. Thus, we could not share in the joy of worship. 

 

Purgatory 

 

We did share something else, however. In addition to being minister-in-charge of St. Barnabas’ 

Episcopal Church in Murfreesboro, I was also chaplain to the Episcopal students at Chowan 

College. This two-year school was related to the Southern Baptist Church, but about sixty 

students from Episcopal churches attended it. My job was to find them and gather them for 

worship. At first I was excited about this task. I got the names of the students from the registrar’s 

office, sent them a letter of welcome, and visited some of them. As it turned out, however, most 

had little interest in going to church or even in religion. Only one or two showed up for church 

on Sunday. 

 

Then Dori got a good idea: Open up a coffee shop on a weeknight and invite them to that. She 

had seen this approach work at her own college. Since the worship room was designed as a 

multi-purpose structure, it was easy to convert it into a coffee shop. We closed off the area where 

the table for the Lord’s Supper stood, set up tables and chairs, and put up posters. Posters of all 

sorts had just become popular. Dori and I purchased several dozen of these in Norfolk, then 

laboriously taped them to the walls each week. It took hours, but we enjoyed the work. People 

from the church, encouraged by this new outreach to students, helped prepare food and drinks to 

serve. Dori and I provided entertainment. Sometimes we played recorded music; sometimes we 

had students play the guitar and sing. Sometimes – and the memory makes me cringe with 

embarrassment – Dori and I would sing, with Dori playing the guitar. 

 

We had driven to Washington to find a better instrument than the one she had acquired in high 

school. It cost $110 – a lot of money in those days. One of the students, Matt, taught her how to 

play better; Matt himself played beautifully. At that time, certain folk singers such as Joan 

Collins were extremely popular. Christians were beginning to learn the new musical medium; we 

tried to keep up with the latest Christian music and to share some of it in our coffeehouse. That 

was good, but my trying to sing was not wise; my voice was not good enough. 
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We made another mistake: We used the same name they used at Dori’s college: Purgatory. 

Looking back, I think this was not wise, for at least two reasons: Protestants do not believe in the 

doctrine of Purgatory; that is a Roman Catholic invention. Furthermore, Purgatory is supposed to 

be a place where one suffers for his sins in this life – not exactly an enticing name! 

 

Students came, nevertheless. In addition to posters on the walls, some of them with Christian 

messages, I put out tracts upon the tables. I had discovered the excellent resources of the 

American Tract Society. They publish materials suitable for all sorts of people and all types of 

occasions, such as Christmas and Easter. As students picked these up and read them, I would 

approach tables and try to engage them in conversation. Some were willing to talk about matters 

of faith. Others wanted to be left alone. 

 

We had heard of a Christian coffeehouse in Virginia Beach, about a two hours’ drive away. One 

day we took two people from our church in Gatesville to visit that place. We enjoyed the music, 

provided by an Anglican minister, John Guest, who later became quite well-known in this 

country. On the way home, while we discussed our experience there, God worked in the heart of 

one of my passengers. Mabel Godwin was born again in the back seat of my car, and I didn’t 

know about it until several years later!5 Surely, sometimes God works through us without telling 

us what He is doing at the time. “Oh, the depth of the riches and knowledge of God! How 

unsearchable are His judgments and His ways past finding out!” 

 

Other apparent conversions encouraged me. One boy at Chowan College seemed to come to 

Christ a few months after we arrived. Very excited, I wrote up a two-page description of his 

conversion experience and mailed it to the bishop. He sent me a letter of congratulations. A short 

time after that, another student – the expert guitarist Matt – expressed faith in Christ. He had 

very long hair – popular among “hippies” at the time – and asked me a difficult question: “Do I 

have to cut off my hair to become a Christian?” Rather quickly, I said, “No. All you have to do is 

believe in Christ.” I did not know then what his long hair meant to him. It represented a 

rebellious lifestyle, one that refused to submit to authority and to assume responsibility. In fact, it 

was an idol to him. I should have asked him why he had posed that question to me, how 

important his hair was to him, and why it would be hard for him to cut it. 

 

I was shocked and disappointed a few months later when both of these young men seemed to 

lose interest in the gospel and fail to live disciplined Christian lives. I had assumed too quickly 

that they had real faith in Christ, without waiting for “fruits of repentance” and the “fruit of the 

Spirit” to give both them and me more assurance of their salvation.6 

 

Influential Books 
 

Two books illuminated this disappointing experience for me and shaped my ministry from then 

until now: Jonathan Edwards’s Religious Affections and John Owen’s The Death of Death in the 

Death of Jesus Christ. Jonathan Edwards had seen a mighty revival break out in his church and 

then in all of New England in the eighteenth century. After years of close observation and careful 

Bible study, he published a book which described in great detail the distinguishing marks of the 

                                                
5 She married a man who became a pastor, and they are good friends of ours to this day. 
6 Matthew 3:8; Galatians 5:22–24. See also James 2:16–19. 
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work of the Holy Spirit in our emotions. With penetrating insight, he proves that many of the 

things we commonly associate with saving faith may not be the result of God’s work in us; they 

could come from our flesh also. Those who have been truly born again will love God above all 

else; they will have a low opinion of their own goodness; and they will love others. Had I known 

this, I would not have so quickly assumed that the two men who made professions of faith had 

really been converted. Edwards made me think more about Jesus’ words, “By their fruits you 

shall know them.”7 

 

Although I had long believed in God’s sovereign grace in our lives, I was not clear about one 

part of the so-called Five Points of Calvinism.8 I knew that the Bible taught total depravity – we 

are all infected with original sin in all aspects of our personality. I saw that God’s election of us 

was unconditional – not dependent on our good works or even on faith that He saw we would 

have later. From Paul’s conversion and other parts of Scripture, I believed that when the Lord 

decides to save someone, His grace comes with irresistible power. And I firmly held to the idea 

that God would preserve and protect His people all the way through life, death, resurrection, and 

everlasting life with Himself. 

 

But what about the limited atonement? Did Jesus not die for all men? Why did Calvinists hold to 

the idea that Jesus died only for those whom He intended to save? Several classmates from the 

seminary were going to gather at the beach home of Powell Harrison, who had been converted 

through the ministry of my brother Peter. We would be together – along with Peter – for five full 

days. In preparation, I was to read through Owen’s book so I could lead a discussion on it. 

Working through this seventeenth-century text was not easy, but I thank God for the challenge. 

Owen – whom some consider to be the greatest English theologian – applied his brilliant mind 

and profound knowledge of the Bible to expound and then defend the idea that Jesus died only 

for those whom God had chosen. He answered all the objections with careful exposition of the 

relevant Bible passages, so that I ended up fully persuaded. 9 

 

Then I shared a summary of his thought with my friends at the beach. It took five days, but in the 

end they all agreed that this was the proper understanding of the Bible.10 He demonstrated that 

Jesus actually “bought” some people with His blood; if some of those whom he purchased do not 

receive salvation, then he has failed, which is impossible. I realized, as I pondered this, that the 

very word “save” means to deliver. It does not mean to give an opportunity to be saved, but 

actually to save. When Jesus is said to have “saved” us, it means that he succeeded in delivering 

His chosen people from sin and its effects. 

 

The practical result of this truth is that we don’t have to worry about the results of our ministry. 

We preach the gospel because God has ordained that salvation comes by faith through hearing 

                                                
7 Matthew 7:20 
8 “TULIP”: Total depravity; Unconditional election; Limited atonement; Irresistible grace; Perseverance of the elect 
9 You may now read a modern abridgment of this book, Life By His Death, prepared by H. J. Appleby and published by Grace 

Publications Trust. 
10 Some of the many scriptures dealing with this vital subject are Deuteronomy 7:7; Joshua 11:20; 1 Kings 20:42; Job 23:13; 

Psalm 65:4; Isaiah 44:1; Jeremiah 1:4–5; Malachi 1:2–3; Matthew 11:25–27, 24:22, and 25:34; Luke 8:10, 10:20, and 22:22; 

John 1:12–13 and 3:8; John 6:37, 39, 44 (where the word “draw” signifies irresistible influence upon the soul), 45, and 65; John 

15:16; John 17:2, 6, 9, 11, and 12; Acts 13:14; Romans 8:28–39, 9:10–24, and 11:5–8; Ephesians 1:4, 5, 9, 10, and 11; Ephesians 

2:10 and 3:11; 2 Thessalonians 2:13; 2 Timothy 1:9; James 1:18; 1 Peter 1:2 (where “foreknowledge” means a decision to enter 

into a personal relationship); and Revelation 5:9–10 and 13:8. 
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and accepting His word. We pray for God to open hearts. We rejoice when anyone sincerely 

seeks Christ, for we know that all who seek Him will find Him, for God has moved them to 

hunger for His Son. When true believers encounter trials and temptation, we intercede for them, 

trusting that God will bring them safely through to final salvation. When professing Christians 

abandon the faith, we know it is because God had never chosen them and that they had never 

really had new life in them. Thus, the minister does his best, but he leaves the results to God. He 

goes on his way, rejoicing that God will save sinners!11 

 

But what about daily life? Doesn’t that require faith in God? Most certainly! Here is where 

another life-changing book made a lasting impact upon me. It was a biography of George Muller 

of Bristol, England, who lived in the nineteenth century. A native of Germany, he moved to 

England and served in a church there. When he saw some orphans without any home to go to, he 

took them into his home. From then on, he cared for more and more homeless children until he 

had 5,000 of them living in his orphanage. He did all this without ever asking anyone for money. 

He daily spent a lot of time studying the Bible and seeking God’s leading. When he thought God 

had guided him to make a particular decision, he trusted God to provide the funds. I was so 

moved by his example and attracted to the simplicity of his walk of faith that I decided to 

conduct my life in the same way. Not that I would open an orphanage, but that I would not ask 

people for money for my life or ministry, but would only present needs to God in prayer. I was 

shortly given the chance to put this type of faith into practice, as you will see. 

 

My pastoral ministry also came under the influence of a new book on counseling, Competent to 

Counsel, by Jay E. Adams. I had been following the advice of my seminary teachers by asking a 

lot of questions and helping people to discover the truths they needed to change. I was frustrated 

by lack of progress, however. Adams challenged the prevailing understanding of pastoral 

counseling. He called the church back to a Bible-based theory and practice of helping people. 

Instead of talking about “problems,” he spoke of sin. This liberated me, for it opened up the 

riches of the biblical teaching on how to gain victory over sin. Adams later came under a great 

deal of criticism for his rather dogmatic and polemical approach. I agreed that the tone and style 

of his book were a bit harsh, but I appreciated his commitment to the truth and usefulness of the 

Bible. My own counseling since then has tried to adhere to biblical principles rather than 

psychological concepts. In other words, I began to apply 2 Timothy 3:16–17 to counseling, with 

a new confidence that the Bible is “sufficient” to equip the man of God for every good work. 

 

The Holy Spirit Comes with Power 
 

Not long after moving to Murfreesboro, I met Fred. Although he was a former Marine and knew 

karate, he was the gentlest man I have ever known. He studied the Bible intensively every day 

before and after work. He had come to faith through the charismatic movement, so he shared 

with me some of his experiences of the power of God’s Spirit. One day I went with him to a 

meeting of charismatic Christians. I shall never forget it. As we all prayed and worshiped God, a 

sense of His presence descended upon us. We felt as if God Himself was with us. Then I 

understood why the Hebrew word for “glory” means “heavy.” The awesome sense of God’s 

being in our midst was like the entrance of a very heavy Person into the room. We bowed in 

                                                
11 I know that this idea is new, and perhaps even offensive, to most of my readers. There are books that set forth this case 

persuasively. I refer you to them. 



 125 

grateful worship for some time before the feeling left us, then we rose to sing His praises. 

Words fail me to convey the beauty and wonder of that encounter with God, but now I know 

why those in the Bible who saw God fell on their faces before Him. He possesses transcendent 

majesty; we are as nothing before Him, and yet he condescends to dwell amongst us in love and 

mercy. What a great Savior He is! 

 

Fred and I disagreed on some points, however. At first he could not accept the idea of God’s 

sovereign grace in salvation, but after he had studied the scriptures on his own he changed his 

mind. We continued to differ on the question of the baptism with the Holy Spirit, however. Like 

many charismatics and all Pentecostals, Fred thought that the baptism with the Spirit was 

different from, and came after, true conversion. 

