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dedication 
 
 
We would like to dedicate this book to several people 
who have had a powerful influence in our personal lives 
and in the life of Open Arms. 
 
Open Arms International would not be alive and well 
without the love and support of our co-founders, John and 
Rosemary Lancaster. This wonderful couple from the 
North of England met us while we lived there and took us 
under their wings. They became family to us, got to know 
us — loving us through all our shortcomings — and 
became an important part of God’s plan for us in 
launching Open Arms. We are so grateful for their heart 
and concern for the poorest of the poor. God continues to 
use them mightily to fulfill his purposes throughout the 
world! 
 
Both mothers and fathers are extremely important in the 
life of a child. In our cases, neither one of us had a strong 
or healthy fatherly presence. Rachel’s father left her, her 
two brothers, and her mother when Rachel was 6. My 
father left me and my mother when I was 14. We have 
both learned first-hand that God truly does become a 
father to the fatherless (Psalm 68:5).  
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In the absence of fathers, mothers are left with the 
monumental task of parenting alone. When their kids turn 
out great, it’s the grace of God, loads of time spent on their 
knees in prayer, and multiple personal sacrifices that make 
all the difference. I also think that God gives women — 
who have been left alone to raise kids — a special gift of 
filling that father gap while mothering. 
 
Rachel’s mother, Miriam Poling, played a monumental 
role in shaping Rachel’s life and character. Her love, 
security, perseverance and strong, determined will, helped 
to shape Rachel into the strong-minded woman that she 
is. Miriam’s commitment to her children and the sacrifices 
involved in being a working, single mother of three, gave 
Rachel the courage and fortitude God would use in this 
ministry. “With God all things are possible” (Matthew 
19:26). 
 
Rachel also gives tribute to her grandmother, Marjorie 
Poling. Marjorie’s passion for Jesus and her incessant 
prayers for Rachel and all her family left an indelible mark. 
Marjorie stayed on her knees and knew how to enter the 
throne room of God in prayer. Rachel is confident that is 
why God’s calling and grace has been so evident on her 
life. Grandma Poling was one of those great women of 
God whose faith certainly will be credited to her as 
righteousness.  
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It was my mother, Gerry Gallagher Kuskey, who taught 
me that hard work and perseverance, especially after my 
father’s departure, can see a person through tough times. 
My mother’s sense of humor — especially when there’s 
really nothing to laugh about — also taught me that 
laughter in tough times can be healing and soothing to the 
soul. Her dedication to me, and sacrifices for me, 
especially when I wasn’t easy to live with and certainly 
didn’t deserve them, have taught me many lessons about 
God’s unfailing, unconditional love. 
 
It is to this amazing couple and these remarkable women 
— who allowed God to use them to shape and influence 
who we are today — that we dedicate this book. It is their 
open hearts that made it possible for us to open our arms 
to the poorest of the poor! 
 
David & Rachel Gallagher, Founders 
Open Arms International  
www.openarmsinternational.com 

dedication 
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The book you are about to read is a compilation of 
authentic life stories. The facts are true, and the events are 
real. These storytellers have dealt with crisis, tragedy, 
abuse and neglect and have shared their most private 
moments, mess-ups and hang-ups in order for others to 
learn and grow from them. In order to protect the 
identities of those involved in their pasts, the names and 
details of some storytellers have been withheld or changed. 
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As a young boy growing up in the United States in the 
1960s, I was mesmerized by fascinating television 
programs like The Twilight Zone and The Outer Limits — 
of course in black and white. I enjoyed science fiction and 
the intrigue that one’s imagination can create when 
boundaries of thought and possibilities become more 
limitless.  
 
I’ll never forget the words, “We control the horizontal; we 
control the vertical. Sit back and relax as we take you on a 
journey to — the Outer Limits.” 
 
Oooh, that always sent a shiver up my spine. 
 
Allowing myself to be taken to the outer limits — what is 
known or understood — and stepping out of my comfort 
zone is not something I’m very good at doing sometimes. I 
don’t like going to the Outer Limits. It’s dark out there. It’s 
not necessarily dark because of the absence of light, but it 
can be dark simply because it’s unknown and unexplored. 
It can be scary. I like to stay near the Inner Limits. There’s 
a bit more light there for me to see.  
 
There are times we are forced — by life in general and 
sometimes by our respective cultures — to step out of our 
comfort zones because that is what is expected of us in 
order to grow and develop according to community and 
societal norms.  
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I remember my very first day of school: I had to go to 
school. I remember the awesome emotional power of 
being terrified and excited all at the same time. 
 
When we become adults and are freer to make our own 
decisions, we can often tend to make decisions that keep 
us within our own boundaries of comfort. We get settled 
into our own “systems” and function comfortably inside 
those systems. We often try to avoid change. The 
propensity toward the comfortable and the familiar is 
human nature. 
 
As a Christian — a follower of Christ — however, I am 
learning that God doesn’t necessarily want me 
comfortable. In fact, I find that in order to grow like God 
wants me to, he requires me to remain a bit unbalanced, a 
bit uncomfortable, as he stretches me to learn and 
experience new things.  
 
I find that God likes taking us to the Outer Limits. He 
likes for us to need to trust him when he removes us from 
our comfort zones. It is when our human nature allows 
the divine nature to take over in us that we are compelled 
and propelled toward the outer limits. 
 
How are the outer limits measured? They are measured by 
the distance you move away from your comfort zone. This 
might be measured in feet, like across the street to the 
neighbor you’ve never met, or in thousands of miles, like 
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across the ocean to a city in Kenya. Whatever your outer 
limits are, don’t be afraid to go there. Ask God to go with 
you.  
 
I’ll never forget when I stepped off a plane in Nairobi, 
Kenya, on January 22, 2002. I had never set foot in Africa 
until that day. I had never left the United States (okay, I’d 
been to Mexico and Canada) until that day. As I walked 
down the stairs of the plane I remember thinking, Oh my 
God (it honestly was a prayer), what have I done? Where 
am I? 
 
Now, many years later, I can confidently say that God 
didn’t mind the fact that I was a bit scared, unbalanced, 
and out of my comfort zone. In fact, I know now that he 
delighted in each step I took as I walked down the steps of 
that plane and onto completely foreign soil. He didn’t 
mind for one moment that I was experiencing the outer 
limits. 
 
As you read this book, if you know God in a close, 
personal way, then we are hopeful that you know that 
wherever you find yourself, he has you on a well-planned- 
out journey. If you don’t know God in a personal way, we 
hope the stories will cause you to wonder and explore the 
possibility that God does have a well-planned-out 
itinerary for you and that he wants to make that journey 
not only known to you, but that he will travel it with you.  
 

introduction 
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He wants you to find out that he never intended you to 
travel alone on this journey we call life.  
 
One thing we can tell you is that when you put God in 
charge of your life, he may send you places you never 
dreamed you’d venture. It might be a bit scary and a bit 
intimidating when the plane door opens and you begin to 
walk down the steps into a completely new and foreign 
place. However, if you trust God to direct and put your 
itinerary together, you will quickly learn that he doesn’t 
ever schedule unnecessary stops or make wrong turns. 
You always arrive where you’re supposed to be. 
 
Along the way, if the journey seems long, don’t be afraid 
of the outer limits. God created them. I can assure you 
that when you get there, you’ll find him already there 
waiting for you. 
 
David Gallagher 
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“Get up, you lazy girl!” 
I could feel my grandmother’s hot breath on my 

cheeks as I rubbed my sleepy eyes. Suddenly I noticed her 
leaning toward me with the dreaded wooden spoon and I 
felt scared. 

“Get up, I say! Now!” she screamed, shaking me 
furiously. 

Why was Grandmother always so cruel? Why couldn’t 
she just leave me alone?  

I bit my bottom lip to keep from crying. I would be 
brave, no matter what. Crying was not allowed in 
Grandmother’s house; it only made her angrier.  

The spoon smacked across my head and I winced in 
pain. The loud “whap!” of the spoon hitting my skin 
sounded like a firecracker in the small room. “Now, you 
lazy girl! Get up now! You have work to do!” As 
Grandmother yelled at me, her eyes grew big and she 
glared down at me angrily. The wooden spoon in her 
wrinkled hand looked innocent, but I knew how much 
pain it could cause. 

I slowly got up, feeling a little sick from the smell of 
alcohol on Grandmother’s breath. This was my usual 
morning wake-up: Grandmother and her spoon, which 
was always with her. Sometimes, when she couldn’t find it, 
she used sticks, rocks, wire, a bucket, or a pan to beat me. 

But things hadn’t always been this way. I had a 
mother, but when I was very young she became sick and 
died. Before my mother died, I wore pretty clothes, went 
to school, ate three meals a day and even went to Sunday 
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school. When I was 7 years old, I asked Jesus to come into 
my heart and be my Savior. It was a wonderful feeling! I 
was excited to know more about him because the Bible 
promised he would never leave me. 

Sometimes I can hardly remember those good days. 
When we came to Grandmother’s house, there was no 
more good food and she didn’t let us go to school. Instead, 
she forced us to work hard around the house. The few 
clothes I had brought with me were now torn and worn 
out and much too small… but I was scared to ask 
Grandmother for new clothes.  

Some nights, as I lay on the uncomfortable mattress on 
the ground, which I shared with my little brother Michael, 
I dreamed about a better life away from Grandmother. I 
dreamed of wearing pretty dresses, going to school with 
my friends, and drinking as much milk as I wanted. In my 
dreams, Michael was well again, running next to me up a 
dirt path, laughing. It would be so nice to laugh again. Or 
even smile again. I didn’t remember much about Mama, 
but I was pretty sure she had a nice smile. 

