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Mark looked at the chief and elders before him and at
the more than two hundred men, women, and children crowding be-
hind them. “Have they all really become Christians? I can't baptize
them if they don't each decide for themselves!” he said to Judy, his
wile.

Mark and Judy Zabel had come to Borneo under the Malay Baptist
Mission to start a new work in the highlands. They spent the first year
building a thatched house, learning the language, and making friends
with the people. The second year they began to make short treks into
the interior to villages that had never heard the gospel. The people
were respectful, but with a few exceptions none had shown any real
interest in the gospel. Woofak was always around and had been from
the beginning. In time he had become a believer, but few of the others
took him seriously. He was something of a village maverick. And there
had been Tarobo and his wife and four others. By the end of the third
year, the worship services were made up of these seven baptized beljev-
ers, Mark and Judy, a few passersby, and a dozen children.

That year an epidemic had spread through the highlands. For weeks
Judy and Mark went through the villages, praying with the sick and
dispensing medicines, until they thought they could £0 on no more,
They wept with families faced with death and told them of the God
who loved them and had conquered death itself. One village in par-
ticular had suffered greatly from the disease. Though the people
scemed to appreciate the love shown by the two missionaries, they had
shown no particular interest in the gospel.

Three months later, two elders from this village had conie to the
mission home, wanting to see the missionaries, “Can you come to our
village and tell us more about your God?” they asked. “We want (o
know more about him.”

Mark and Judy were excited. Their many hours on the trail in the
rain and the weary days of ministering to the people were bearing
[ruit. Taking some food, water, changes of clothes, cots and nets, they
set out lor the distant village.

It was almost dark when they arrived. The village chiel invited
Mark into the men's long house where al the adult males of the village
were gathered. Judy joined the women, who sat in front of their huts

discussing the decision the village elders were about (o make. She
sensed that there had been much discussion in the village before she
and Mark had been invited to come. Now there was a feeling of excite-
ment and uncertainty in the air. Some of the women wanted to know
more about this new God. Others said that it was best to stay with their
ancestors who cared for them in the spirit world, and with the tribal
gods who had helped them to be victorious over their enemies in the
past.

In the long house the chief asked Mark to tell them more about his
God. For three hours Mark told the men about the Jesus Way and
answered their questions. Then the chief asked Mark to sit down on a
log. Mark noticed that the men broke up into smaller groups, each
made up of men from the same lineage. For half an hour there was a
loud debate as men argued for and against following the new God. The
arguments died down, and then the leaders from the various lineages
gathered with the chief. Again there was a heated discussion. Finally
the chief came to Mark and said, “We have all decided to follow the
Jesus Way. We want to be baptized like Woofak and Tarobo.”

Although it was late, neither Mark nor Judy could sieep after the
meeting. The decision of the village, especially the way it was made,
had caught them totally by surprise. They knew that tribal people
often made important decisions, such as moving their villages or raid-
ing neighboring tribes, by discussion and group consensus. But they
never dreamed that people might use this method to choose a new god.
All their theological training in their church and Bible College had
taught the young missionaries that people had to make personal deci-
sions to become followers of Christ. Here the group leaders had de-
cided for all. What did that mean? Was it a valid decision, especially
when it was clear from the debates that some had opposed the choice?
How could they baptize the whole village when not all were agreed?
Then again, what did it mean in Acts when the jailer believed and Paul

Iimmediately baptized him and his whole household? Moreover, if they
did not accept the villagers as Christians, the villagers might return to
their old gods. Judy and Mark knew that they had to do something
before they left the next day.

As Mark and Judy searched for an answer, suddenly the great spirit
gong in the men’s long house rang out. Hurrying over to find out what
was going on, Mark found-the chief and asked him why they were
summoning the tribal spirits, now that they had become Christians.
“Don’t worry,” the chief said. “We are calling them to tell them to go
away because now we have a new God.”

Judy and Mark were still uncertain as they finally fell asleep, bone-
tired and knowing that they would have to give the chief and the
village an answer in the morning.