 

I tried to show that the Bible uses a variety of terms to describe the new birth experience: 

conversion, repentance unto life, trust in Christ, justification, salvation, adoption as sons, 

regeneration, receiving the Holy Spirit, receiving the promise of the Spirit, having the Holy 

Spirit fall upon or be poured out upon one, receiving eternal life, entering the Kingdom of God, 

etc., and baptism with the Spirit.12 Once again, I found that a “shallow” view of sin will lead to a 

“shallow” view of conversion, leading many to think that they are true Christians when they are 

not. If the Spirit does come upon them and change them later, they think that they have received 

a “second blessing – the baptism with the Spirit.” What probably has taken place, however, is the 

“first blessing” – true conversion by the Spirit. Fred and I agreed to disagree, and we remained 

close friends for a long time. 

 

A Beautiful Little Church 
 

The church in Gatesville was much different from the one in Murfreesboro. The architectural 

style of the building reflected the congregation which had built it: small, traditional, and in some 

ways very beautiful. I loved preaching there, for they gave me a very warm reception right from 

the beginning. Much more than the people in Murfreesboro, they seemed to be hungry for God’s 

word.13 

 

I have already told you what Willis said to me – “I’m still a foreigner here.” I took his words to 

heart and tried my best to understand my little flock. Although their numbers exceeded those in 

Murfreesboro, average attendance still amounted to only about thirty-five each Sunday. As I 

visited each week, I quickly got to know each attendee. At first, I thought that they were just 

traditional Episcopalians. Later I saw that some of them possessed sincere faith in God. They 

were eager to know more about the Bible, which no one had taught them much before. 

 

Sensing this need, I began a Wednesday night Bible study. About a dozen people came. Willis 

Taylor was the only man. I began by lecturing to them, but quickly changed my method. Here’s 

why: On the second week, I prepared some questions to ask them rather than a lecture. As I led 

them through the series of questions about the passage, their answers revealed such insight that I 

began taking notes! For the rest of my time with them, I merely led them in a group study by 

                                                
12 See John 3:3, 3:5, 5:24, and 7:37–39; Acts 1:4–5, 1:8, 2:33, 10:44–47, and 11:14–18; Romans 5:5 and 8:9–10; Galatians 3:2–3; 

etc. 
13 Romans 11:33 
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posing questions and then responding to their questions with a few comments and then more 

questions of my own. I learned much more than I taught each week.14 From this experience, I 

learned the value of question-based inductive Bible study. If the participants are willing to speak 

up, even though they might give a ‘wrong’ answer, the method can be used by the Spirit to lead 

people into a deep understanding of the Bible. After all, the church is the temple of the Spirit, 

and He dwells in each believer individually. As Christians share their responses to the Word of 

God, they build each other up in the faith.15 

 

God’s Word bore fruit in the little town of Gatesville. Willis, his wife Rebecca, and several 

others were apparently converted while I was there. I bear these people in my heart to this day. 

The children continue to keep in touch with us and some of them even give money to support our 

ministry. 

 

The third church was in Sunbury, ten miles farther west than Gatesville. Once a month, I drove 

over there after lunch and preached in the small building which had been financed by one of the 

members. About ten people attended these services. I must say that I found this ministry 

demanding, since so few came and I was usually feeling sleepy by that time of day. 

Nevertheless, by visiting them regularly, I slowly got to know the people there and came to love 

them also.  

 

Ordination 
 

A year after beginning work as minister-in-charge of three churches, I was ordained as a 

presbyter.16 It was a wonderful occasion, one I shall never forget. My brother Peter came to be 

the preacher. Dori’s sister Jean and brother-in-law Tom also came. My parents drove up from 

Florida in a new VW they had just bought. Ministers from all over East Carolina came, dressed 

in their white robes with red stoles around their necks. One of them played the organ. I had 

chosen “A Mighty Fortress Is Our God,” “Onward Christian Soldiers,” and “Stand Up, Stand Up 

For Jesus.” He played them magnificently. Peter preached on 1 Corinthians 1:30 and reminded 

us that Jesus alone is our “wisdom from God, our justification and sanctification and 

redemption.” We were thrilled that he was given that opportunity to declare the gospel so clearly 

to the many unbelieving church-goers who came. 

 

The following day I preached and celebrated my first communion service (a privilege only 

‘priests’ have in the Episcopal Church). The only thing that marred the occasion for me was the 

absence of my father. My mother said he didn’t feel well, but I thought he didn’t want to hear me 

preach. He had said, years before, that I was too young to be a preacher. His action hurt me 

deeply. 

                                                
14 They continued to meet for a dozen years after I left Gatesville, using printed Bible study guides instead of my questions. 
15 1 Corinthians 3:16, 6:19, and 12:27; Ephesians 4:15 
16 A word about terminology here: The Greek New Testament mentions deacons, presbyters, and bishops (or overseers). Early in 

the history of the church, these three were distinguished and made into a hierarchy, with deacons at the bottom and bishops at the 

top. This three-fold ministry division was carried over into the Anglican Church when it split from Rome. John Calvin came to 

the conclusion that “presbyters (or elders) were the same as bishops (or overseers). He and others in the Reformation believed 

that the church should be ruled by a group of elders, not one bishop. 

I was ordained in the Episcopal Church, first as a deacon and then as a presbyter. The English form of the word presbyter is 

“priest.” In the Episcopal Church, many people hold views similar to those of the Roman Catholics; they like the word “priest.” 

Evangelicals, however, do not, since it calls up ideas which they reject, such as the spiritual superiority of the priest. 
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Church Troubles 
 

Not all went well in Gatesville, however. On my first Sunday, I discovered that the regular 

organist had been divorced from her husband, who continued to attend church along with his 

second wife. Though I visited him regularly, this man never did seem to trust in Christ. 

 

I have already mentioned the Black couple who wanted to come to our church. (Ironically, their 

last name was White.) They were Episcopalians, and the nearest Black Episcopal church was 

forty miles away. When I heard about this, I recommended that we extend a welcome to them. 

Willis, who at first favored the idea, advised against this action, however, for two reasons: Our 

people were not ready for integration, and Mrs. White was an accomplished organist. The 

woman who played the organ had, along with her husband, donated the money to buy it; thus, 

she felt she had a perpetual right to be the organist and would not allow anyone else to take her 

place, especially a Black woman. 

 

I was greatly upset with this and thought we should insist on inviting the Whites to come. When 

I ran into opposition from the church leaders, I called my bishop on the phone for his advice. I 

knew that he also favored integration of churches. He surprised me, however, by counseling me 

to submit to the leaders of the church. He thought that I would do more harm than good by 

ignoring their wishes. I had to obey him, even though I thought he was wrong. It was hard for 

me, but I knew I had no choice. (Submission is easy unless you disagree with the person in 

authority over you!) I realized later that my bishop was right and that it is usually good for 

younger ones to submit to their elders.17 

 

The Loss of My Father 
 

In the summer of 1970, Dori and I packed up our little VW and drove north towards her parents’ 

home in Vermont. On the way, we camped out in beautiful places. I loved being in the woods in 

New York. One day we hiked in a national forest and then climbed up a tower where men stood 

on the watch for fires; it was a beautiful sight. We visited Fort Ticonderoga, on the shores of 

Lake Champlain; I bought a post card to send to my father, who loved to read military history. 

The crisp Vermont air refreshed us as we made our way through green mountains along winding 

roads.  

 

Not long after we reached Montpelier, we visited Dori’s uncle and aunt on their farm. She had 

wonderful memories of spending childhood days on that farm in the summer. I loved hearing the 

Vermont accent spoken by all who gathered there that day for a hearty meal. It was good to learn 

more about Dori’s roots. 

 

My visit was cut short by an unexpected phone call, however. My father lay ill in the Navy 

Hospital in Pensacola and my mother wanted me to fly home immediately. Early the next 

morning I flew out on a little plane from the little fog-covered airport outside Montpelier. When 

I arrived, my father was already almost in a coma. I showed him the postcard I had bought for 

him, but he could not see what it was. He hardly recognized me. A young Filipino Navy male 

                                                
17 1 Peter 5:5 
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nurse was so kind to my father when he tried to get rid of the phlegm that was filling his 

lungs. Gently, he would say, “Get it out, Admiral; get it out!” I was deeply touched by his kind 

concern. Perhaps he knew that my father had risked his life to liberate the Philippines from the 

Japanese many years before. 

 

In two days he was gone. He was not quite seventy-two years old. I had not been able to speak 

with him. I would have told him I loved him and appreciated all he had done for me. I would 

have asked forgiveness for times of rebellion and ingratitude. I would have expressed my 

admiration for him. 

 

The funeral was very impressive. The Navy chaplain read a very fine eulogy for my father to a 

congregation of several hundred friends, many having flown from all parts of the country to pay 

their last respects to a man widely known and loved. Thirteen admirals served as honorary pall-

bearers. The twenty-one-gun salute at the end reminded me of his days of glory and power. 

 

Although I was very sad at his unexpected departure, I did not feel grief at the time. I knew now 

why he had not come to the sermon which I preached the day after my ordination as a priest. He 

had complained of being uncomfortable; I hadn’t believed it, but now I knew he was in pain 

from spreading cancer. Not even my mother knew he was ill at the time. He had kept it from her 

to spare her pain. Thus, she was totally surprised. She wished he had told her sooner, so she 

could have taken better care of him. She felt guilty for not being more kind and gentle with him 

in the weeks before he collapsed. She just didn’t know he was ill. I also wished he had told me; I 

would have come home sooner to see him. I wouldn’t have felt resentment towards him for not 

attending church the day after my ordination. 

 

With a heavy heart, I flew up to Boston, where Dori awaited me at her sister’s house. You would 

not have known that I had any sense of loss at all, the way I talked about the funeral. I’m sure 

they considered me a bit strange. We drove home, staying in motels along the way because Dori 

was tired of camping.  

 

People in our churches expressed sincere sympathy for me. I was deeply moved by their cards, 

letters, and calls. Some gave money for a memorial; I bought each household a copy of the 

Puritan book, The Christian’s Great Interest, as a memorial to my father. It dealt with the 

necessity of a true conversion and the marks of saving faith. I wanted his death to lead to eternal 

life for them. 

 

A month after Daddy died, it hit me. I woke up in the middle of the night after dreaming about 

him. Grief and loss utterly overwhelmed me, and I cried loudly for almost twenty minutes. I 

especially mourned lost opportunities to talk with him and ask him questions. More than that, I 

felt keenly the pain of never having been close to him or feeling his unconditional approval. I 

always thought that he didn’t like me very much. He hadn’t wanted me to become a preacher, 

though he was always courteous about it after I entered seminary and especially after I got 

married. I was happy that he liked Dori, a fellow Yankee. Just a few months before his death, he 

had sent her $15 as an Easter present, with a note, “Go out and buy yourself a lid [that is, a hat].” 

That was when women wore hats in church and getting a new one for Easter was still a custom. 
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There is no doubt about it, losing a parent is an awful experience. You feel guilty for all you 

haven’t done for them. You are perhaps disappointed with them for not showing you as much 

love as you need. You may be angry with them for their faults and failings. At the same time, 

you love them and feel their absence keenly; you long to spend time with them again. You feel 

deserted in a large and lonely world. At such a time, faith in God brings us through. He forgives 

our sins, binds up our broken hearts,18 and strengthens us to face what lies ahead. Most of all, he 

pours out His infinite love into our hearts through the Holy Spirit.19 

 

Another Father? 
 

Around this time I was becoming friends with an older Episcopal minister who served in 

Washington, North Carolina (often called “Little Washington”). He and his wife took Dori and 

me under their care and showered us with love. He was an Evangelical and felt lonely in the 

Episcopal Church. I admired his hard work and his obvious love for the Lord, and I appreciated 

his care for us. 

 

Thus, when he invited me to become his assistant, I wanted to accept. I would be serving under a 

more experienced man who could teach me a lot. Dori and I would have fellowship with like-

minded believers. I could minister the word of God freely. He even held open the prospect of my 

taking his place when he retired, not many years from then. 