“I’m sorry, Grandmother,” I said quietly, even though 
I hadn’t done anything wrong. It was easier to give in than 
to fight with Grandmother… although it didn’t make 
much of a difference when she was drunk.  

“Sorry? I’ll show you sorry!” Grandmother smacked 
me again with the spoon. And then again. As she hit me 
one more time, her other hand went around my neck and 
she pressed hard with her fingers. She screamed: “Now get 
up, you stupid child!” 
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“Okay, okay,” I cried. I could feel sticky blood on my 
forehead, but I didn’t try to wipe it off because any 
movement would just make Grandmother more angry. 
Instead, I asked, “Where’s Michael?” while I smoothed the 
thin blanket on my mattress. On many cold nights when I 
couldn’t sleep, having Michael next to me helped me feel a 
little warmer.  

“He’s outside,” Grandmother mumbled, storming out 
of the room. “Get out of bed, you good-for-nothing child! 
You have work to do!”  

Deep down inside, I hated Grandmother. I hated the 
way she looked at me, I hated the way she got drunk 
because it made her angry and violent, and I hated the 
cruel words she said to me and my brother. I was like a 
prisoner in her home, trapped in a nightmare from which 
I could not wake up. 

Please leave Michael alone today, I prayed. Poor little 
Michael had already suffered so much. He had been born 
with HIV and his health was diminishing. Grandmother’s 
constant anger and beatings only made things worse for 
both of us. 

I stumbled into the other room, where Grandmother 
was seated at the table, drinking quietly. I was too young 
to understand much about my grandmother’s condition. 
Like most people in our African village, Grandmother had 
become an alcoholic and spent her days drunk. Not only 
did Grandmother drink, but she also made her own 
alcohol to sell to the local villagers, so the awful smell was 
all over her tiny home. Sometimes, if she really drank a lot, 
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she passed out and stayed that way for hours. Those were 
the days I felt I could breathe a little easier. 

My stomach growled as I huddled in a corner. I 
desperately wanted to ask Grandmother for a bite to eat 
but I already knew what her answer would be. 
Grandmother did not like to share her food. In fact, I 
think she liked seeing Michael and me go hungry. On a 
good day, I managed to get a little bit of food but usually I 
went to bed with an aching stomach. 

Grandmother owned two cows. I would have loved to 
have a tall glass of milk to drink but Grandmother never 
let me have even a sip. Instead, after the cows were milked, 
she sold the milk to the villagers to get money for more 
alcohol.  

As my stomach continued to rumble, I tried to 
remember the last time I had eaten. As scared as I was to 
ask, I was more scared of going another day without any 
food.  

Finally, I quietly asked, “Grandmother? May I have 
something to eat for breakfast?”  

Grandmother lifted her head and put her drink down. 
Her eyes were angry as she looked back at me. Her answer 
came out almost like a growl: “Child, why don’t you go 
down to your mother’s grave and ask her to cook you 
something! That stupid, no-good woman was rotten to 
leave you to me! You go tell her to rise from the dead and 
make you your breakfast, because I ain’t doin’ it! You hear 
me? I ain’t doin’ nothin’ for you worthless kids! You’re 
lazy and you’re good for nothin’!” She banged her fist so 
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hard on the table that it began to shake. 
Tears burned my eyes. It wasn’t the first time she’d 

said these cruel words to me. I turned away so she 
wouldn’t see me trying not to cry and went outside. I 
decided to go to the neighbor’s house to ask for food. 
Grandmother would be upset if she found out I was 
begging for food down the road, but at least I might be 
able to scrounge up a piece of bread  — or meat, if I was 
lucky. 

When I walked outside, I felt a few raindrops on my 
skin. In just a few minutes, the rain would turn the red 
clay dirt beneath my bare feet into mud. If a flood came, 
the ditches just past Grandmother’s fence would overflow 
with filthy, stinky water. I had once thought mud was fun 
to play in, but now it only meant one thing: falling asleep 
in dirty clothes.  

Staring up at the sky, I watched the clouds move over 
the hills in front of me. I had heard that there were 
beautiful rivers on the other side of those hills. It would be 
so wonderful to stick my feet in the cold water, to wash the 
dirt from my toes and to clean my muddy face! 
Somewhere out there just had to be a better life than this 
one. 

Jesus loves me, this I know… I suddenly remembered 
the song I’d learned years ago in Sunday school. I had to 
believe it was true. I had to believe that Jesus did love me, 
that he did care about me and that he would take care of 
me.  
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*** 
 
“Child, you’re comin’ with me,” Grandmother said 

with a growl one morning, yanking me out of bed. “Get 
your stuff and your brother, too.” 

I packed up the few things I had and, with Michael 
next to me, followed Grandmother down the dirt road 
without asking questions. Grandmother rarely left the 
house so wherever we were going must be important! 

We walked all the way to my Aunt Edna’s house across 
town. I had met her a few times before and she had 
children, too. She and Grandmother were not very close 
so I wondered what this was all about. 

“I need you to take these kids off my hands,” 
Grandmother told Aunt Edna roughly when the door 
opened. “They’ve got their things. I hope they aren’t too 
much trouble for you.” Then she spun around and walked 
off without looking back. 

I stood there on the doorstep, squeezing Michael’s 
hand, my heart beating fast. Just like that, we were going 
to a new home? But what if Aunt Edna didn’t want us? 
Then what would we do? 

“Well, don’t just stand there. Come in,” Aunt Edna 
said. “You’ll sleep in the back room, I suppose.” 

I felt relieved and scared at the same time. Living with 
Grandmother had been so awful but I didn’t know if living 
with Aunt Edna would be any better. 

That night, as I gave Michael his medicine, I felt sad 
for him. He seemed to be getting thinner and smaller all 
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the time. Some nights he didn’t sleep at all from all his 
coughing and shivering. I wished more than anything I 
could cure my brother for good, but all I could do was 
pray. 

As the weeks passed, we got used to life at Aunt Edna’s 
house. We started going to school again and I enjoyed it so 
much! I was the best in my class and I spent every extra 
minute I could studying, but it was hard to attend school 
regularly. The walk to school was three miles and I had 
many responsibilities in the house. 

Aunt Edna was much nicer than Grandmother. She 
fed us well and gave us clothes. It was so nice not going to 
bed hungry. I also didn’t have to be afraid of the wooden 
spoon anymore; Grandmother and her bad temper were 
far away. Aunt Edna had even given me a tennis ball, 
which I enjoyed playing with outside.  I was thankful to 
have my own toy. But Aunt Edna was a widow and she did 
not have a lot of money. She explained that she wouldn’t 
be able to care for us forever. 

I felt so sad when I heard that. Grandmother had not 
wanted me, and now Aunt Edna did not want me either. I 
was a problem to people wherever I went. It hurt badly to 
think that no one loved me. I decided then that I would 
fight hard to take care of myself and little Michael. 

One afternoon, as I rushed to keep up with Aunt Edna 
on our way to the village, I asked her: “Where are we 
going?” She answered with a smile: “To see the village 
chief. I heard about something, and I want to find out if 
it’s true.” Now I was really curious! 

trading homes 
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Walking through the village was an adventure. Lots of 
different smells mixed together in the air. In the market, 
people sold grain, clothing, used bikes, shoes and coal. I 
looked down at my worn-out, too-small shoes and 
wondered if someday I’d be able to get a new pair. 
“Careful, child,” Aunt Edna nearly yelled at me, pulling 
me away from a bicycle taxi that was rushing down the 
dirt road between stray cows, cars and people.  

When we arrived in town, Aunt Edna talked to the 
village chief. “I can no longer afford to care for these 
children,” she said. “The young boy has HIV, and his 
medical care has become too expensive. The school fees 
are also too much.” She sighed and looked at me sadly. 

I sucked in my breath as she talked to the man. If Aunt 
Edna couldn’t take care of us, where would we go? I 
couldn’t go back to Grandmother’s! I would rather live on 
the streets. 

“I heard about something called Open Arms,” Aunt 
Edna continued. “Is it true?” 

“Yes,” the man said. “Open Arms takes in children 
orphaned by the AIDS virus. They provide a loving home 
where the children are cared for until they are grown.” 
Then he looked at me and asked: “How old are you, 
child?” 

“Ten,” I answered quietly. My heart did a flip as I 
listened to him explain more about Open Arms. A loving 
home? What did that mean? Would I get to go to this 
wonderful sounding place? 

A few days later, a lady came over to Aunt Edna’s and 
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talked to me. She had light skin and a beautiful smile. “My 
name is Rachel,” she said. “I work with Open Arms. I have 
a new home for you and your brother. I think you will 
love it. You’ll go to school, eat meals with a family, and 
have other brothers and sisters to play with. Would you 
like to go there?” 

I felt as if I was in the middle of the nicest dream ever. 
My heart jumped with joy and hope. “Yes! Yes!” I 
answered, bobbing my head up and down. 

“You will be happy there,” Aunt Edna promised me 
and I was sure that I would. The idea of being around 
other children was so exciting. I had always wished for 
more brothers and sisters to play with. It seemed like a 
dream come true, like my prayers had been answered. I 
was going to a new home! 

The minute that Michael and I stepped into the Open 
Arms Village, it felt like my heart was going to burst out of 
my chest from excitement. I clutched Michael’s hand as 
we walked up the dirt path toward the building in front of 
us. It was just a simple home made of mud, cow dung and 
sticks, but to me it was like a wonderful palace.*  

“Charity, this is your new home,” Rachel explained as 
she took us inside. Boys and girls ran to the door to say 
hello to us. Their smiling faces made me feel right at 
home. One by one, they began to call out their names, 
introducing themselves. My new brothers and sisters… a 
real family, at last! 

“This is your room,” my house mother, Stella, said. 
“This is where you will sleep.” There were four sets of 
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bunk beds. A real bed — for me! 
The sun peeked through the shutters on the windows 

as my house mother continued to show me around the 
room. “This shelf is for your things and you can sleep on 
this bunk. The net over your bed will protect you from the 
mosquitoes at night.”  

I stared at the bed, hardly able to control my 
excitement at having my own space. I wondered if I might 
stay up late at night, giggling with my new sisters and 
telling stories in the dark. At last, I was home. 

Stella explained to me that I would attend Achievers 
Academy, a school about 20 minutes away from the Open 
Arms Village.** A big white bus would come to pick me 
up very early in the morning and drop me off around 
dinnertime. I was thrilled about the idea of going to this 
school. I had always loved school and had missed it so 
much during the time I lived with Grandmother. It would 
be fun to go to class with other children my age all day and 
learn reading, writing and mathematics.  

That night, I sat down for dinner with the other 14 
children that lived in the home. Michael sat beside me, 
grinning from ear to ear. A plate of steaming hot chicken 
was on the table in front of me and, next to it… a tall glass 
of milk! After we prayed, I reached for the milk and took a 
long, wonderful gulp. I enjoyed every sip and felt thankful 
for having good food. I knew I was going to love it here. 

“The milk is fresh from the cows right outside our 
house,” my house father, Peter, explained. “We milk them 
every day. There are also seven goats, eight sheep, three 
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rabbits and lots of chickens. You’ll have lots of fun seeing 
all the animals.” 

Over the next few days, I explored the Open Arms 
Village, amazed at the acres and acres of beautiful land. It 
reminded me of my home village in some ways. I could see 
the Eldoret Mountains in the distance and the Kipkaren 
River was nearby. I could hardly wait to hop across the 
moss-covered river rocks when it wasn’t so deep.  

Achievers Academy was a wonderful school and I 
quickly learned to love to read and write and I became 
quite good at math. “You’re doing very well,” my teacher 
said to me one day as she made her way around the 
schoolroom to check our work and I smiled proudly. I 
loved every minute of school. I didn’t even mind studying 
and doing my homework when I came home. I also 
learned that I was eighth among the 29 students in my 
class, something Stella said was quite an accomplishment 
for a girl who had not been able to go to school for part of 
her childhood.  

At last, I had a place to call home. The Open Arms 
Village was a safe and loving place where I could now 
learn and grow and be healthy. I had more than a dozen 
new brothers and sisters, two loving parents and a soft, 
warm bed to sleep in at night. Most importantly, I was 
learning more about the love of Jesus.  

Although I had asked him to come into my heart when 
I was 7, I finally understood what it meant to truly love 
Jesus. And, through my new mama and daddy, Stella and 
Peter, I finally knew what it felt like to feel Jesus’ love for 
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me. 
On Sundays, I went to church at the Open Arms 

Village, where I soon began to sing in the choir. I love to 
sing at the top of my lungs for Jesus! And, each night after 
dinner, my house parents, Peter and Stella, sat us all down 
for devotions out of the Bible. I love to hear the stories 
about the people who spent time with Jesus. Many of 
them, like me, had pain in their lives, but because of Jesus, 
they now had hope and eternal life in heaven. My new 
home sometimes felt like heaven to me, but I knew the real 
place was better than anything I could ever imagine.  

I learned to memorize Bible verses and Psalm 51 
became my favorite passage. It says, “Have mercy on me, 
O God, according to your unfailing love, according to 
your great compassion, blot out my transgressions … 
create in me a pure heart, O God, and renew a steadfast 
spirit within me … Oh, Lord, open my lips, and my mouth 
will declare your praise” (Psalm 51:1, 10, 15). I, too, 
wanted to talk forever and ever about how wonderful God 
is because he has been so good to me. 

 
*** 

  
“Oh, Charity, thank you! Are you still in here cleaning 

up?” My mother, Stella, leaned down to give me a big hug 
in the kitchen. 

I put down the rag I had been drying the dishes with 
and smiled up at her. “Sorry,” I said shyly. “I like cleaning, 
I guess.” 
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“You’re always working so hard,” she said, “but it’s 
time for bed now. You’ve got another long day at school 
tomorrow.” 

“I know,” I answered, smiling.  
“Even policewomen need their beauty sleep,” she said 

with a laugh. 
I laughed, too. Everyone knew I wanted to be a 

policewoman when I grew up. I wanted nothing more 
than to finish school and join the police academy, so that I 
could one day help my people. But Mother was right. 
Right now, I was just an 11-year-old girl, and it was time 
for bed. 

I climbed into my bunk and reached for my stuffed 
bear. It was a gift from one of our visitors from the United 
States. It was the most precious thing I had, besides my 
Bible. As I pulled the blankets around my legs, I once 
again thanked Jesus for a warm bed, clean clothes and my 
wonderful, kind parents. I also thanked Jesus for making 
Michael strong and healthy again. It made me really happy 
to see him running around with his new brothers and 
sisters in the village. 

I had never dreamed I could feel so loved. 
Grandmother’s house had never felt like home, and 
neither had Aunt Edna’s. I never felt safe and loved at 
those places. But at Open Arms I could rest assured that at 
last I had a true home.  

As well, I knew one day I would have another home in 
heaven and when I get there, Jesus will welcome me…with 
open arms. 

trading homes 
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As I drifted off to sleep, I decided that was something 
to sing about. 

 
 
* This was one of the original buildings on the property acquired 

by Open Arms International. Charity and Michael now live in a new 
stone home built by our ministry thanks to the generosity of our 
supporters. 

 
** We now have an academy right in the Open Arms Village, 

again built thanks to the generosity of our supporters.  
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Jesus called them near, saying, “Allow the little children  
to come to me, and don’t hinder them, for the kingdom  

of God belongs to ones like these.” 
—Luke 18:16 (World English Translation) 

 
When I answered my cell phone, my East Indian friend 
who lives nearby said: “Hello, David. Ravi here.” 

“Hi, Ravi, what can I do for you?” I asked. 
“Today is the fortieth day since my mother-in-law 

passed away,” Ravi said. “In our culture, we honor the 
dead with an act of charity.” He paused. “Can Seijal and I 
drop off some food and a few other things at Open Arms 
Village?” 

“Of course!” I responded, with delight. Ravi was the 
first person from our community in Kenya to offer a 
donation to the village.  

A few hours later, Ravi and his family drove their 
truck into the village yard. “Good day, my friend,” I 
greeted Ravi as he, his wife and their 8-year-old daughter, 
Isha, stepped out of the truck. The truck bed was heaped 
high with provisions. “Would you like to tour our 
village?” I asked. 

“Yes,” the trio responded as one. 
After a brief walk around, which attracted our 

children like magnets, we returned to the truck, where 
everyone gathered around to help. Laughter filled the air 
as the older ones helped roll out six large barrels of 
sunflower oil, bags of rice and maize flour. The younger 
children carted off containers of biscuits, milk and juice. 
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Even soap and candy had found a way into the truck. 
After all the food had been carefully stowed away, Ravi 

asked, “May we give your children some cookies?” 
“Of course!” I responded for the second time that day.  
The smiles on Ravi, Seijal and Isha’s faces matched 

those of our children as their empty hands were filled with 
sweet treats that quickly disappeared. While the kids 
munched, I talked about our weekly feeding program for 
the street children in Eldoret town. Quite unexpectedly, 
Seijal pulled 6,000 Kenya shillings (about $80 USD) from 
her purse and pressed the money into my hand. 

“Here,” she said, compassion shining in her eyes. 
“Please use this to buy food for the street children.” 

I stared at the money in my hand, stunned to silence. 
My mind traveled back some 4,000 years, recalling 
another of God’s servants, Elijah, in need (I Kings 17:2-6). 
Twice a day ravens brought food to Elijah at God’s 
command. My heart lifted in humble song to the creator 
of the raven… and little pickup trucks. 

Street children are a harsh reality in Kenya. Crooked 
politics have reduced its citizens to abject poverty. Many 
fathers turn to alcohol to drown out the truth. Many 
abandon families they can no longer feed. Desperate 
mothers sometimes turn to prostitution to feed their 
hungry brood. Despite the danger of AIDS and having no 
marketable skills, they continue. Often AIDS wins, the 
mothers die, and the children lose. 

Morris Mordekai lived as many of Kenya’s 1.2 million 
orphans do. Left homeless at 8, he survived living on the 
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streets by foraging for food at the local landfill. He sniffed 
glue to dull the ache in his empty stomach and heart. For 
eight years he had lived in this hungry, intoxicated state, 
always hoping for a better life.  

In 2007, a couple visiting Open Arms from Portland, 
Oregon, met Morris and decided to sponsor him. He got 
auto mechanics training but couldn’t find employment. 
Now Morris works for Open Arms International, not only 
maintaining all the vehicles, but also doing miscellaneous 
repair jobs. And he manages the street children feeding 
program, going to the very streets he left not so long ago.  

“My heavenly father took me from the streets,” he 
begins with his infectious smile. He strums a note on his 
ever-handy guitar. “He gave me a place to live and food in 
my stomach. The Bible says God is father to the fatherless 
(Psalm 68:5). That means he’s your father, too.” 