 

As I tried to make this difficult decision, I began a habit which has proven useful to me ever 

since: I read and re-read the Pastoral Epistles (1 and 2 Timothy and Titus), as well as large 

sections of Proverbs. As I pored over these “Wisdom” passages of the Bible, I asked God to 

guide me. He fulfilled the promise of James 1:5 one day when 2 Timothy 2:2 struck me as God’s 

word to my situation: 

   

The things which you have heard from me among many witnesses, commit these 

to faithful men who will be able to teach others also. 

 

All of a sudden, I realized I had not tried to train men in my churches. I could not leave them 

until I had made an effort to teach faithful men who could teach others. With a heavy heart but a 

good conscience, I declined the offer. I just couldn’t see how God would want me to leave my 

three little churches after spending only one year with them and without trying to raise up 

leaders. 

 

After making that decision, I immediately started a leadership training program, which was 

attended by about six men. God blessed our times together in the following months. I have never 

regretted the choice I made. 

 

Losing Faith in Men 

 

Around the same time, I was becoming more and more disillusioned with the Episcopal Church. 

I had thought that the seminary, with its proud and unbelieving professors and mocking students, 

                                                
18 Psalm 147:3 
19 Romans 5:5 
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was the problem. Now I began to see that much of the denomination was rotten. Even in East 

Carolina, where people were more conservative and the bishop was open to Evangelical 

teaching, lack of faith in God’s Word affected almost everything the church did. 

 

My worst shock came when I attended the first clergy conference. I was surprised when, at the 

opening meeting on the first evening, the speaker, who was a bishop, told several dirty jokes and 

even one that was blasphemous. What was worse, everyone laughed and no one rebuked him. 

During small group meetings with other clergy, I noticed that they spoke often of making 

financial preparations for retirement and little about serving their people with faith in God. 

 

For some reason, I was chosen to represent our diocese at a regional meeting of church leaders. 

Bishops, clergy, and leading laymen came from all over the South for this conference. Imagine 

my chagrin when I noticed that the first thing everyone did was to get ice for their evening 

cocktail! Shortly after the meetings began, I saw that many speakers seemed to have little regard 

for God’s word. Finally, one morning, while someone was saying something I thought 

dishonored the Lord, I sensed the Spirit of God come upon me. Not able to control myself, I 

stood up to speak. Even I was amazed as the Spirit gave me words to affirm the truth of God’s 

Word. I was even more surprised when people applauded my short speech. I knew it was from 

God and not from myself. Later, I came to realize that this was an instance of being filled with 

the Holy Spirit to proclaim the gospel.20 

 

At that time, the Episcopal Church, like many of the liberal denominations, was supporting 

various radical political causes. They even gave money to Angela Davis and to others who had 

links with communists. Many who did not share their political views did not like the idea that 

their church offerings were being spent in this way. The leadership, however, having forsaken 

the authority of God’s Word and the gospel of salvation by faith in Christ, had turned to another 

“gospel” – changing political structures, by force if necessary. Like the Jews of old, they had 

chosen Barabbas the murderer instead of Jesus.21 

 

My brother Peter, who had been serving a church in South Carolina, decided to leave the 

Episcopal Church. When I protested that one should not leave the church, he asked, “Where in 

the New Testament do you find a denomination?” He made me realize that denominations are 

man-made. He later became a member of the newly-formed Presbyterian Church in America, a 

group of churches that had broken off from the liberal Southern Presbyterian Church. 

 

Two Thorns 

 

About this time, God sent two thorns to keep me from being too proud.22 The first thorn bothered 

me for about twenty-five years. The second afflicts me still. About the first one I shall speak in 

more detail shortly. I don’t think I should say much about the second one, except that it has 

caused extreme mental and emotional anguish and has also affected my overall health. If it were 

not for God’s grace, I would have long ago succumbed to bitterness and despair. I see God’s 

hand in it, however, even though I do not understand all the reasons He allowed it to bring me so 

                                                
20 See Acts 2:4, 6:3–7:53, etc. 
21 Matthew 18:39–40 
22 2 Corinthians 12:7 
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much pain. At the very least, this affliction has made me more sympathetic to others, a little 

less arrogant, and a bit more desirous for God and His love. I have also been learning – very 

slowly – to bless the Lord at all times.23  

 

As I reflect upon this thorn, I see that it has served to remind me of certain recurring sins, some 

of which are related to the thorn itself. To some degree, God has disciplined me with this thorn 

so that I might learn wisdom and say that His ways are truly just and righteous.24 At first I 

despised the discipline of my heavenly Father, but in recent years I have learned to thank Him 

for it, for He has employed it to refine the impurities in my heart and conform me more closely 

to His holy image. The duration of the suffering has been necessary, apparently, because I have 

been so slow to learn.25 

 

In His zeal for our total dedication to Him, the Lord may smash the idol dearest to our hearts, the 

thing – or person – without which we believe we cannot live. In the process, God will liberate us 

from this false god and show us that we can find joy in His love and presence at all times. Our 

God is a jealous God, and He will do anything to re-direct our love towards Him alone, as the 

history of Israel demonstrates. When the fires of affliction sear our souls, we must not lose faith 

in God’s love for us nor in His power to preserve us. He will not let us be tempted beyond our 

strength; at the right time, He will deliver us from the sin into which we think we are about to 

fall.26 “Trust in Him at all times, you people; Pour out your heart before Him.”27  

 

God will not only send His comfort to us when we are about to despair; He will also multiply 

this comfort by comforting others through us.28 I have come to see each physical malady or 

sorrow of heart as another line in my “resume” of experiences enabling me to serve others who 

are in any kind of trouble. If our goal in life is not temporary happiness but helpfulness, then we 

can welcome all the troubles that come our way as friends. 

 

Dear reader, if you are going through a fiery trial, do not lose hope. Trust in God, and He will 

walk with you, giving you strength for each day and protecting your soul from harm. He is the 

Good Shepherd.29 

 

Acute, then chronic laryngitis was the “first thorn” referred to above; it directly impacted my 

work. The causes were several: The clerical collar which Episcopal ministers have to wear when 

they lead worship is made up of hard plastic; mine was too small and it constricted my throat, 

making speech difficult. Furthermore, in the Episcopal liturgy of that time, the minister had to 

speak or sing constantly. If there had been more people in each congregation, I would have been 

able to rest or at least to speak very softly, but with so few people in the congregation, I had to 

lead by speaking in a loud voice. Although I had been trained in seminary to breathe from the 

diaphragm when speaking, I had not mastered this skill. I relied on my throat to make sounds – a 

sure way to induce laryngitis. 

                                                
23 Psalm 34:1 
24 Psalm 119:69, 71 
25 Proverbs 3:11–12; Hebrews 12:5–6 
26 1 Corinthians 10:13 
27 Psalm 62:8 
28 2 Corinthians 1:4 
29 Psalm 23 
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Psychological factors also contributed to the tension in my throat. As I said, Dori did not feel 

secure about my preaching, because she was afraid people were rejecting me. I could see this on 

her face as I preached at the first service in Murfreesboro. Fearing her rejection, I became 

nervous and tense. When she came with me to Gatesville, she would often criticize my sermon as 

I drove, thus making me even tenser. My pride and unbelief lay at the root, for I was seeking to 

please Dori rather than God, and I was seeking to establish my worth through my preaching. 

Many compliments had given me confidence that I was a good preacher, so I began to rely on 

that to make myself feel valuable. When Dori, whom I desired above all to please, did not like 

my sermons, my self-image was shattered. 

 

The remedy would have been greater faith in God. Had I trusted in His love more, I would have 

feared Dori’s disapproval less. Had I sought His glory rather than my own, I would have 

welcomed her criticisms. Had I been filled with His peace, I would have relaxed while I spoke, 

allowing the Spirit to lead the congregation. 

 

I lost the use of my voice for several weeks. When I spoke, I had to whisper. I wrote sermons 

which I asked other men to read for me. During this time, I received voice lessons from an opera 

singer in our congregation who taught at Chowan College. His instructions helped me learn new 

techniques but did not eliminate the root causes. Gradually, I began to preach again. I cut the 

length of my sermons in half, from twenty minutes to ten. I was a bit humbled when people said 

the shorter sermons were better! 

 

Following God’s Leading 

 

After a year and a half in East Carolina, I began to reconsider graduate school. I was glad my 

bishop had not allowed me to go straight to school after seminary, but now I thought I should 

consider further studies. Why? I had seen that the problem with the Episcopal Church lay with 

the clergy, who did not preach the gospel or believe in the authority of the Bible. Their seminary 

education had turned them away from God’s Word. If I were going to make a difference, I would 

have to teach in a seminary. To do that, I would need a PhD or a ThD. Thus, I began exploring 

various options. 

 

At first I wanted to go to England to study at Cambridge with an Evangelical New Testament 

scholar, but that was too expensive. Then I applied to Westminster Theological Seminary in 

Philadelphia, where Philip Hughes taught New Testament. I wanted to learn all I could from him. 

Since I had majored in Latin and had studied Greek, I also applied to my old department, the 

Classics Department at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill. That was my second 

choice, but God had other plans. My interview at UNC was a bit intimidating, because the new 

chairman, Dr. George Kennedy, said, “We do not intend to become a training school for 

theologians.” I went away thinking I had no chance to study there and placed all my hopes on 

Westminster. Much to my surprise, however, Westminster never even replied to my application, 

whereas UNC admitted me and granted me a teaching fellowship – quite rare for first-year 

graduate students.  

 

While in Chapel Hill, we had talked with a man opening a new Christian bookstore there. He 

invited us to manage the store for him. That would provide additional income. Furthermore, we 
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visited my old friend from college days, Mary Frances Boyce, and discovered that she and 

some others had started a new Evangelical church in Chapel Hill; they invited us to join them.  

 

All doors seemed to be opening for us to move to Chapel Hill. Westminster had not responded, 

so I wrote to say I had made a decision to go to UNC. The Director of Graduate Admissions – 

the same Jay Adams whose book on counseling had helped me so much – immediately replied. 

Apologizing profusely, he told me that they had been waiting for letters of recommendation for 

me to come in; when my letter arrived, he had re-checked my file and found that the letters had 

been there for months! Their lack of response to me was a mistake! I wrote back telling him that 

it seemed like God’s providence, for I had come to believe God really wanted us in Chapel Hill. I 

told him not to worry about his oversight, for all things would work together for good for those 

who love God. 

 

Little did I know how true this was! Several subsequent events demonstrated God’s wisdom. 

Westminster cancelled its ThD program – I would have gone there for nothing. In later years, I 

also realized that going to Westminster would have encouraged me to become more dogmatic 

than I was already, which was not what I needed. I needed to become more tolerant and less self-

assured. 

 

Thus, as we moved to Chapel Hill – amidst very affectionate “goodbyes” from our dear friends 

in East Carolina – we went with high hearts and great hope. Little did we know that we were 

heading into what we later called “The Golden Years,” four years that would change my life and 

my ministry forever. 
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Peter (far left) preached at my ordination, 1969. 

Speaking at “Purgatory” – the church-turned-coffee shop 
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Chapter Eleven: The Golden Years, 1971–1973 

 

“He leads me beside still waters.” 

 

On a previous visit to Chapel Hill, we had found a two-story apartment about a mile from the 

university. The rent was as high as we could afford – $125 – but the location, size, and 

appearance of the apartment made us decide to risk the expense. We never regretted that 

decision. Our second-floor bedroom was at tree level, where birds sang to us each morning. We 

could look out upon a stream which flowed with a soft murmur. We were on the end of a long 

building, so we had grass and trees on two sides. I made the other bedroom into a study, lined 

with a growing library of books. 

 

Dori immediately set to work making this a warm and inviting home for us and our numerous 

guests. She loved Chapel Hill. The climate was cooler than it had been in East Carolina; there 

were hills instead of boring flat spaces; the people came from various parts of the country, so she 

felt less out of place culturally. I believe she was happier during these years than at almost any 

other time in our marriage until we moved to Charlottesville, Virginia, in 1989. 