Volunteers pass out food to every hungry child 
present, while Morris sings and plays. “Let’s sing to our 
Father and thank him for his goodness.” After quieting 
the lion of hunger, the kids who thought they had no hope 
join in, singing to the Father who loves rejected humanity. 

 
A wise son brings joy to his father… 

—Proverbs 15:20  
 
The long, low wail of a locomotive’s whistle instantly 

transports me to my first love affair: trains. I had my own 
train set down in our basement. The moment I threw the 
switch, I morphed from an 8-year-old kid into the 
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operator of a lumbering freighter, with 100 cars in tow.  
I smelled the smoke that billowed from my locomotive 

and felt the wind snatching at my engineer’s cap. I wiped 
my sweaty palms on the striped engineer’s overalls Mom 
bought me. She had to peel them off me every laundry 
day. I lived and breathed trains.  

“Mom, look!” I all but yelled as we entered the local 
supermarket. A huge vinyl Del Monte banner hung from 
the ceiling, promoting its canned goods. A train with a 
different canned vegetable on each car chugged across the 
banner. 

My enthusiasm drew the attention of an elderly 
gentleman. “Ma’am,” he addressed my mother at the 
checkout. “I couldn’t help but notice your son’s 
excitement over that train banner.” He smiled. “I’m an 
engineer for the Banks Railroad. I take tourists on scenic 
trips just west of Portland. I’d be happy to allow your boy 
to ride in the engine with me.” 

Several weeks later, decked out in my special overalls, 
the man made my dream come true. I sat tall in a real 
locomotive, traveling on a real train with Oregon’s rolling 
hills whizzing by. Heaven’s music played in the steady 
clickety-clack, clickety-clack of the metal wheels 
thundering below us. 

Life chugged on. I attended Portland State University 
and seminary at L.I.F.E. Bible College in California, then 
returned to Portland to take a position as an associate 
pastor at Beaverton Foursquare Church. With 9,000 
attendees on any given Sunday morning, it was the largest 



 45 

church in the state of Oregon. 
Ron Mehl, the senior pastor, tucked me from view by 

assigning me various administrative duties, as well as 
running the tape duplicating ministry. 

One endless, boring day he came to talk with me. “I’ve 
had lots of time to watch you,” he said as I flipped a 
cassette. “You have so many opportunities in life because 
you can do just about anything you set your mind to.” 

My heart swelled at the compliment from this man I 
admired and respected. “In fact,” Pastor Ron continued, 
knitting his brows in concentration, “I see a lot of 
similarities between you and me.” Similarities, I thought. 
Oh, this is good! Before I could utter my thanks, his next 
words cut through my soaring thoughts.  

“David, because you’re so gifted, the thing that will 
have the opportunity to trip you up the most is pride.” 

Pride? Huh?  
I stared into Pastor Ron’s steel-blue eyes, but saw only 

kindness. He said: “God won’t be able to do everything he 
wants to through your life until pride is stripped away.” 
God used the tedious flipping of countless cassette tapes 
to chip away at my capable pride in order to develop a 
servant’s heart.  

Two years later, a church member approached me 
about hosting a cable access television program. I jumped 
at the chance of fulfilling another one of my dreams. 
Eighteen months later, I felt God wanted me to pursue a 
full-time career in television. Our studio developed Night 
Light, a Christian-based show aimed at reaching young 
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adults. Channel 38 in Chicago, the largest independent 
Christian station in the country, discovered us soon after 
our first episodes aired.  

Our show lasted six years, at one point airing in 70 
cities. But the sponsorship Channel 38 had anticipated for 
the show failed to materialize and they canceled our 
agreement. 

The first Internet boom coincided with my need of a 
new career; eBay was new, exciting and happening. I sold 
my house and invested every penny of my $100,000 net 
proceeds in an online auction venture. I didn’t consult 
God nor did I research the field in any depth.  

After a year and a half I had to face the truth: My 
business venture was a colossal failure. I was still single, 
broke and now living with my parents since I no longer 
had a house. As I contemplated my current situation, I 
clearly heard God’s voice whisper to me and say: “David, I 
have allowed you to live every one of your dreams. Now it 
is time that you live my dream for you.”  

He started by bringing Rachel back into my life. 
Eleven years since our last conversation — and our 

one date — I called her. “Hi, Rachel, this is David 
Gallagher. Do you remember me? I got your number from 
my sister, Kerry Garrow — your former youth pastor.”  

“I remember,” she answered, very surprised to hear 
from me.  

A few phone conversations later, I broached the 
subject of a real date. “I’d like to take you out … uh … 
again. Will you go?” 
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“Sure,” Rachel responded. 
“How about Italian at Sylvia’s Restaurant?” 
“Sounds good,” she answered. 
My memory scrambled to remember our first date — 

11 years earlier. I had just joined the staff at Beaverton 
Foursquare Church. Rachel had just finished her first year 
of college. Back then she had chattered endlessly about 
some mission trip she’d just experienced. I had no real 
interest in missions. We had nothing in common, made 
no connection, and produced no spark. I couldn’t wait to 
end the date (I learned later that she couldn’t end it fast 
enough either) and move on with my life and goals. 

I determined on this date I would let Rachel see the 
new and depleted David Gallagher: a 38-year-old-broke-
from-a-business-gone-bust-living-with-my-parents-once-
successful-now-turned-cynical bachelor. I wasted no time 
regurgitating the sordid facts of my miserable life on her. I 
figured this time she’d definitely be the one to run from 
another date.  

Rachel shocked me. She chose to listen to her heart 
and God over my tidal wave of pessimism. She saw 
beyond the current setbacks to my heart. She knew I loved 
God and wanted to serve him. 

We were married 10 months later. 
About a month into our marriage, Rachel came home 

from working the nightshift at the local children’s hospital 
with tears rolling down her cheeks. “David, I know you 
are trying to find work in your field of expertise but, for 
now, you need to go for anything that pays. I can’t keep 
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up trying to support us both.” 
I doubled my efforts to find employment, now adding 

anything available to my search. I wanted to honor God 
and Rachel. I couldn’t stand to see the emotional toll my 
joblessness had wreaked on my new bride. 

A friend of Rachel’s hired me as a construction grunt. 
I was as comfortable on the job site as a heavyweight 
boxer at a tea party. Labeled as “unskilled labor,” I 
brought in $12 per hour, picking up onsite garbage and 
doing other odd jobs. 

One day I stood, broiling in 95°F heat, digging a ditch 
for a foundation footing. Confused thoughts tumbled 
through my mind as sweat poured from my body. God, I 
thought, wiping a waterfall of the moisture from my face, 
what have I done to deserve this? I’m 39 years old with 
two Bachelor degrees. What am I doing here? “David, my 
son,” God answered in his gentle, loving way. “You’re 
right where I want you to be.” 

Two months later, the Luis Palau Organization 
contacted me. This Portland-based organization stages 
free two-day family-friendly festivals all over the world, 
offering live concerts, a children’s area, demonstrations by 
professional skateboarders, as well as BMX and FMX 
riders, and a food court. Within this God-honoring party 
atmosphere lie many opportunities for people to get to 
know Jesus Christ. Teams are sent into a festival city a 
year or more in advance to network with the local 
churches for participation during and after the event, 
guiding new believers into a Christ-centered life. 



 49 

“Hello, David Gallagher? This is Colin James with the 
Luis Palau Association here. We would like to talk to you 
about interviewing with us to be a Festival Director in 
Tucson, Arizona. Would you be interested?” 

Interested? Thank you, God, for opening a way for me 
to return to my element! 

I was hired as a Festival Director and spent much of 
my time from the fall of 1999 through the summer of 2000 
working in Tucson. 

After the Tucson festival, Rachel and I moved on to 
Santa Cruz, California, to prepare for the next one, 
scheduled for September 20, 2001.  

One August day, my boss called me from his Portland 
office. “We have a problem with the Kenya festival coming 
in January.” 

“What’s that?” My mind was on other things. 
“The main speaker just backed out for personal 

reasons.” 
“Oh, that’s a shame,” I answered, while wondering, 

What’s that got to do with me? Too soon, I learned. 
“Well, we all remembered that you were an associate 

pastor at your church here in Portland. Surely you know 
how to preach.” 

What? Huh? My mind scrambled to make sense of this 
sudden turn of events. “I’ll have to pray about it,” I 
stammered. 

Later that evening, I approached Rachel. “Rachel, they 
want me to preach at the Kenya Festival,” I started. “Will 
you pray about this with me? I need to know whether this 
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opportunity is from the Lord or not.” 
“I don’t need to pray about it,” she told me. “This is 

God. You just need to do it.” 
I stared at my lovely, incomprehensible wife. Never 

had a visit to Africa come within light years of my heart’s 
desires. Rachel had the gifting for missionary work, not I. 
Yet, my open heart to God’s dreams responded and even 
hatched an idea or two on its own. I contacted the team of 
Kenyan pastors who would assist at the festival through a 
conference phone call. “My wife is a nurse,” I informed 
them. “How would you like us to bring medical supplies 
and run clinics during the festival?” 

“Yes!” the pastors chorused as one voice. 
We had about four months to prepare for our grand 

African adventure and, as we did so, we got unexpected 
phone calls from friends. Several were pastors or church 
leaders. “Can I go with you to Kenya? I feel God wants me 
to help,” one after another explained. I contacted the 
Kenyan pastors again. 

“We have several pastors coming,” I started. “Would 
you be interested in a conference on church leadership, 
too?” 

“Of course!” they replied, without hesitation. 
We transformed Eldoret’s local soccer field into the 

venue for the Greater Eldoret Festival. After I delivered 
my message the first night, I extended an invitation to 
meet Jesus, the Bread of Life who alone could satisfy the 
hungry souls who had gathered. 

Hundreds of people surged to the front, seeking both 
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spiritual and physical healing. Our videographer, Clark, 
broke down sobbing at the sight of so many wanting to 
experience God’s love and the peace that only the spirit of 
Jesus can bring.  

Later that night, after our team had left, a man showed 
up on the festival grounds. “Look at me!” he cried. “For 10 
years, I haven’t been able to walk.” His glowing face 
caught the attention of everyone nearby. “I lay alone in 
my bed more than a kilometer away from these grounds 
listening to the message over the loudspeakers. I asked 
this Jesus into my heart. Then I asked him to heal me, and 
he did!” he shouted, raising his hands in praise. “He did! 
I’ve walked here to testify!” 

During the day, Rachel set up and ran clinics in the 
slums. One day I stood by, watching her work. She 
examined each skinny, underfed body with her gentle, 
skilled hands. As she finished one examination, she 
looked up and caught my eye. “David, I’m doing what I 
was created to do,” she said with a smile before waving the 
next child over.  

 
She opens her arms to the poor and  

extends her hands to the needy. 
—Proverbs 31:20 

 
My beautiful wife personifies mercy and compassion. 

Middle-child Rachel entered the world in the middle of 
her parents’ abusive and stormy marriage. Angry words 
exploded about her like cannon shots as they battled their 
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differences. Although relieved her husband left when 
Rachel was only 6, Rachel’s mom now had the weight of 
the world on her shoulders and had to take a job to 
support her children. Rachel helped out as much as 
possible with the household chores and with her two 
brothers. Her dad would come around every few months 
at first, then every few years, then, by the time Rachel was 
14, not at all.  

Although neither brother wanted a second mom, they 
ended up having one in “very responsible Rachel.” Seven 
years younger than her, Rachel’s baby brother Matt still 
teases her about all of the motherly things that she used to 
do for him that he resented as a child. Rachel’s mother, a 
wonderful cook to this day, taught her how to make full-
scale meals by the time Rachel was nine. 

Rachel’s maternal grandmother, Marjorie, 
demonstrated a powerful relationship with God by the 
example of her own life. Rachel is grateful she learned 
what true intercession was by watching her grandma, the 
widow of a Pentecostal preacher, pray fervently for the 
family.  

Marjorie was also an inspiring pianist for church 
services who said the Holy Spirit taught her how to play in 
her unique style. Rachel loved to watch her grandma’s 
short, pudgy fingers drum out hymns of hope and joy as 
her brown eyes smiled and she sung at the top of her lungs 
without a care in the world. Everyone, including 
Grandma, knew that her voice was less than flattering, but 
she was singing to the Lord so it didn’t matter at all to her. 
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Grandma’s greatest gift to Rachel was teaching her 
that God hears and answers prayer through her own 
example of earnest prayers and deep faith. 

“God always hears your prayers, Rachel,” Grandma 
said. “Never forget that.” 

“Yes, Grandma,” Rachel answered. “I believe that.” 
By her sophomore year in high school Rachel’s 

circumstances overrode her confidence that God would 
always hear her. Or maybe he would hear her… but would 
he care enough to answer? Raging with teenage hormones, 
emotions and feelings including rage itself, she found 
hollow comfort in extra-curricular partying.  

“Hey, Rach, have a cold one. You’ll like this,” a friend 
said, extending a bottle. 

“Thanks!” Rachel accepted the wine cooler with eager, 
under aged hands. The music pulsated as she tipped the 
bottle back, seeking relief in its deceptive liquid comfort.   

Who cares if Mom is marrying a guy I can’t stand? She 
shrugged and took another swallow. What’s the point in 
my existence? I am only 16, I work hard, I study hard and 
it’s all going to get more difficult as I get older. Then, after 
all that hard work, I die. Life sucks. 

After several months of this dark phase and feeling 
more and more guilty about her actions, Rachel dragged 
herself from bed one morning, shame from the night 
before pressing her down, down, down into depression. 
She stumbled to the bathroom and caught her reflection 
in the mirror. Disgust gripped her. 

This is the perfect, straight-A student? She shook her 
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head in revulsion. The one who has it all together? You’re 
disgusting, she railed at herself. 

After bathing, she applied some make-up to her care-
worn face. “Ugh,” she grunted. “That’s ugly. I’m ugly.” She 
furiously wiped it off and applied some more, a new shade 
this time. “Still ugly.” Again, she scrubbed off the blush 
and lipstick, trying yet another shade, but nothing 
changed in the reflection staring back at her. 

Rachel returned to her bedroom, grabbed an outfit 
from the closet and tossed it on. She looked in her mirror. 
Wrong. She pulled on another outfit. Worse. She tried a 
third and a fourth until the discarded clothes piled like an 
accusing heap at her weary feet. 

“That’s what my life is,” she choked. “A heap of 
nothing. Why am I alive anyway? It’s not going to get any 
better.” 

“Mom,” she said as she entered the kitchen. Her 
mother, scrambling to get out the door for work, did not 
notice how bad Rachel looked. “I feel kinda sick. Can I 
stay home today?” 

“Of course,” Mom answered.  
I wish I could die, Rachel thought, flopping back on 

her bed, waiting for everyone to leave the house. I wish I 
could die right now so I can go to heaven and leave all this 
crap behind me.  

In the darkness of her mind, a simple plan pierced 
through the raging thoughts. She returned to the 
bathroom to collect a bottle of pills and a glass of water. 
Then she moved through the welcome stillness to the 
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dining room. She sank like a stone onto the old antique 
chair that had once belonged to her grandmother, 
clutching the water in one hand and the medicine in the 
other.  

Rachel brushed her bare toes across the carpet. Blue, 
she thought, as though conscious of its color for the first 
time. Bright blue shag. She studied stains on the weary 
carpet and lamented that she felt the same: stained and 
weary...so very weary. Soon I’ll be done with all this mess, 
she thought. Placing the water glass on the dining room 
table, she began twisting the cap off the bottle.  

“You’re right, Rachel. Life isn’t worth living — unless 
you live for me. Your life isn’t yours. It belongs to me. 
Dedicate it fully to my service and make your life count 
for the Kingdom of God.” 

Rachel’s hand froze. She hadn’t been praying, yet God 
had come and spoken directly into her empty heart. His 
words had been almost audible. 

“Yes, Lord,” Rachel whispered. “Now I know my 
purpose for being here — to bring people to you and to 
help the helpless. Thank you for saving me from myself.” 

Right after high school graduation, Rachel joined 
other young people from her grandmother’s church on a 
mission trip to Mexico. Already a Home Health Aid and 
Certified Nurse Assistant, she realized even more that she 
could make a difference in the lives of others, especially if 
she pursued medical training. 

She also witnessed, for the first time, divine healing. A 
lady whose hand folded over on itself in a shrunken mass 
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of useless flesh came to the mission church. Rachel’s team 
gathered around to pray. She watched with the others as 
the woman’s hand straightened to its normal length in 
mere moments. She flexed her now functional hand over 
and over. The team joined her in tears of joy and praising 
the God-of-the-humanly-impossible. 

A short, plump lady with graying black hair and kind 
brown eyes approached Rachel later that day as she was 
saying goodbye to her new friends. Her lined face glowed 
as she delivered her divine message. “God has a very 
special calling for you, Rachel,” she said. “He is going to 
use you to do amazing things.” 

Rachel hugged her and smiled her thanks. The lady 
confirmed what God had already planted in her heart. 

Rachel went on to Oral Roberts University in Tulsa, 
Oklahoma, for a degree in nursing. God showed his gentle 
power by helping her get through each semester 
financially, turning the red ink of lack into the black ink of 
his provision. Each semester, she almost got kicked out for 
lack of finances and, each semester, at the eleventh hour, 
God came through.  It was hard work, but God always 
came through. Rachel learned a valuable lesson. She grew 
up poor and thought the task of putting herself through 
college would be nearly impossible. Yet “God takes care of 
his sheep.” He may test our faith, but he never lets us 
down.  Rachel continues to have a tremendous amount of 
faith in the arena of finances and God’s provision. 

Meanwhile, Rachel took one summer off work to go 
on a mission trip, serving in Nicaragua and Costa Rica. 
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After college, she saved up her vacation time each year to 
go somewhere else where she now got to use her medical 
skills in conjunction with simply loving people. It didn’t 
matter to her where she went; she was a nomad at heart 
and wanted to serve the poor anywhere she could. One of 
those places was Calcutta, India, to work with Mother 
Teresa in her Homes for the Dying and Destitute. 

Mother Teresa made a lasting impression on Rachel. 
Even though her tiny frame shuffled around on her 
neglected, gnarled feet as if in great pain, she never 
complained. You could see pure joy in her sparkling eyes. 
Pure, unconditional, accepting love radiated from every 
pore of her tiny body. Simply put, Mother Teresa radiated 
the love of Jesus.  Rachel wanted that, too: for people to 
see Jesus in her. 

“Rachel, I want you to return to Portland,” God told 
her a year before the India trip. 

Portland? I don’t want to live in Portland! I am single 
and young and can live anywhere I want, she thought. 
Hmm. How do I know whether this is God’s will or just 
my imagination? I know! I’ll apply at only one hospital — 
the best Portland has — in the Pediatric Intensive Care 
Unit that isn’t even hiring right now. There is no way I 
will get the job. 