 

I liked being there, too. I love to walk, and the one mile walk to the Classics Department took me 

up a hill and then along streets familiar to me from my days in college there five years 

previously. I enjoyed being in school again, freed from pastoral and administrative 

responsibilities, with time to read and think. After a difficult time in East Carolina, God had led 

us to green pastures and beside still waters to restore our souls.30 God used these pleasant 

surroundings to prepare us further for our ministry to the Chinese, as we shall see. 

 

Changing Churches 

 

We began attending the Chapel of the Cross, the Episcopal church I had gone to as a college 

student. The rector was from my hometown, Pensacola, Florida. He delivered elegant lectures 

about Christianity. The liturgy was beautiful, as always, but we were not fully happy there. For 

one thing, the sermons did not explain or apply the Bible as much as we would like. For another, 

we did not feel at home in the congregation. I had changed too much since leaving Chapel Hill as 

a new believer; my standards for Christian fellowship were higher. 

 

As we had planned, we also began attending the newly-formed Chapel Hill Bible Church. In fact, 

we went there for worship on the first Sunday that their first pastor, Jim Abrahamson, preached. 

An elder in the church, Hank Lesesne, greeted us afterwards and invited us to his home to meet 

the new pastor and his wife. Thus began a happy relationship that has brought us joy up to this 

day. We liked the pastor right away. A Dallas Seminary graduate, he expounded the Word of 

God with precision and clarity. We had not heard such solid Bible teaching since my brother left 

his church in Leesburg. We loved the people, too. That first night’s fellowship in the home of the 

Lesesnes created a bond of love that will never be broken. We still count Hank and his wife Jean 

among our close friends, and we are in touch with them every week. The only aspect we didn’t 

enjoy was the worship. It consisted of one or two hymns, a brief prayer, and a long sermon. We 

                                                
30 Psalm 23 
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were used to the beautiful liturgy of the Book of Common Prayer and found the Bible 

Church’s service too plain. As time passed, however, the worship improved considerably. For 

our part, we realized that faithful Bible teaching was even more important to us than beautiful 

worship. As I searched the Scriptures on this subject, I found a great deal about the importance 

of truth, but virtually nothing about beauty, except the beauty of good works.31 True, in the Old 

Testament we find the tabernacle adorned with lovely colors and the altar covered with gold, but 

we do not see the same emphasis in the New Testament, where Christians gathered in ordinary 

homes. 

 

The Bible Church met in an old university building. It was not attractive, but it served the church 

well for a long time. The historic building had the advantage of good acoustics, so that with only 

a few people singing it still sounded good. Furthermore, the members were friendly and eager to 

know more of God’s word. We became involved immediately. We had finally found the 

fellowship of other believers for which we had hungered and thirsted ever since our marriage.  

 

The pastor’s teaching struck us powerfully, too. After a while, he began instructing us out of 

1 Corinthians. He spoke about the body of Christ and the ministry of each person in it. At this 

time, the doctrine of the church as the Body of Christ was receiving more emphasis, especially 

with the publication of Ray Stedman’s book, Body Life. Christians began to see that each one is a 

minister, with some spiritual ability to serve others and help them to grow in faith, hope, and 

love. The pastor refused to do all the work of the ministry; he told us that if we saw a need, we 

should try to meet it ourselves. He emphasized that the body grows only as each believer does 

his part.32 I firmly believe this is why the Bible Church began to grow so fast – from seventy in 

attendance on our first Sunday to more than 1,000 now. 

 

After a few months of enjoying real church life, I knew I had to make a decision about the 

Episcopal Church. After all, I was an ordained minister of that denomination. We still attended 

the local Episcopal church before going to the Bible Church service. But our heart was not in that 

Episcopal church. Furthermore, I saw that the Episcopal denomination had committed itself to 

reject the Bible as the inspired word of God. I knew that it was not just the seminary professors, 

but also most of the clergy, and even many of the church members, who did not believe in the 

Bible. That being the case, they would not listen to arguments based upon the Scriptures. You 

could not have a debate about truth if the other person did not believe in the truth. 

 

I also realized that the Prayer Book taught that infants who are baptized are born again at that 

time. Other Evangelicals tried to explain the words of the Prayer Book to say that it didn’t really 

mean this, but I had to admit that it did mean what it said. I could not accept the idea that a 

person with no faith has been born again, and I did not think that infants had faith. Faith seemed 

essential to salvation, but children who had been baptized were considered to be saved by the 

Episcopal Church.  

 

To make matters worse, I saw that the Prayer Book rite of Confirmation was not sound 

biblically. It taught that those who were confirmed (usually as teenagers) received the Holy 

                                                
31 Matthew 5:16, for example, uses the word “kalos” for “good” works. Distinct from the word “agathos,” which speaks of the 

intrinsic goodness of things, “kalos” can sometimes refer to the pleasing appearance of virtuous actions. 
32 Ephesians 4:12–16 
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Spirit when the bishop laid his hands on them. Thus, it taught a two-stage Christianity: You 

are born again, then you receive the Spirit. But this is exactly what the Pentecostals believe: You 

are first converted, then you later receive the Holy Spirit. All my study of the Bible and later my 

reading of the scholarly book by James Dunn, Baptism in the Holy Spirit, convinced me that 

regeneration, conversion, saving faith, and receiving the Holy Spirit all came at the same time, as 

I said in the last chapter.  

 

Thus, I saw that I differed from the official teaching of the Episcopal denomination on three 

major points: The Bible is the inspired word of God; regeneration must come with true faith; and 

the Spirit must come with regeneration. Previously, I had stayed in this denomination because I 

thought the traditional teaching of it was biblically sound. I merely wanted to help return the 

organization to its former position. Now I saw that the leaders would not accept the Bible as the 

word of God, and even if they did, the official documents of the denomination taught matters 

which I now considered to be contrary to the Word of God. It was not just the corruption of the 

organization, but its fundamental teachings, which I could not accept. 

 

I was in a position like that of Martin Luther. He had first been upset by the corruption of the 

Medieval Roman Catholic Church. Then he began to see that even its official teachings were not 

in line with the Bible. That was when he realized he had to leave. 

 

After much prayer and deliberation, I wrote a letter of resignation to my bishop. He very 

graciously accepted my resignation and gave me an “honorable discharge” from my vows as a 

minister. Some of my Episcopalian friends said I was being too narrow-minded and hasty. They 

thought I should wait a while. But I read the passages of the Bible which command us to separate 

from people in the church whose actions or teaching denied the Bible, and I knew I had to obey 

God’s word.33 

 

In some ways, this decision was easy, for it allowed me to serve God with a clear conscience. On 

the other hand, it deprived me of economic security – I lost a scholarship from an Episcopalian 

foundation, for example – and a clear direction for the future. I trusted that God would guide and 

provide, however, just as He had before. I believed the words, “Seek first the kingdom of God 

and His righteousness, and all these things shall be added to you.”34 He has not failed me in the 

years since I chose to leave a corrupt and heretical group and follow Him as closely as possible. I 

have never regretted that choice.35 The best man in my wedding made a different decision; he 

chose to remain as a minister in the Episcopal Church. We are still close friends, but I am glad I 

did not walk the difficult road that he has had to walk. (He has since left the American Episcopal 

denomination and come under a bishop in Nigeria.) 

 

 

 

 

                                                
33 Romans 16:17; 1 Corinthians 5:11; Galatians 1:8–9; and 2 John 7–11 
34 Matthew 6:33 
35 One of the men who criticized me was a former seminary professor. He later left the Episcopal organization for its anti-biblical 

teachings, including its ordaining practicing homosexuals as ministers. We have remained friends all these years, and he has done 

great things to try to reform the organization; but even he finally lost patience. 
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Help for Our Marriage 
 

Not long after we arrived in Chapel Hill, we received help for our marriage. Dori found one or 

two women with whom she could pray and study the Bible, and I got together with men. We 

discovered that part of our problem before was that each of us looked to the other to satisfy all 

our companionship needs. No one person can do that, of course. For example, I love to read, and 

I had always wanted to share with Dori what I was reading. She is more of an activist, however, 

and did not always want to talk with me about books. She preferred to talk about relationships 

with people. In Chapel Hill, I had plenty of men with whom I could discuss the books I was 

reading, so I stopped expecting Dori to fulfill that desire of mine. 

 

We also made another important change in our life: For the first time in our marriage, we began 

to read the Bible and pray together. Though we didn’t usually do a formal Bible study, we would 

now read a passage and then pray about whatever was going on in our lives at the time. This 

drew us closer to each other. It also brought God into our marriage in a new way. He had always 

been there, of course, but inviting Him to join us made His presence seem more real to us. We 

began turning over to Him some of our difficulties. We brought our differences and conflicts to 

Him and asked for His wisdom and grace to solve them. It wasn’t long before we saw our love 

for each other grow. 

 

Later, we joined a small group of people from the Bible Church. Although we did not discuss our 

marriage problems in the group, just having others with whom to study the Bible, worship, and 

pray helped us grow in our love for God and thus for each other. As we watched others face 

obstacles in their paths, we derived strength from their faith. We diverted our attention from 

ourselves to others. In a general way, we could ask others to pray for us; their prayers made a 

difference, too. 

 

Our small group met once a week for a meal, Bible study, singing (Dori played the guitar), 

sharing, and prayer. We came to love each other deeply and to experience God’s love for us 

through others in a new way. We look upon that time as one in which we had our first real taste 

of Christian fellowship. 

 

A year or two later, we formed a couples group. Two other couples joined us in discussing a 

book called The Intimate Marriage, by Howard Clinebell. Just talking about marriage in this 

group brought relief as we saw that other couples had difficulties like ours. Hearing them talk 

about their relationships helped to put ours into a new perspective. For example, I tend to talk 

more than most men. Another husband in our group was the “strong, silent type.” His wife 

wanted him to talk more, while Dori wanted me (the “weak, talkative type”) to say less! We 

laughed at these differences. We also asked for prayer for marital difficulties and saw God work 

miracles in our relationships. 

 

I love to read, so I continued acquiring books about marriage in order to learn how to love Dori 

better. I found Larry Christiansen’s The Christian Family most helpful, along with Jay Adams’ 

Christian Living in the Home.36 Walter Trobisch’s I Loved a Girl helped us see that God must be 

                                                
36 Both are available in Chinese. 
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actively sought out as a partner in any marriage for it to work. For several years I tried to read 

at least one book on marriage and family living annually. Sometimes I learn something new; 

usually I am reminded of old truths that I still need to put into practice! Since I am a very slow 

learner, I have continued to read new books on marriage.  

 

In addition, since we still had some conflicts, we sought out marriage counseling. Paul Meier, 

who later became quite famous through his many books and the Minirth-Meier clinics, was a 

resident in psychiatry at Duke University Hospital at the time. We met with him every two 

weeks or so. He was quite insightful and helped us understand ourselves and the reasons for our 

inability to love each other as we wanted to. This was our second time to receive marriage 

counseling; it would not be our last. We found that just having another person supervise our 

conversations enabled us to work through problems that we had trouble discussing without 

anyone else present. Jesus’ command to ask another person to assist in mediating conflicts has 

always been a guideline for us.37 

 

Paul’s research into the causes of mental illness and anti-social behavior led him to the 

conclusion that the biblical model of the man as leader and the wife as helper is the healthiest 

one. He found that most problems result from passive or absent fathers or dominant mothers, or a 

combination of the two. In Sunday school at the Bible Church, he also presented his findings 

about the importance of mothers staying home to care for their young children. Later published 

in book form as The Unwanted Generation, his research convinced us that if we ever had 

children, Dori would devote herself full-time to their care.38 He knew the dangers of overbearing 

husbands, too. He tried to help me discern when I should be gentle and listen to Dori and when I 

should exercise sacrificial leadership, as pictured in Ephesians 5:22–33. 

 

Beginning Graduate School 

 

When I entered the Classics Department, I felt as if I had come home. Having spent four years in 

the Classics Department during college, I was familiar with the teachers, the classrooms, and the 

library. There were new faculty members, of course, including the chairman, Dr. George 

Kennedy. When he met with the class of graduate students, he gave us two pieces of good 

advice: First, he recommended that we diversify – that is, try to learn something about several 

different fields of study so that we might more easily find jobs when we graduated; second, he 

advised us not to take too long to complete our studies, especially the dissertation, lest we 

become weary of school. 