“Rachel White?” the unfamiliar voice on the phone 
queried. 

“Yes,” she answered. 
“Hi, Rachel. I’m Susie Bacon, supervisor of the 

Pediatric Intensive Care Unit at Doernbecher Children’s 
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Hospital in Portland, Oregon. I’ve looked over your 
application and would like to offer you a position. When 
can you start?” 

God needed Rachel to return to Portland so our paths 
could cross again and meld together for his purpose. 

 
Can two walk together, unless they are agreed?  

—Amos 3:3 NKJV 
 
Eight years after her move back to Portland, as I 

watched my wife minister to more than 400 children in 
Kenya, my mind reeled from the impact of her simple 
statement, “This is what I was created to do.”  

I knew from our first meeting 15 years earlier that 
Rachel loved mission work. But she’d never mentioned it 
since. (She tells me now that God told her not to mention 
it, but that it would be “all right”; she needed to trust him 
to speak to me.)  

For the first time I comprehended my wife’s lifelong 
dream. God lit the same fire in my heart. Made one in 
marriage, we now became one in purpose. 

A Luis Palau event took us to Manchester, England. 
There we met the couple who would chair the event.  

“I’m John Lancaster,” the pleasant man said with a 
smile, his deep blue eyes sparkling with zest for life. He 
gripped my hand and then Rachel’s. He continued in his 
thick, Lancashire accent: “My wife, Rosemary.” The 
diminutive lady smiled up at us with warm brown eyes. 
“It’s a pleasure to meet you.” 
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John Lancaster is a self-made millionaire. He’s been a 
fixture on the UK’s Rich List, but the burning fire in his 
heart made him known as the most generous man in 
England — an achievement he reached in 2004. In 
addition to many UK charities, the Lancasters support an 
AIDS village outside Johannesburg, South Africa, which 
the four of us visited together. 

In August 2003, just days after the festival in 
Manchester was over, the Lancasters invited us for dinner.  

“What are you two doing now that the festival is 
over?” Rose asked. 

Rachel and I looked at each other. “I suppose return to 
the States and continue doing what we’ve been doing,” I 
answered and then paused. “But we don’t have any real 
peace about it.” 

“Honestly,” Rachel chimed in, “we both feel a big 
change is coming, we’re just not sure what it is.” 

“We sense this is our last festival,” I added. 
“If you could do anything you wanted or dreamed,” 

Rose continued, “what would that be?” 
Again our eyes met and locked. “If we could do 

anything,” I began, measuring each word, “I suppose we’d 
organize medical and ministry teams and go back to 
Africa.” I saw Rachel’s jaw drop in shock at my statement. 
Never once had I expressed the slightest interest in 
mission work. Not my gifting, I’d tell her. 

“What we experienced in Kenya and South Africa 
really affected us. We saw what happens when total 
healing is addressed — healing of spirit, soul and body.” 
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The Lancasters exchanged their own potent looks. 
“We agree,” Rose said. “We believe you’re supposed to 
work in Africa.” We gaped at their grins. 

“We’d like to launch you into your new ministry,” 
John explained. “How about putting together a business 
plan of anticipated costs, necessary manpower, command 
center, and so on? Get it on paper and we’ll go from 
there.” 

A few weeks later, we sat down with the Lancasters 
and spent hours poring over our projected costs. “We 
need a long-term plan,” I started. “We want to duplicate 
what we did in Eldoret — combining the gospel with 
medical care. We think it is vital to address both physical 
and spiritual needs.” 

“Yes,” Rachel explained. “Be the hands and feet of 
Jesus as well as showing his heart.” 

“This is great!” John exclaimed, while Rose nodded 
her agreement. “We believe that what God wants us to do 
is fund both of your salaries for a minimum of three years 
so you can build the organization.”  

Open Arms International was born six weeks later — 
on November 3, 2003. In the first two years, we took 
ministry and medical teams to Kenya, Uganda, Rwanda 
and Mozambique. In 2005, our teams ministered in India 
after the tsunami hit Southeast Asia. 

God displayed his love everywhere in countless 
miracles of healing and souls turning to Jesus. We soon 
established the custom of praying over every individual 
before receiving medical attention. 
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“I have terrible back pain,” the Rwandese man with a 
pronounced limp informed a team member at our clinic. 
“I cannot pick up things and walking hurts a lot.” 

The team volunteer sought God’s guidance first 
through prayer. Next, she performed an assessment and 
ran her hand along his spine. “Will you walk a few steps 
for me?” she asked. 

The man complied. In moments she understood the 
cause of his backaches — one leg was several inches 
shorter than the other. No human medicine could solve 
his problem. 

“Can we gather around and pray for this man?” She 
addressed the team nearby. They circled around the man, 
fully expecting God to manifest his goodness. “Lord, there 
is nothing we can do for this man, one of your own 
creations,” she began. “We ask that you remove his pain 
and heal his leg.” The man lay back in helpless faith, 
waiting to witness God’s handiwork. 

In moments, the leg began to lengthen; bones, sinews 
and flesh growing in seconds until heel touched heel, toes 
matched toes. The man hopped off the table and walked 
around in small circles with wonderful, matched steps. 

“No pain! No pain!” he cried. He returned to the clinic 
every day, not for more medical attention, but rather to 
share God’s goodness to anybody who would listen. “My 
leg grew,” he declared. “No pain. No more pain.” 

Such miracles happen with amazing regularity in 
Africa. Without readily available medicine, doctors, or 
hospitals, people are reduced — no, actually increased — 
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to faith. They have nothing else but God’s promises. They 
believe and are healed. Desperate conditions breed 
desperate faith, which gladdens God’s heart. He shows up 
and shows off. 

 
A father to the fatherless… 

God sets the lonely in families. 
—Psalm 68:5a, 6a 

 
As much as we loved and looked forward to each visit 

to Africa, we began to understand that with our semi-
frequent trips we were putting Band-Aids on gaping 
wounds. More and more, we came to realize that we 
needed to establish a permanent presence in Africa to 
serve as a hub for various outreach ministries. To have the 
greatest long-term impact we knew that we just needed to 
be there. 

We dreamed of a place where we could have our east 
African office, a full-service medical/dental clinic, and 
permanent homes for orphans with live-in indigenous 
house parents. We believed that east Africa, where we had 
done the majority of our work, would be the best place to 
locate. Several of us searched in Kenya, Uganda and 
Rwanda before settling on the place we’d first started: 
Eldoret, Kenya.  

A real estate agent took us to see some available 
farmland: 52 acres of lush landscape, complete with a tree-
lined river cutting around the northern border and several 
small waterfalls. At 7,000 feet above sea level, we’d be 
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guaranteed temperatures in the 70s (F) almost year round. 
The moment we stepped foot on this land we knew. This 
is God’s provision for us. His peace lay over it like a 
heavenly security blanket, inviting every newcomer into 
his warmth. 

Recently I stood in front of our special congregation, 
my Bible opened to Psalm 68.  

“My message today is in verse five. God is the father to 
the fatherless and he sets the lonely in families. When I 
was 14, my own father abandoned my mom and me. 
From that time on, God fathered me by bringing older, 
godly men into my life. These men mentored me, taught 
me and loved me. God loves you so much that he has 
brought you to Open Arms. Our house mothers and 
fathers are the parents God has given you and they truly 
love you.”  

I stopped to gather my thoughts. “God loves Rachel 
and me so much that he brought us from half-way around 
the world and dropped us in Kenya, here at the Open 
Arms Village.” My voice caught as I choked back tears. 
“Rachel and I are honored to be part of your family.” 

This time the tears would not be stopped. They 
flooded my eyes and traveled down my cheeks. Soon, the 
entire church joined me as we all soaked in the 
wonderment of how God is making new families, right 
here in Eldoret. 

At the time of this writing, Open Arms Village is 
home to 44 children, living in three houses, complete with 
Kenyan house parents. We also run a feeding program 
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that feeds 120 kids while working with their moms to 
begin small businesses for the family, and we work with 
street kids five days a week.   

Moving into our seventh year, we shake our heads in 
amazed faith. God has taught us not to be afraid of 
dreams, but to chase them and ask with abandon. We will 
alter the course of Kenyan history one broken body 
healed, one starving child fed, one abandoned child loved, 
and one desperate heart infused with hope at a time. 
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They’re called Twilight Girls. In the Kenyan city of 
Eldoret, they are indistinguishable from other young girls. 
They draw water from the family well with infants 
strapped to their backs. They squat by small open-flame 
stoves to warm a pan of githeri (maize and beans) or 
mukimo (mashed green peas and potatoes). They wash 
soiled laundry in basins filled with water the color of sand 
and hang them out on clotheslines to dry.  

At night, they sell their bodies to strangers for a few 
shillings to feed their families. In this HIV-infested 
environment, many take no safety precautions, exposing 
themselves to a disease that has claimed tens of thousands 
of lives. Men who prey on them ruthlessly exploit or harm 
them. They walk around with concealed welts and bruises. 
In the slums, neighbors spurn and subject them to all sorts 
of indignities and virulent name-calling. Yet they know of 
no way out of their lot so they continue to offer their 
tortured bodies to strange men until they contract AIDS… 
or a charity intervenes and rescues them. 

 
*** 

 
My sisters, Helen Wanjiki and Dora Wamboi, were 

Twilight Girls, but I was not.  
Mama wasn’t a Twilight Girl, although later, as an 

adult, she also entertained strangers to make money. My 
father left our family when I turned 4. To support us, 
Mama traveled to Uganda, purchased plantains, and then 
returned to Eldoret and sold them at the market. Our 
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tribe’s ability to eke livelihoods off the land had always 
been its gift. The Kikuyu, according to many, came from 
west Africa. My ancestors, who settled near Mt. Kenya, 
were resourceful agriculturalists. They farmed the fertile 
volcanic soils and intermarried with other tribes.  

Decades later, the British arrived and gradually spread 
across the region, claiming the best lands for themselves 
and reaping the bounties. Our people lost much of their 
prized possessions to the new landowners. Yet our tribe 
never lost its gift. Throughout the years, foreign reaping 
intensified, and scores of families lost even the plots 
handed down to them from their ancestors. Generations 
later, many relocated to the slums and became 
entrepreneurs. Mama numbered among them.  

The money Mama made from selling plantains hardly 
met our needs, so she found a way to supplement her 
income. Men came to our home at odd hours of the night 
— different men at different times. They visited with 
Mama. And when they left, she had money to pay for our 
keep. 

Mama’s practice exacted a heavy toll. Neighbors 
scorned her. Women in the slum feared that she would 
seduce and steal their husbands. Others called her “whore” 
or hurled malicious epithets in her face whenever she 
walked by.  

Mama endured the hostility and humiliation because 
she saw no other way to care for us. And in an 
overcrowded slum like Langas, just outside of downtown 
Eldoret, it wasn’t easy. 
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Langas is about four square kilometers in size and 
home to thousands of people who cannot afford to live 
elsewhere. In this Kenyan community, nothing is sacred. 
People mingle and thrive on the latest gossip. The slum is 
a relatively small place with colossal problems. Specialty 
shops and hotels line the main road. After a downpour, 
matatus (public transports), motorbike taxis and other 
vehicles cut deep gullies into the unpaved road, deepening 
the potholes. Ditches flanking the main road expel their 
putrid odor of decaying garbage, turbid puddles and urine 
into the air. 

Despite the slum’s appalling condition, vendors set up 
makeshift kiosks along the main road and intervening 
streets and spread their tarps on the ground to display 
their produce and merchandise: used clothing, empty 
yellow containers (formerly cooking oil vessels repackaged 
as fluid receptacles), secondhand shoes, charcoal and any 
number of consumables. Vehicles navigate congested 
streets as carefully as possible to avoid hitting pedestrians. 
Sheep, goats and chickens crisscross the streets freely and 
sometimes, without warning, they jet out in front of 
moving vehicles.  

Set back from the kiosks are rows of mud houses — 
home to both families and businesses. Folks sit with 
languid expressions outside these wood-framed structures 
to peddle knickknacks and wares. Young women braid 
each other’s hair. Older ones swat at flies and gnats as they 
wait on customers. Not uncommonly, one detects in the 
air a perplexity of smells — raw sewage, burning coal and 
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animal dung. The local folks, seemingly accustomed to the 
stench, go on with their lives. 

In many homes, children suffer all sorts of abuses. To 
escape the cruelty, they run away and end up on the 
streets. People treat them no differently than stray animals 
and many become victims of local “mob justice.”  

 
*** 

 
Slums are the same no matter where they exist.  
In such a place, I was born. My parents might not have 

known the kind of life that I would lead, but our family 
name would have been a good place to start. In our 
Kenyan language, Njeri means “roaming about.”  

I saw what slum life did to my sisters and mother. I 
believe my Christian faith saved me from following them. 
Yet even with my faith, I struggled occasionally with tribal 
beliefs. Christianity in Kenya is a smorgasbord of 
Christian teachings and tribal magic and rituals. Many still 
consult witch doctors. Even as they practice ancestral 
beliefs, they claim to be followers of Christ.  

I was fortunate that my earliest spiritual experience 
was with the Redeemed Gospel Church of Eldoret. Pastor 
Moses influenced my youth. A man of little means with a 
huge heart, he always had time to listen. Very carefully, he 
would lead me through a Bible passage, then give practical 
advice to whatever problem I faced. His wife was a living 
example of Christianity. Kind and gentle-spirited, she fed 
us out of their poverty. Jesus became real for me because 
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of her charitable spirit. Admittedly, there were occasions 
when doubt moved me to consult a witch doctor. At those 
times, God would send a detour right back to Pastor 
Moses’ doorstep.  

Christianity wasn’t a leap of faith for me. At 13, I gave 
my life to Jesus. Several years later, I met and married my 
husband, James. He worked hard at a logging company 
and ran a small lumber business on the side. I managed a 
business as well. I bought onions wholesale and resold 
them at the local marketplace for a modest profit. 

For a while, life was good. James and I had five 
children. We couldn’t have been happier. Then tragedy 
struck. My older sister, Helen, contracted AIDS and died. 
With the help of neighbors, I bathed her and smeared a 
salt-like preservative on her body. Because we couldn’t 
afford a coffin, we gathered pieces of wood from around 
our home and built one for her. Her burial plot cost 700 
shillings (about $10 USD). James and I put up money we 
couldn’t spare. We also paid an additional 1,000 shillings 
($14 USD) to have a matatu transfer her to the burial 
ground.  

Helen left behind two children. James reluctantly 
agreed to take in Deborah, the younger of the two. John, 
the older child, moved in with Mama, although diabetes 
was already slowing her down. 

Less than a year after Helen passed away, my sister 
Dora followed, also a victim of AIDS. I cared for her until 
her condition worsened and then I took her to the local 
referral hospital so she’d have better care. She died at the 

mere mortals 



72  

five tiny fingers 

hospital. Her bill came to an exorbitant 17,000 shillings 
($227 USD). James and I couldn’t pay it so the hospital 
kept her body at the morgue for two weeks. I knew I had 
to do something. In my culture, we respect our dead, and 
we try everything possible to obtain proper burial for 
them. So, on a scorching Monday afternoon, I found 
myself back at the hospital begging the social worker in 
charge to allow me to take my sister home. 

“I can’t pay the bill,” I said. “I buried another sister not 
too long ago. My mother is very ill and I fear she, too, will 
soon pass away. I’m taking care of all my sisters’ children, 
and I have no money.” 

The sympathetic social worker convinced the hospital 
to cancel the debt. I took my sister home and buried her 
near Helen. Pastor Moses gave her a Christian burial. 
Some of Dora’s five children went to stay with Mama. I 
took the rest home. A few months later, Mama passed 
away, and my faith came under fire. Since I was the 
children’s only surviving relative with a home, the 
responsibility for their care fell on me. James would have 
none of it.  

“There are too many of them,” he argued. “We can’t 
feed the whole lot.”  

“James, they have nowhere else to go,” I pleaded with 
him. 

“The law requires that they get tested for HIV,” he 
replied. “Who’s going to do that?” 

“I will. I’ll take care of everything.” 
A few weeks later, we received the results. One of 
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Dora’s children tested positive for HIV. Already at the 
brink of breaking, James snapped at this new twist in our 
lives.  

“No way I’m taking her in!” he screamed. “She’ll infect 
our children.” 

“I can’t turn her loose on the streets,” I said. “She’s 
only a child, James.” 

His eyes turned deep red as if a brushfire blazed 
behind them. Pacing back and forth in our room, he 
turned to me finally and said, “Your family is cursed. 
That’s why everyone is dying. Your family is cursed!” 

I felt as if he had impaled me with a machete. 
 

*** 
 
Traditionally, if he could afford to care for them, a 

Kikuyu man could have more than one wife. He could also 
leave his wife and marry another woman without legal 
consequences. James could have walked away anytime. 
But he decided to stay. He continued his work, and I did 
the same. A couple of times a week, I took a five-hour trip 
to the rural areas to purchase sacks of onions from a 
farming community. I would catch a matatu and, in this 
15-passenger van, the driver squeezed up to 20 people to 
make the most of the trip. A passenger with live chickens, 
a goat or produce paid extra to strap his load on the roof. 
For the trip, I paid 300 shillings. Because my sacks took up 
the back seats, I had to pay 1,200 shillings ($17 USD) for 
the return trip.  
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Eldoret has an open market. It is packed with people 
every day. Women carry in heavy loads on their heads and 
backs. The matatu pulled up alongside the place and 
disgorged its cargo of sellers, livestock and consumables. 
At the market, I rented a little space for myself and 
secured my produce in a shed at the end of the day. I sold 
from early morning to nighttime. On a good day, I 
profited 300 shillings, enough to feed our family. On my 
own, I managed to save about 30,000 shillings ($429 USD) 
from the business in a stringed purse. I also hid additional 
money in a can in case of an emergency. 

James returned from work earlier than usual one day. 
He was in a good mood.  

“Peris, I’ll make the trip for you today to buy your 
onions,” he offered. 

“I have enough for the week,” I said.  
“You’ll need more if you want to earn more to feed the 

children,” he insisted.  
Thankful that James had finally warmed up to my 

nieces and nephews, I stepped into our room, retrieved 
my purse and brought it to him. “That is all I have,” I said, 
emptying the purse’s contents into his outstretched hands.  

He rolled and crammed the banknotes into his jacket 
pocket without counting them. “I’ll get the onions,” he 
said as he turned to walk out. Then he paused. “How 
about meeting me at the butchery at 7, and we’ll have 
supper together?” 