 

The first years of the doctoral program in an American university consists mostly of taking 

courses. “Classics” as a major required the study of both Latin and Greek. I had taken five more 

years of Latin than of Greek, but I had refreshed my Greek by studying the Greek original of the 

Bible memory verses I had already memorized in English. Nevertheless, even though I had won 

the Greek Prize as an undergraduate, I felt uneasy about my ability to keep up with the work in 

Greek classes. My first Greek course was taught by Dr. Kenneth Reckford, who had been my 

advisor while I wrote my senior honors thesis in college. I liked him very much. An outstanding 

scholar, he was also a demanding teacher. He expected his students to work hard and get the 

                                                
37 Matthew 18:15–16 
38 The second edition came out under a new title, A Mother’s Choice. 
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translation right. Thus, when he called on students to translate in class, they could become 

very nervous. He always treated me kindly, however, for which I was grateful. I learned a great 

deal of Classical (that is, non-New Testament) Greek from him. 
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Salt and Light 

 

Before too long, everyone in the department knew that I was a Christian and a preacher. I felt the 

pressure to shine as a light in the department, but I did not always succeed. Once, while we 

waited for one of our teachers to arrive, several of the students joined in criticizing him. I took 

part also. Then suddenly I realized that I was just like them, grumbling and speaking behind our 

teacher’s back. I felt terribly ashamed of myself and immediately stopped talking. From then on I 

tried to be more conscious of the duty to provide an example of love and truth to my classmates. 

 

When the first semester began, I made a commitment not to study on Sunday. I thought that I 

should honor the Lord’s Day by resting from my ordinary work. Sunday became the highlight of 

my week as a result. We spent the morning in church, often ate lunch with fellow believers, and 

held our small group meeting in the evening. We often took a walk or just enjoyed a rest in the 

afternoon. When I came back into the department library Monday morning, I was eager to 

commence a new work week. Most of my classmates had spent the entire weekend poring over 

books and preparing their translations for Monday’s classes; thus, they were already tired before 

the new week’s classes had even started. I thanked God for keeping me fresh and highly 

motivated for the entire four years I spent there. To God’s glory, I should add that, although I 

worked fewer hours than my classmates and was not as well-versed in the Classics as they were, 

I graduated before anyone else in my class and was the only one in my class to have a job offer 

upon graduation. I say this not to boast, but to give credit to the God who proved himself faithful 

to one of His unworthy servants. 

 

I did not always succeed in glorifying God, however. One day, before one of Dr. Reckford’s 

tests, students were all anxiously studying in the Classics Department library. I had prepared 

well, and I had trusted God for the outcome, so I was not really very worried. One of my 

classmates, a very delightful Jewess named Laura, noticed how calm I was. Coming up to me, 

she said in a loud Boston accent, “Doyle, how come you’re not nervous [actually, she said 

“noivous”] like the rest of us?” The library fell totally silent. Here was a chance to share my faith 

in God. As everyone waited for my response, I smiled and said, “I took a tranquilizer.” The 

crowd roared with laughter, but inside I burned with self-loathing because I had not brought 

glory to my God. Instead – to my lasting shame – I sought to please them by using humor. I 

resolved from then on that I would not pass up an opportunity to bear witness to Christ. Although 

I still have a tendency to use humor to get attention and please people, and thus I waste a lot of 

precious time, I have not failed Him as dramatically as I did that day.39 By God’s grace, I have 

mostly been able to keep that commitment. 

 

Usually, I prayed before deciding which courses to take each semester. Once, however, I 

neglected to seek God’s guidance. I had planned to select a course on early Greek philosophy. 

The teacher was young and brilliant and I liked him. The subject matter would have helped me 

understand later Greek philosophy, which was one of my fields of study. When I asked him 

about the course, however, he tried to give me a realistic picture by telling me how hard it would 

be. The result was that I became afraid of taking the course. I had already taken a course on Plato 

                                                
39 See Ephesians 4:29 and 5:16–17 for the importance of using words to build others up. 
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from him, in which he required us to read thirty pages of Plato in Greek each week; I knew he 

was a demanding professor. 

 

Thus, I looked around for what I thought would be an easier class, and decided to register for 

“Greek Sculpture” instead. I have always regretted that decision. It was based on fear, not faith, 

and the Bible tells us that “whatever is not done from faith is sin.”40 Had I thought more about it, 

I would also have realized that early Greek philosophy would have been more useful to me than 

Greek sculpture. Furthermore, I would have remembered that Greek sculpture mostly portrays 

idols, many of them in the form of naked men and women. Looking at these would not be 

edifying for me. 

 

When I actually took the class on sculpture, I found I was tempted by all those naked human 

forms. I also discovered that I had no ability in art criticism. I should have recalled that the one 

art history course I had taken in college was difficult for me for the same reason. At the end of 

the semester, I got a lower grade in the sculpture class than I probably would have gotten in the 

philosophy course! By failing to honor God and trust in Him, I had gone astray. 

 

Learning to Trust God 

 

Despite Dr. Reckford’s gentle treatment of me and a lot of hard work on my part, however, I 

dreaded the final exam. By Saturday night, I was only able to review one-eighth of the material 

he had assigned to us. The exam was on Monday afternoon, and I knew I would not be able to 

finish studying unless I worked on Sunday. After church, I came home and reasoned this way: 

God knew I needed to do well on this exam. He also knew I hadn’t wasted time, but I still hadn’t 

finished my review. It would harm my testimony if I got a bad grade. So, just this once, I would 

open my books on Sunday. I began to review for the exam, but after about twenty minutes I had 

no peace about what I was doing. I knew I was acting out of fear, not faith. So, I closed my 

books, prayed fervently for God’s help the next day, and took a walk with Dori. 

 

I went to bed early that night and got up at about five the next morning. Studying as fast as I 

could, I had still gone over only about a quarter of the material. I walked into the classroom 

convinced I would fail. Much to my surprise, however, all the exam questions came from the 

material I had studied! As I wrote out the answers, I praised God for His mercy. I got a high 

grade on the exam and for the course, but I knew it was because of God’s kindness to me and not 

because of my own intelligence. Since then, I have made it a rule not to do my ordinary work on 

Sunday. On a few occasions it has seemed necessary to break that rule, but these exceptions have 

been extremely rare – no more than five or ten in all this time, and they mostly stem from the 

inevitable need for a pastor to work on Sunday. Thus, I try not to go shopping, pay bills, run 

errands, or do my usual weekday tasks on the Lord’s Day. The resulting rest God has given me is 

a benefit far outweighing the inconvenience this discipline has occasionally caused. 

 

 

 

 

                                                
40 Romans 14:23 
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Hiding God’s Word in My Heart 

 

Because I had a mile to walk to and from school, I had plenty of time to think each day. My 

routine was regular: I rose at six and spent one hour in Bible study and prayer. Then I would 

awaken Dori, who would fix me breakfast. After breakfast, I walked to school. On the way, I 

would meditate upon several verses of the Bible which I was memorizing at the time. I began 

with the Sermon on the Mount (Matthew 5–7). Over the next four years, I also committed 

Romans 5, 6, and 8; Ephesians; and 1 Peter 1–3 to memory. Because of this frequent meditation 

upon the word of God, I believe I was kept from many sins and enabled to do some things that 

pleased the Lord.41 After lunch, I would read several chapters of the Bible in order to go through 

the whole book in one year. In this way, I obtained a general idea of the overall content of this 

most important of all books. I believe that my productivity during those four years stemmed 

directly from my investment in God’s word. 

 

Serving in the Church 
 

We arrived in Chapel Hill just when God had begun to do a major work there. The bookstore 

provided a focal point for Christians. The Bible Church attracted more and more students and 

professors seeking to know God’s truth. In God’s providence, He also sent several campus 

ministry staff workers to Chapel Hill at this time. We had heard that these people did not 

coordinate their efforts or work together very closely (which is usually the case), so I started a 

monthly prayer meeting in our home for all of them. The workers from organizations such as 

Inter-Varsity, Campus Crusade for Christ, and the Navigators got to know each other as friends. 

As they prayed for each other and for the spread of the gospel in Chapel Hill, we saw a 

wonderful growth of the Body of Christ there. 

 

After my first year, I was asked to teach a Sunday school class for the Bible Church. I ministered 

in this way almost every semester from then until we left for Asia. This provided invaluable 

training. I had to study hard for each class, of course, which helped me increase my store of 

biblical and theological knowledge. I needed that, since my seminary education was deficient in 

Evangelical content. I knew much less than did our pastor, who had gone to Dallas Theological 

Seminary for four years. I continued to read good commentaries by Evangelical scholars, as well 

as books on theology, church history, and pastoral ministry. I benefited from not being the 

pastor; I was serving just like any other Christian man who has to hold a regular job. As a 

consequence, I understand what church leaders who are not paid pastors have to sacrifice in 

order to serve in the church. 

 

Running the Bookstore 

 

We also learned a lot by operating the Logos Bookstore. Dori and I started out together, with me 

as the manager. The owner, who lived an hour away in Greensboro, would visit us weekly to 

give us instructions and guidance. His own store was prospering, and he hoped to make an 

impact on Chapel Hill with its strategic university population. We enjoyed setting up the new 

store, stocking the shelves with books and a few posters and gifts. Our location was a bit 

                                                
41 See Joshua 1:8–9; Psalm 1 and 119:9–11; and John 15:7 for the importance of Bible memory. 
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unusual, however: We were on the second floor of a building on the main street. Down the 

hall from us was a bar. Sometimes, when Dori opened up the store in the mornings, she would 

find needles on the stairway – they had been used for drugs the night before. We were glad when 

the owner of the bar came in to browse and to chat with us; we thought it was a good chance to 

share the gospel. I would come to the store in the afternoons, after classes. Then she would go 

home and fix supper. 

 

Those were the days of the so-called “Jesus Movement,” when thousands of young people turned 

from drugs to Christ. We had all sorts of wild-looking youth come into our store. One we shall 

never forget was Malcolm, whose nickname was “Electric X.” He had long hair and a long beard 

and rode a motorcycle, but he was looking for the truth. He bought his first New Testament from 

Dori, who told me about him as soon as I came into the store. Malcolm returned each month for 

a different translation of the Bible. He eventually read the New Testament through in ten 

different translations that year, and the whole Bible through in fifteen different versions in later 

years. The Word of God transformed him, so that he became a deacon, a Sunday school teacher, 

and an elder in the Chapel Hill Bible Church.42 

 

Both of us loved certain aspects of running the store. We enjoyed talking with people who asked 

us for advice about books; sometimes they would also open up their hearts to us and seek our 

spiritual guidance. One of these was Susan, a strikingly beautiful woman who came to know God 

in those days and who sought Dori’s counsel. She soon became one of Dori’s best friends. She 

would come over for supper once a week, then study the Bible with Dori afterwards. She later 

married Stephen, one of my best friends.43 

 

On my part, as a preacher I loved talking with people about the gospel and Christian books. I 

tried to guide them away from shallow works to those with more content and depth. In the 

process, I had to read a lot just to know what we were offering for sale. I added many volumes to 

my library while we ran that store! 

 

There were challenges, however. One was our lack of business experience. I often ordered books 

that I would like to read, but that would not appeal to most people. These volumes sat on our 

shelves until I bought them, so they didn’t help us make a profit. I soon discovered that I was not 

a gifted manager. I also found that working in the store took too much of my time. I was already 

serving as a teaching assistant, and graduate studies were more demanding than I had thought 

they would be. After about six months, I asked if I could turn over the store to Dori to run. Since 

she had much more ability and skill than I did, the owner gladly agreed. 

 

Dori did a great job and supervised a move of the store into a newer building. She found that it 

took a lot out of her, however. She would leave work tired, so I often offered to take her out for 

supper to keep her from having to cook. That became expensive, however. We also discovered 

that the stress of managing a retail business, with the added burden of caring for the many people 

who confided in her, led to long conversations each night about the day’s work. We needed the 

money she was making and we saw she was having a real impact in the lives of many people, but 

we sensed that it was taking too much out of her. 

                                                
42 Malcolm preached in our fellowship in Charlottesville the week before I wrote these lines. 
43 Stephen called me on the phone the night before I wrote this paragraph. 



 145 

Finally, after a year and a half, Dori quit the job and came home to be a full-time wife and 

homemaker. By this time, the words of Paul in Titus 2:5 that younger women should be “workers 

at home” had convinced us. We lost her salary, but we never lacked enough money for essentials 

in the following two years of graduate school. Dori saved money by making food from basic 

ingredients, sewing her own clothes, spending time to buy things on sale, and not having to go 

out so often for dinner. We both began to see just what Proverbs 31 was about. Indeed, when I 

gave a farewell sermon at the Bible Church, I said, “If you don’t know Dori, just read Proverbs 

31.” She was embarrassed by my words, but they were true.44 She came home, not because she 

was incapable of running a store, but because she didn’t have the time and energy to do that and 

to minister to me and to the women who sought her out as a friend and advisor. 

 

Making a Living 
 

After I quit my job at the bookstore, God provided for our financial needs through my position as 

a teaching assistant. I taught Latin the first year. In the second year I served as an assistant for 

Dr. Reckford’s class on “journey epics,” in which we read the Odyssey, the Aeneid, and the Lord 

of the Rings trilogy by Tolkien. The next year, I was an assistant for a class on Hellenistic 

civilization, which helped me understand the period between the Old and New Testaments and 

the world in which the early church was born. I’ll tell you about my fourth year teaching 

assignment later. Each of these classes helped me grow as a classroom instructor. I learned both 

by teaching and by observing master teachers at work. Thus, I graduated with an unusual amount 

of teaching experience, since none of my classmates taught every year. That would come in 

useful later when I began to teach in seminary. 

 

Through Dori’s frugal homemaking we saved money, and my small stipend from teaching 

brought in some income. We also cut food costs by growing our own vegetables. We first 

planted a garden in our back yard, cooperating with our neighbors, Richard and Debbie 

McClintock. We dug stones out of the ground and made a wall with them. Richard, who was a 

classmate of mine in the Classics Department, constructed a little gate to keep out rabbits. We 

learned a lot about gardening from the McClintocks. The next year, we joined with another 

couple, Mark and Libby Acuff, to plant a much larger garden on a plot of land owned by the 

university and given to students to till free of charge. Our three families worked together, and 

God blessed our efforts with large crops of all sorts of fresh vegetables. We also stopped eating 

much meat at this time. This not only saved us money, but made us healthier. We found that 

gardening in the cool of the day after supper calmed our nerves and helped us to study better. It 

also built close friendships among our three families. We had to learn to work together, since the 

McClintocks did not believe in using any chemical fertilizers or pesticides, and the Acuffs did. 

We had several humorous encounters over that issue, but it all worked out to everyone’s 

satisfaction. One not-so-funny event took place: When we arrived at the garden one evening, I 

found that some animal had eaten the tops off of all the beans I had planted and of whose growth 

I was so pleased. For a few moments I was very angry with that animal! After a while, however, 

I was able to laugh at the way the animal had neatly chewed off the tops of the plants. 

 

                                                
44 They still are. Although Dori has earned money recently by tutoring Chinese children in our home and by a part-time job for 

three weeks in the summer, she has basically been a full-time homemaker since she left her job as manager of the bookstore. 
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Learning my Limitations 

 

After I left the Episcopal Church and joined the Bible Church, I was asked to become an elder. I 

was happy to accept the invitation and took my new ministry seriously. I thoroughly enjoyed 

working with men who were fully committed to the truth of God’s word in the Scriptures. 

 

One thing bothered me, however: I thought that the chairman of the Board of Elders did not run 

meetings very efficiently, and believed I could do a better job as leader of the elders than he 

could. Somehow, I made this known to them, so they asked me to take his place. I eagerly began 

to put some of my ideas into practice, such as spending a specified amount of time on each topic 

we discussed. Very soon, however, I found that I had been wrong about my abilities. I was not a 

good administrator! I had thought of myself more highly than I ought to have, and not “soberly,” 

as the Bible teaches.45 After a few months of my ineffective leadership, we all agreed that I 

should turn over the chairmanship to someone else. 

 

I learned an important lesson from this embarrassing experience: I do not have strong gifts as a 

leader. I have a gift of speaking, in certain circumstances, but not of administration or 

organization. Since then, I have tried either to avoid positions of leadership or (as in my present 

situation, when I have to be the leader) to involve others in the decision-making and 

administrative process. Otherwise, my weaknesses obstruct the work of God. In fact, God was 

teaching me a vital lesson about the church of Christ during those years in Chapel Hill. We are a 

Body, with different members. Each one has an important part to play in the life, growth, and 

functioning of the entire Body. No one member has all that it takes to make the Body grow up 

into Christ, but together we can help each other in that process. We need each other and we must 

humbly acknowledge that fact.46 After that failure, I tried to concentrate upon exercising my 

teaching gift. 

 

A Life-Changing Assignment 
 

Each elder in the church had to assume responsibility for one of the ministries of the church. I 

told the others that I was very busy in graduate school and asked that I be given the lightest 

possible load. They responded by making me chairman of the Missions Committee, which did 

very little in those days. That assignment would change my life, as you will see. 

 

                                                
45 Romans 12:3 
46 See Romans 12:3–8; 1 Corinthians 12; Ephesians 4:1–16; and 1 Peter 4:10–11. 
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Chapter Twelve: Moving Towards Missions, 1973–1975 

 

My Plans 

 

“God works in mysterious ways His wonders to perform,” wrote an older poet. Reflecting upon 

the ways in which He has led me confirms this truth. I entered graduate school planning to serve 

in an Episcopal seminary. After I left the Episcopal Church, my focus shifted to Evangelical 

seminaries in the United States. I soon discovered that doctorates in New Testament studies were 

more numerous than needed in this country, however. With a degree in Classics, I would not be 

as attractive as someone who had specialized in New Testament, so my chances of finding a 

seminary position were even slimmer than most men in my situation.  

 

My next thought was to establish a Christian Study Center in Chapel Hill, rather like the L’Abri 

centers that Dr. Francis Schaeffer had founded in Switzerland and elsewhere. Schaeffer’s books 

and those of his wife Edith had made a huge impact on both Dori and me, and we aspired to 

imitate their ministry. I envisioned serving in the Bible Church as I sought to reach out to 

intellectuals with a full-orbed presentation of the Word of God, especially as it applied to culture. 

My studies in the last two years of graduate school concentrated upon the ways in which the 

early church fathers applied the gospel to their culture, and I thought I could transfer those 

lessons to our current situation. 

 

A New Vision 
 

After I was appointed chairman of the missions committee, I did almost nothing for a month or 

so. Then I began to feel guilty for this inactivity, so I did something characteristic of intellectuals 

in general and me in particular: I organized a study group. Rather than taking practical steps to 

improve our church’s missions ministry, I gathered a group of men who were interested in 

reading books about missions! In the long run, however, this paved the way for what later 

became a very effective missions strategy for the church. 

 

I knew almost nothing about overseas missions, about which I had not read even one book. I 

didn’t even know what the good books were! I was aware of the missions emphasis of Inter-

Varsity Christian Fellowship (“I-V”), however, so I consulted its list of recommended missions 

books and began taking our group through that selection of resources. We met monthly in our 

house. While Dori cleaned up the kitchen after supper, we discussed one volume after another. 

Gradually, God opened my eyes to His grand design to save people of every race and nation 

through faith in Jesus Christ. I saw that His ultimate purpose was to gather around His heavenly 

throne a vast multitude, from every tribe and tongue, to praise His holy name.47 

 

Rather than being a peripheral activity, cross-cultural evangelism should be a central thrust of the 

church. God saved us, not just to bless us, but that through us He might bless others.48 Like the 

Jews, who had forgotten that God chose Abraham so that all the families of the earth should be 

blessed through his seed,49 many Christians had forgotten that He has called us out of darkness 

                                                
47 Revelation 5:9–10 
48 Psalm 67:1–7 
49 Genesis 12:3 
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so that we may proclaim His glory among the nations.50 What we call the Great Commission 

was not just the last command Jesus gave His disciples, but the goal and climax of His entire life 

and mission on earth – that the gospel would be preached to all nations.51 

 

One author after another showed us that God had planned to spread His blessings to all nations 

from the very beginning and that Genesis contained the seeds of global evangelization. Slowly, 

our little group realized that we could be a part of this world-wide, ages-long advance of God’s 

kingdom. We became more and more excited; our world expanded beyond the boundaries of 

Chapel Hill, the United States, and even the Western world. The unfair disparity between the 

number of Christian workers in this country and the number serving overseas began to trouble 

us. Why were American seminaries turning down applications from men with PhDs while 

seminaries in Africa and Asia were begging for qualified teachers to come and help train pastors 

and evangelists? The question that finally gripped my mind was, “If you saw ten men carrying a 

heavy log, with nine men on one end of the log and one man on the other end, to which end of 

the log would you go to help?” 

 

An Unforgettable Conference 
 

Because I had been president of the I-V chapter at UNC in my college days, and Dori and I had 

been ministering to students for two years in Chapel Hill, we were invited to join the I-V 

Committee, a group of local residents whose job was to support and encourage the new staff 

workers. Then in the fall of 1973, local committee members were invited to attend the Urbana 

Student Missions Conference, a meeting held at the University of Illinois in Urbana every three 

years. We had heard of this conference from Dori’s brother-in-law Tom, because he had served 

there several times while he was on staff with I-V. Local committee members were given full 

scholarships, including lodging and airfare. How could we turn down such an offer? I was 

already eager to get involved in missions, and this seemed to be the next step. Dori, who had 

been listening to our book discussions from the kitchen, knew of my growing interest in 

missions. She was still not as committed as I was, but she had always wanted to attend an Urbana 

conference. We accepted the invitation with enthusiasm. 

 

We drove to Washington’s new Dulles Airport the day after Christmas and boarded a plane with 

others going to the conference. When we landed, the bitterly cold weather took our breath away, 

but we were soon in a warm hotel with other committee members from all over the country. Thus 

began one of the most exciting five days of our life. 

 

Facing Difficulty at Urbana 

 

We had a foretaste of future challenges on our very first night. Although we were living in a 

comfortable hotel, unlike the students, who stayed in dormitories, we discovered that our room 

was right under a busy kitchen. Late into the evening, while we were trying to sleep, the busy 

workers banged pots and pans and rolled heavy carts over our heads, keeping us awake. We 

found this intolerable, and asked to be moved to another room. Little did we know that loss of 

                                                
50 1 Peter 2:9; Acts 1:8 
51 Matthew 28:18–20; Mark 16:15; Luke 24:46–48; Acts 1:8 
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sleep because of noise would be one of the most stressful trials of our missionary career! We 

should have taken this as a hint from God and turned more to Him in prayer. 

 

The students, meanwhile, were learning another way to face difficulties. We saw this after the 

first evening meeting. Standing outside in below-zero weather, we all waited for buses to take us 

back to where we stayed. The long lines meant long waits. As we began to express impatience, 

someone shouted out, “Let’s have an attitude check!” Hundreds of young people responded with, 

“Praise the Lord!” We felt rebuked by their cheerful, faith-filled response to discomfort. 

Compared with our reaction, it showed much greater spiritual maturity. It would take us a long 

time before we began to learn to praise God in all situations; in fact, I am still trying to absorb 

that lesson! Over the years, the opening words of Psalm 34 have become increasingly 

meaningful to me: “I will bless the Lord at all times; His praise shall continually be in my 

mouth.” May God one day make that my practice also! 

 

We entered the huge indoor coliseum with eighteen thousand others for the first meeting. I shall 

never forget the singing. Led by a choir of several hundred, we sounded God’s praises with 

joyful hearts. This was before the days when Christians shouted and hooted during worship, so 

the atmosphere was deeply reverent and moving. 

 

John Stott spoke to us from Paul’s letter to the Romans each morning. On the day he expounded 

Chapter 1, with its relentless description of man’s downward “progress” into sin and the wrath of 

God that would come upon all who were outside of Christ, we saw why preaching the gospel is 

necessary. After Mr. Stott had finished his sermon, he sat down and buried his head in his hands, 

as if overwhelmed by the terror of the wrath of God and the misery of those who do not believe. 

 

In the afternoons, we went to the Armory, where hundreds of mission agencies had set up 

displays. I looked at one after another, seeking somewhere to serve God overseas. Finally, just as 

I was about to go back to the hotel, tired and a bit overwhelmed by all the information I had 

gathered, my eyes met those of a Chinese man behind one of the booths. I thought I should go 

speak to him. He represented the newly-formed China Graduate School of Theology, which was 

about to open in Hong Kong. Its founding faculty members had been carefully preparing 

themselves by gaining graduate degrees in America. They were recruiting more faculty. 

 

I was instantly interested. What would I have to do to be accepted as a teacher there? “Learn 

Chinese,” he replied instantly.  

 

“What else?” I asked eagerly. 

 

“Develop your own spiritual life. Chinese Christians expect a deep level of devotion to God and 

commitment to His kingdom. You must be ready to serve and to sacrifice.” 

 

He went on, “You also have to make a lifetime commitment to the seminary. There must be no 

turning back.”  

 

With that challenge ringing in my ears, I took his brochures and hurried back to our hotel room 

to share the news with Dori. I was sure this was the place God wanted me to serve. 
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When she heard about the necessity to make a commitment for life, she balked. “I am not yet 

ready for that kind of decision.” That killed my enthusiasm, and I let go of my dream. 

 

I then realized that Dori had not yet been gripped by the same vision for overseas missions that 

had come into my heart. I prayed for God to work during the rest of the conference. 

 

He did. 

 

She too heard speaker after speaker clearly proclaiming the priority of world missions for the 

agenda of the church. She saw that missionaries were not, as she had imagined, incompetent 

people who had gone overseas to find jobs they could not obtain at home. As she talked with 

men and women who had served God in other cultures, she found them to be intelligent, well-

informed, articulate, and filled with zeal for God’s kingdom. Getting to know them banished her 

previous misconceptions and enabled her to see herself as someday in their company. God had 

done His work! 

 

We left Urbana resolved to follow up on the new vision God had given us. Despite her 

unwillingness to commit herself for life to the seminary in Hong Kong, Dori did believe that we 

should explore ways of serving God overseas. 

 

Entertaining an Angel Unawares 
 

Some time later, the brother of one of our close friends visited us. He was a student in seminary 

at the time. As I told him of my desire to train church leaders in some way other than the 

traditional seminary, he told me that he had just heard a speaker who was the principal of such a 

training institute in Singapore. David Adeney, an Englishman, had started the Discipleship 

Training Centre to equip Asian Christians to serve effectively. DTC emphasized community life 

and active ministry experience as much as academics. I asked how I might reach Mr. Adeney and 

learned that he was on a tour with Inter-Varsity Christian Fellowship, the group that Dori’s 

brother-in-law Tom Parsons used to serve. I called the national office of I-V to find out where 

Mr. Adeney was. I wrote to the address they gave me – it was in Ohio. Mr. Adeney wrote back, 

telling me to call him while he was in Ohio. On the appointed day I reached him by phone. “I 

rather thought you might call,” he said. 

 

He wanted to meet us personally. He was going to teach at an I-V camp in northern Michigan 

and asked us to visit him there. We had just enough money in our savings account for the airfare, 

so we made reservations that same day. 

 

Our young visitor had been literally an “angel” – a messenger from God to show us the next step. 

 

Meeting a Great Man 

 

Mr. Adeney and his wife Ruth met us at the airport and drove us to the camp. I was young, brash, 

and typically American, and I wanted to talk “business” with him immediately. He was older, 

wise, British, and influenced by Chinese customs, and he wanted to watch us and build a 

relationship with us first. So, for five days I held my tongue while we sat in on his classes on the 
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Chinese church. I quickly saw that he was a man of unusual speaking ability, great passion 

for the Chinese, and love for his students. I decided soon that I would follow this man anywhere! 

 

He was an avid bird-watcher. On the day before we were to leave, he said, “Let’s take a walk to 

the lake. I have heard there are loons there.” Although he was sixty-five, he walked briskly 

through the forest, then clambered with great agility over the rocks on the shore of Lake Huron. 

We followed as best we could, until all three of us were perched on a large rock some distance 

from the shore. He had brought his binoculars and would point to a rare bird, saying, “There’s a 

loon!” 

 

I was almost bursting with curiosity. Would he invite us to work with him, or not? Finally, he 

said, “Well, I think it would be good for you to help us out at DTC.” One of their faculty 

members was going on furlough for a year, and they needed someone to take his place. We 

responded that we would love to help out. Then he said, “It is probably best for you to join OMF 

then.” 

 

“What is OMF?” I asked. I knew virtually nothing about missions. Dori had heard of OMF 

(Overseas Missionary Fellowship) from her brother-in-law Tom, however. 

 

“It is the former China Inland Mission, founded by Hudson Taylor. Perhaps you have heard of 

him.” I think I had at least read the name somewhere. 

 

As we walked back to the camp, our hearts were filled with joy at receiving David’s invitation to 

join him in Singapore. We discussed how to apply to OMF and when we would be needed in 

Singapore. Finally, I knew where God wanted us to serve! 

 

I shall never forget one thing he said in the car back to the airport. I asked, “You have so much 

experience, and you have observed me for these past five days. What advice would you give 

me?” 

 

Mr. Adeney, always gentle and courteous, answered immediately, “Perhaps you could learn to 

listen a bit more.” 

 

I was stunned by his directness. Immediately I sensed that he was right. I had spent much of our 

time together talking – one of my besetting sins. I could have learned so much more had I kept 

my mouth shut! In the years to come, I would continually struggle with this fault. I memorized 

James 1:19 – “So then, my beloved brethren, let every man be swift to hear, slow to speak, slow 

to wrath.” As I read a chapter of Proverbs each day, I noticed how many times it referred to 

control of the speech. Later, I devoted a whole chapter in a book on Christ to the way in which 

He used His tongue. All this time, I have discovered just how hard it is to listen, and yet how 

important it is. We need to ask more questions before we try to give advice to others. So often, 

we think we know what they need, when we really don’t understand. Pride lies at the root of 

hasty speech. Only as we humble ourselves before God will we learn to wait for His lead before 

we open our mouths. I am still learning! 
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Speaking too much too soon has hindered many missionaries from being more effective. 

Future years would prove that I was no exception. 

 

“Haste Makes Waste” 

 

Back in Chapel Hill, I continued to teach Sunday school. I was teaching a class on Acts, using a 

very good commentary by William Sanford LaSor. About sixty people attended each week and 

their response was most enthusiastic. Then I did something that reduced the class to about twenty 

people. Let me explain. 

 

By this time, there was a large undergraduate group of the Inter-Varsity Christian Fellowship. 

I-V decided to start something for Christian graduate students as well. I joined this fellowship, 

called Focus. For one meeting, I was asked to talk on the biblical teaching about the role of 

women in the home and in the church. I had not paid much attention to this subject in previous 

years. I had even belonged to the Evangelical Education Society of the Episcopal Church, which 

had given me a scholarship for seminary and for graduate school. They required all scholarship 

recipients to agree to their program, which included advocating the ordination of women as 

pastors. 

 

As I studied the Bible more, however, my views changed. First, I saw that men and women were 

created equal in God’s eyes but with different roles and responsibilities in human society. For 

example, though father and mother are to receive equal honor from children, wives are to submit 

to their husbands.52 Then I realized that Paul also taught that men should lead the church.53 

Women should not only not lead, they should not teach men, either.54 Then, as I looked into 

1 Corinthians 14, I came to the conclusion that Paul told women to keep silent in meetings where 

all the church was gathered for teaching.55 

 

I knew there was controversy about this, of course. Some thought Paul was talking only to his 

own culture or to the problems of the church in Ephesus or in Corinth. As I studied what he said, 

however, I began to see that he never cited misbehavior of women in the church as his reason. 

He appealed to God’s Law, to nature, to the order of creation, to the deception of Eve by Satan, 

to the headship of Christ over the church as the basis for the headship of husband over wife, etc. 

All these reasons for the subordination, submission, and silence of women in the church or in the 

home had nothing to do with cultural factors or with church conditions in Paul’s time. 

 

I presented these conclusions to the graduate fellowship group. They asked good, challenging 

questions, but the response was unfavorable. 

 

I then wondered about the way I taught my Sunday school class. I liked to lecture, but I also 

liked to entertain questions at the end. Women asked questions, of course. Was that forbidden by 

Paul’s words in 1 Corinthians 14:34–35? I began to think so. I decided to forbid women from 

asking questions in my Sunday school class.  

                                                
52 Ephesians 5:22–33 
53 1 Timothy 3:1–13; Titus 1:3–9 
54 1 Timothy 2:8–14 
55 1 Corinthians 14:34–38 
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I told our pastor about this on Saturday. He listened patiently, then advised me not to take 

such a drastic step. He thought I should wait, pray, talk to others, and give God a chance to lead 

me slowly. In my zeal, however, I ignored his advice. 

 

The next day, the class was full of excited people, eager to hear how God had worked in the 

Early Church as recorded in Acts. At the conclusion of the lecture, I said I would take questions 

only from men. I gave only a very brief explanation of why. After the class was over, a group of 

angry men and women approached me and rebuked me for my action. The next week attendance 

was down by two-thirds. 

 

By foolishly ignoring my pastor’s advice, I had offended many people, reduced my class, and 

given myself a reputation as a fanatic. If I had been more humble, I would have submitted to my 

pastor (another biblical principle!). I would have asked God how I should seek to obey the 

teaching of Scripture, rather than assuming I knew what to do right away. 

 

The effects of this hasty action continued to reduce the effectiveness of my ministry in that 

church for many years. 

 

The issue of the role of women in the church would surface again later in my ministry as a 

missionary. My traditional views on this controversial topic would get me into a great deal of 

trouble. I ended up writing a long paper on the subject at the request of the leadership of OMF in 

1989.56 

 

One bit of good news: The two women who objected most loudly in Sunday school that day 

were the same two who welcomed us to Chapel Hill and invited us to join the Bible Church. 

They were able to forgive me and we remain good friends to this day. God’s mercy is greater 

than our folly! 

 

Radical Reformer 
 

In those days, I sought to do all I could to conform my life to the teachings of the Bible and to 

encourage others to do so also. Since I was the leader of a small group, I pondered ways to apply 

my understanding of Paul’s teachings on the role of women to our group meetings. 

 

First, I began to ask why God had given such instruction. Certainly it was not because women 

are less valuable, intelligent, or capable than men! After all, they too are created in God’s image. 

They possess spiritual gifts, and their insights about personal relationships usually surpass those 

of most men. Why would God want them to be silent in Christian gatherings of men and women? 

As I meditated upon the differences between men and women as portrayed in the Bible, I saw 

that, since Adam, men have tended to avoid taking responsibility. They naturally abdicate their 

proper leadership role to women whenever they can. At the same time, they want to have 

authority, and they often try to “lord it over” women, without really caring for them. Perhaps – 

so I reasoned – God wants men to have to lead in church; to do this, women have to be silent, or 

men will keep quiet while women speak. Furthermore, if women are not allowed to speak, then 

                                                
56 You may obtain a copy of this paper, now in booklet form, from the author. 
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men must represent them when they speak. That will require the men to get to know the 

women in their fellowship better. They will have to ask questions, to listen, to seek to 

understand. Then they will have to speak on behalf of the women in public meetings. Their 

prayers will reflect the needs of the women and children under their care. In this way, the men 

will be compelled to exercise loving leadership, not as masters, but as servants, just as Christ 

loved the church and gave Himself for her. 

 

With those thoughts in mind, I decided to try an experiment: Even in our small group, as we 

studied the Bible, shared, and prayed, I would ask the women to keep silent and I would 

encourage the men to speak. It was a radical experiment, of course. For several meetings, we 

followed this practice. We noticed that it forced the men to ask their wives and single women 

what was on their minds and what they wanted prayer for, before the meetings. It also made the 

men think about the women’s point of view as we talked. The result was, I believe, a greater 

degree of consideration for the women in our group on the part of the men. It showed me how 

lazy I usually am, since I let Dori speak for herself and do not take the trouble to find out what 

she is thinking the rest of the time. I have never again tried to lead a small group this way – it is 

almost impossible in today’s society – but the response of most people, including the women, in 

the group seemed to be positive. 

 

One further comment: The Inter-Varsity Christian Fellowship group at UNC grew from five men 

to several hundred men and women in just four years. One reason was the strong leadership by 

the first five men. I observed then, and have confirmed this observation since, that both men and 

women will follow the leadership of men, but that if women lead, men will tend to stay away. 

Those churches which have women in leadership tend to have fewer and fewer men. One sad 

result is the lack of Christian men for the women to marry. 

 

You may wonder what Dori thinks about all of this. She is a very strong-willed woman. 

Submission to me does not come easily; nor does silence. Being from the North, she is used to 

speaking her mind directly and frankly. You must remember that it was the citizens of New 

England who began the American Revolution! Their women have a tradition of being outspoken 

and assertive in public. Thus, my views were hard for her to accept. To this day, she does not 

agree with my interpretation of 1 Corinthians 14, although she does agree with me about women 

not teaching or leading in the church. To her credit, she has submitted to me, despite her 

disagreement. She has tried to learn how to express respect for me in public and in private. 

Considering her background and personality, I believe she has been remarkably successful. I 

thank God for her desire to submit to His teachings about the role of a wife.57 

 

Learning to Love 
 

As I meditated on the Bible, especially the Sermon on the Mount and Ephesians 5, I saw that true 

love is self-giving. If a man wants to have a happy marriage, he must sacrifice himself for his 

wife. To do that, he needs to walk very closely with Christ, since we are naturally selfish and 

lazy. At this time, I began to get up about an hour before Dori, so I could have a long quiet time 

with God. I would spend time studying the Bible and meditating upon it. Then I would go wake 

                                                
57 Ephesians 5:22; 1 Peter 3:1 
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her up, very tenderly, praying for her while she was still in bed. She liked that. So did I. It 

helped her start off her day knowing that she was cared for by me. I continued this habit while I 

was in graduate school. I believe it contributed significantly to the greater degree of happiness 

we enjoyed with each other during that period of our life together. 

 

Relying on God 
 

Another reason our marriage improved at that time was our new habit of praying together several 

times daily. We prayed at breakfast, at suppertime, and before going to sleep. Sometimes we 

studied the Bible together; I remember a study we did on the Book of Revelation. We did not 

repeat that kind of study after that, unfortunately, but we have continued to pray together. We 

later adopted the habit of reading the day’s selection from Daily Light on the Daily Path, a 

collection of Scriptures for morning and evening each day of the year. Turning to God together 

in humble reliance upon Him transformed several areas of our life. I don’t know how we could 

live without this kind of family prayer. 

 

I also had to rely on God in graduate school. Most of the students were more knowledgeable than 

I was. They spent all their time thinking about Classics. My first love was the Bible, with 

Classics as a way to understand the era of the early church. Thus, I had to work hard to keep up 

with my classmates. 

 

Because I had already earned a Bachelor of Divinity (later changed to Master of Divinity) 

degree, the department allowed me to by-pass the master’s degree and work on the doctorate 

right away. After two years of classes, I began studying for the doctoral exams. The first set were 

written. I had to choose three areas in which I would be examined. I picked Greek New 

Testament, early Christian rhetoric (preaching), and Hellenistic philosophy (the philosophy of 

the period from Alexander the Great to the Roman Empire), especially as reflected in Cicero’s 

philosophical works. In preparation for these exams, I read the entire New Testament in Greek, 

which I thoroughly enjoyed. I studied the sermons of Jesus and the Apostles as examples of 

preaching, then sermons from the first four hundred years of the church. I also read widely in 

Hellenistic philosophy. I learned a great deal from all these studies and shall always be thankful 

for that opportunity. By God’s grace, I passed all three exams. 

 

The oral examination was next. That presented a much greater challenge, since it covered all of 

Greek and Latin literature and philosophy – hundreds of works from Homer (1200 B.C.) to the 

later Roman Empire (400 A.D.). I prepared for this exam for about six months, reading – and 

practically memorizing – two Classics textbooks, making note cards with important names and 

facts, and trying to remember connections between the various authors and works. I was also 

serving as a teaching assistant at the same time, helping a very learned professor with a course on 

the Hellenistic Age. That reinforced my studies, for which I was thankful. 

 

As the examination drew nearer, I grew more and more anxious. I told all my Christian friends 

how nervous I was and asked them to pray. My memory has never been good, and now I was 

thirty – well past the prime age for memorization. I also prayed. 
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When the day for the examination arrived, I had very little confidence I would pass. The 

reason was simple: The best student in our entire department, a woman who was two years ahead 

of me in her studies and who knew far more than I did, had just failed her oral exam the week 

before. The job market for Classics PhD’s was quite poor and the department wanted to decrease 

the number of graduates, or at least slow down the rate of giving advanced degrees. They had 

tightened up their standards. So, when she answered three questions with “I don’t know,” they 

failed her. She would have to study for a few more months, then try again. Her failure sent shock 

waves throughout the entire department. If she could not pass, who could? Certainly not I! 

 

I had asked everyone to pray for me at the hour of my examination. When I entered and saw the 

five people on my committee, I trembled with fear. One of them was Dr. Marti, the woman who 

had given me a poor grade in the Greek sculpture class. She knew I was a Christian and did not 

like me. She held great power among the faculty, too. Another was Dr. Reckford, who liked me 

but had a reputation for being very tough. They let Dr. Marti go first, which upset me even more. 

Her first question was about some trivial fact of Roman literature. “I don’t know,” came from my 

lips. Strike One. Her second question, likewise dealing with a very obscure fact, evoked the same 

reply from me. Strike Two. When I said, “I don’t know” to her third question, I knew I had no 

hope. My doom was sealed when two more similarly hard questions from her forced me to admit 

my ignorance. She smiled grimly and turned to Dr. Reckford, who was next to examine me.  

 

I had already replied, “I don’t know” two more times than the classmate who had failed the 

previous week, so I was a nervous wreck when Dr. Reckford asked a question which was so 

broad in scope that I drew a complete blank. I should have known what he was doing, for he was 

allowing me to talk about the subject of romantic love in Greek and Latin literature, the very 

topic on which I had written an honors thesis for him eight years previously. My mind was in 

such a state that I could not think of anything, however, so I quietly uttered, “I’m not sure what 

you mean.” I shall always be grateful to him for what he did next. He re-phrased the question, 

giving me several hints, so that I understood what he meant and what direction he wanted me to 

take in my reply. I suppose I said enough to satisfy him that I was not totally ignorant, for he 

moved on to another, easier topic. Dr. Houston followed him. I had always liked him, ever since 

I served under him teaching elementary Latin in my first year of graduate studies. He posed 

several quite reasonable, though not overly easy, questions, which I could more or less answer. 

After another professor had his turn, my advisor, Dr. Kennedy – who was chairman of the 

department and also chairman of this examining committee – opened the way for me to talk 

about subjects about which I had taken my written exams. 

 

Nevertheless, when I left the room to give them a chance to vote, I assumed I had failed. After 

all, I had begun by admitting my ignorance five times in a row, and I had not distinguished 

myself in any of my other replies, except perhaps my responses to my advisor’s questions. I was 

so disappointed I could barely keep back the tears. After what seemed like a very long time – 

actually it was only about ten minutes – Dr. Reckford issued from the room with a broad smile 

on his face, extended his hand, and said, “Congratulations!” I could hardly believe my ears. 

 

I later heard someone say what had happened, though I cannot verify the accuracy of this 

account. Dr. Marti’s questions were so difficult that none of the professors knew the answers, 

either! They thought she had been unfair, so they had all taken pity on me. Each one had 
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competed with the other to pose the easiest possible topics. Furthermore, my advisor was 

beginning to write a book on later Roman rhetoric, which dealt mainly with the great preachers 

of the Christian Church, so he was interested in working with me on my dissertation topic, which 

we had decided would somehow involve the Early Church.  

 

In my heart, however, I knew what had really taken place: God had answered the prayers of His 

children on my behalf. In the process, He had made sure that I could never boast about passing 

this arduous exam, for I knew it was all of His grace. He could just as easily have allowed me to 

suffer a humiliating failure. For the time being, He was dealing gently with me. (He would 

impose harsher discipline on my growing pride later.) In the process, He had gained glory for 

Himself among the graduate students; their opinion of me shot up. Perhaps Christians were not 

so stupid, after all! 

 

Learning from the Ancients 

 

In addition to courses on pagan authors, I was able to study works by Christian writers as well. 

One course on Medieval Latin introduced me to Latin Christian poetry and then to the works of 

St. Augustine. As a former teacher of rhetoric, Augustine knew all the techniques of effective 

communication. More than that, he was a literary and theological genius. After translating 

sections from his Confessions and from The City of God, I began to consider doing my 

dissertation on his works. 

 

Several papers I wrote prepared me for my future ministry as a missionary. In one, I compared 

the ethics of St. Ambrose’s handbook for ministers to the Stoic ethics of Cicero, upon whose 

work Ambrose had modeled his book. I found that Ambrose, by trying to fit his ethical system 

into the categories of the Stoics – the four cardinal virtues – had not properly treated important 

Christian themes, such as faith, hope, and love. I concluded that he should have begun by using 

the framework of the Bible rather than of a non-Christian philosophical system. 

 

Another paper compared Augustine’s treatment of God’s providence with the Stoic idea of fate. I 

saw how Augustine had appreciated some important truths of the Stoics, but had criticized these 

in the light of the Bible and provided a much better understanding of life. Whereas the Stoics 

believed in an impersonal Fate, Augustine wrote of a personal God who oversees and governs all 

the events of life. 

 

In a course on the early Greek Fathers, I studied how Athanasius had used words and concepts 

found in Plato. At first I thought he had committed the same error as Ambrose, but a closer 

examination revealed his true genius. He used Plato’s words, but with a biblical meaning. In fact, 

he employed concepts already found in the Bible – such as immortality and incorruptibility – and 

which were popular among followers of Plato. But he did not allow Plato’s assumptions to 

govern his own understanding. Rather, he re-defined these concepts from a biblical point of 

view. In the process, he was able to make contact with Platonists without compromising the truth 

of the Bible. 

 

All this helped me see how members of the Early Church wrestled with the culture of their day. 

They wanted to express their appreciation of the good ideas in their culture, but they also wanted 
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to present the superior value of the biblical worldview. Missionaries face the same challenge 

– How do you communicate respect for the genuinely good elements of a non-Christian culture 

while you try to show how the biblical outlook is superior and more helpful to people? 

 

Christians in any culture have the same task: They want to show love and respect for the 

literature, music, customs, etc., of their own civilization, but they believe that the Bible has a 

better way. Watching the Early Church at work on this task helped me see how hard it is and 

showed me some of the pitfalls to avoid. The chief one, I believe, is the desire not to offend your 

non-Christian friends. Next comes the feeling that there is fundamental agreement between the 

Bible and other worldviews. This is not true, despite many surface similarities. Then comes the 

temptation to use non-biblical categories to structure your approach to a problem. 

 

In the days when I was writing these papers, I saw how Christians were tempted to let such 

disciplines as psychology determine how they looked at human problems. Instead, we should use 

the Bible as our principal source of concepts for understanding human nature, with psychology 

as a sometimes useful servant. 

 

Another by-product of my studies in Classical civilization and the Early Church showed up much 

later. When I had done some reading about Chinese history and culture and had spent some time 

with the Chinese, I began to see how much Chinese civilization is like Roman and Greek 

civilization. Then, looking at the various ways the Early Church had responded to the culture of 

its time, I saw better how Christians can share the gospel with the Chinese. They can be 

confident that, though each culture is unique, nevertheless most problems which Chinese 

Christians face were confronted by Christians long ago. Ancestor worship and the demands of a 

totalitarian government, for example, were daily barriers to the spread of the gospel in the 

ancient Mediterranean world. Nevertheless, the church grew rapidly as Christians bravely and 

lovingly preached the truth found in the Bible. 
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In Chapel Hill during graduate school, about 1973 