“Supper? By ourselves?” I asked. 
“Just come.”  
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Evening came. I fluffed out my hair, donned my 
Sunday best — a colored chaplet and a hand-knit wrapper 
— then hastened to the grill. I felt like a sprightly teenager 
on a first dance social. James awaited me at a chair behind 
a wooden table. Yellow light from a fluorescent lamp 
danced off his face, and the clang of utensils mingled with 
the diners’ laughter sounded like music to my ears. But it 
was the enticing aroma of grilled onions and meat that 
swept me off my feet. In that moment, I forgot all about 
the burden of 12 children. I decided, tonight, I would 
enjoy the evening with my husband.  

A smile illuminated James’ face as I slid onto a chair 
across from him.  

“You look beautiful!” he said.  
I returned his compliment with a girlish grin. No 

words passed between us as our waiter arranged a place 
setting for me, nodded obsequiously, then penciled our 
order on a paper napkin. Half an hour later, he returned 
with a tray of roasted chicken, goat meat and ugali, made 
with a maize mixture thickened in water.  

“Enjoy your supper!” he said, after he had returned 
with our lemon water.  

“James, can we afford this?” I leaned over, whispering. 
“Don’t worry,” he replied. 
We ate mostly in silence. At one point, a mosquito 

settled on my husband’s arm, and he slapped it. He 
dragged his fingers across his skin where the creature had 
landed, then looked at me and very matter-of-factly said, 
“This is our last meal together.” 
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The food in my mouth turned sour. I swallowed and 
stared at him, transfixed, wondering if this was all a cruel 
joke. The wooden expression on his face removed my 
doubt.  

“What do you mean, James?” I asked. 
“I’m leaving,” he said. “I can’t take care of all those 

children.” 
“James, please,” I said, choking back tears. “It is hard 

for you, I know, but we’ll manage.” 
“I’m sorry,” he replied. “It is done.” 
James’ kindness had all been an enemy’s caress. I 

returned home alone, the night unfurling around me like a 
thunderstorm. The trills of night creatures were distant 
death songs echoing in my ear. Back home, I didn’t have 
the strength to tell the children. I headed straight for our 
room because I knew the hurt on their faces would 
overwhelm me. James walked in an hour later to claim his 
suitcases. I heard him speak briefly to the children in the 
living area. “I told you all that I am not the Red Cross,” he 
said. “I can’t take care of all of you. That’s not what I do. 
So, I’m leaving.”  

With those words, our marriage ended as easily as if 
James had drawn a curtain between us. 

 
*** 

 
Alone.  
Paralyzed by fear.  
I had 12 children who depended on me for sustenance. 



 77 

One of them had HIV. How could I possibly provide for 
them? We had struggled even with James’ income. How 
could I carry everything with just mine? The next 
morning, I stared at the rafters, angry and bitter, wishing 
that I could fall asleep and fade away. Why me, God? I 
screamed inwardly. I’m a good person. I didn’t sell my 
body for money. I tried to live a good life to please you. 
Why is this happening to me? 

I thought of the money I had stored in my hiding 
place. Over time, I had saved more than 6,000 shillings 
($86 USD). I had no idea why I kept it a secret from James. 
Perhaps the cynicism of the slum had made me distrustful. 
How long will the money sustain us? Pushing myself off 
my bed with one elbow, I sat up, crawled to my hiding 
place beneath the dresser and dug furiously. I unearthed 
the can, pried it open with my soil-stained fingers and 
discovered, to my utter dismay, it had been broken into. 

Somehow, James had found my hiding place and 
helped himself to this money as well. Left at the bottom of 
the can was nine shillings (13 cents). Perhaps in a flash of 
guilt, he decided not to leave us impoverished. My body 
convulsed as a mountain of conflicting emotions fell on 
me. I thought I was going into shock. Even in this state of 
mind, I knew what I had to do. My decision was so 
appallingly clear that it sent a chill through my veins. 
Sweat collected at the small of my neck, soaking my 
blouse, and I quickly cupped a hand over my mouth to 
keep from screaming.  

With the nine shillings that were left clasped in my 
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palm, I stood and hastened out of the house, turning my 
face away from the children. I feared that if I saw their 
faces, I would lose my nerve. I raced to the nearest store, 
ignoring the greetings and curious glances of neighbors. 
At the front porch, I waited until all the customers left, 
then moved across the floor and plunked my money on 
the counter. The storekeeper, an elderly man with thick-
rimmed glasses, regarded the coins with bemused 
curiosity, then glanced down at me, eyes squinted. 

“Ma’am, are you well?” he asked. 
A knot formed in my throat. “It’s all I have,” I 

managed to say. “Please, give me rat poison.”  
He hesitated, studying my coins as though they were 

tainted with leprosy. Perhaps the quiver in my voice 
betrayed my intention, for he refused to accept my money. 
Instead, he unclasped my fingers, gathered up the coins 
and trickled them one at a time into my palm. Then he 
closed my dirt-stained fingers over them and said, 
“Ma’am, you don’t need rat poison, isn’t that right?” 

“I do, please,” I pleaded with him. “The rats are 
destroying everything in my home.” 

He heaved a sad sigh. Then very quietly, he stepped 
from the counter, crossed his spindly arms over a 
wrinkled shirt and looked at me with obvious empathy.  

“I can’t sell you rat poison. I’m sorry.” 
I returned home, despair a heavy blanket sopping up 

my breath. Had death the gall to take me, I would have 
gladly said yes. I spent another sleepless night in a room 
emptied of purpose. Misery never had a more miserable 



 79 

companion. Beyond the divider, 12 children cuddled on 
the dirt floor sharing a couple of patched-up blankets. I 
could hear their heavy breathing and snoring. I knew God 
held back my hand from serving them poison. But what 
sort of future had he saved them for? I had nothing left to 
give. 

The next day passed without incident. The evening of 
the third day, after gathering the children around me for 
prayer, we shared a supper of porridge, carrots and 
shriveled collards. Later, I sat down on our wooden sofa as 
they fell asleep. I felt peace as though God spoke to me. 
Peris, I know your pain. Don’t worry. I will provide for all 
your needs. I will take care of you and the children. 

In a land riddled with disease and starvation, where 
fresh water and food are as precious as gold, I wondered 
how God could possibly provide for us. Desperation drove 
my mother and sisters to prostitution. Both my sisters 
paid with their lives. My oldest brother, diagnosed with 
HIV, drowned his sorrow in busaa (a local brew made of 
fermented maize) and changa (an alcoholic drink made 
with formaldehyde). Of my four other brothers, two had 
been in jail and the other two had been shot by police for 
criminal activities. Upon their release, the two who went 
to jail took to the streets, living on occasional handouts 
from strangers. With sheer determination, my youngest 
brother, Samuel, managed to avoid the streets. He 
attended high school and, in spite of the financial 
hardship, I helped him.  

I concentrated all of my energy into the business, 
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adding maize and other vegetables to my list of produce. 
With James’ income gone, much of my profit now went to 
feeding the children. I made sure that I had the essentials 
and staples for the whole week — oil for cooking, maize 
flour, carrots and cabbages for vitamins, lentil beans for 
protein, and milk. Because we lived in a city slum, we 
couldn’t grow our own vegetables. When my budget 
allowed it, I bought sweet potatoes. For breakfast, we ate 
porridge, a fermented maize flour mix boiled in a bit of 
water for a thick consistency.  

In our slum, malaria and AIDS pose a constant threat. 
God forbid that one of the children got either one because 
the rest wouldn’t have food in light of the medical bills. I 
also worried about their schooling. Putting money aside 
for education meant I had to cut corners elsewhere. Kenya 
offered both private and public schools. Private schools far 
surpassed public ones in the quality of education, but only 
the rich could afford them. Public schools, though 
technically free, still required parents to pay testing and 
other fees, a fact that caused me further consternation. 

When my daughter, Tina, started high school, the cost 
of her education soared. I rejoiced to see her excel in 
school even under trying circumstances. It meant that 
there was a chance, albeit a slim one, that she would make 
it out of the slum. At the same time, I worried that I 
wouldn’t have enough money to keep my business afloat 
and feed the rest of the children. The moment I put more 
money in Tina’s education, I took food from the mouths 
of the rest of the children. My heart sank every time I 
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juggled the money to accommodate Tina’s school. I 
counted all my nieces and nephews as my own and no less 
deserving than my daughter. 

 
*** 

  
In Eldoret, you survive by anticipating trouble at all 

times. However, in December 2007, the unexpected 
happened. Our president, Mwai Kibaki, came under attack 
when supporters of opposition leader Raila Odinga 
accused him and his people of rigging the presidential 
election. Protests turned into riots and quickly pitted one 
tribe against the other. The political face-off fueled hatred 
and the resulting tribal clashes killed an estimated 1,200 
people. Some 350,000 men, women and children were 
evicted from their homes. I remember the evening the 
violence spread into the slum. Fire lit up a darkening sky. 
Wailing and screaming broke the stillness as the children 
and I prepared for supper. At a neighbor’s house, a 
hurricane lantern burst into a flare, followed by another 
and yet another, all the way down the row of mud houses 
until the surrounding area was marked by splotches of lit 
cotton wicks.  

Instinctively, I knew that we were in danger. Our tribe, 
the Kikuyu, had supported President Kibaki. The rest of 
the tribes, including the Luhya, Luo and Kalenjin, banded 
against the Kikuyu. They believed that we had been given 
more privileges under Kibaki and were plotting a takeover 
of the country.  
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Trembling, I stepped out of the house. The torching of 
Kikuyu homes had already begun. Until that night, we had 
lived peacefully with other tribes. But the crisis had 
awakened the demons. Neighbors exhumed old feuds and 
now used them to vent their anger on the same people 
with whom they shared the area. Down the field, people 
dashed out of burning huts, some with clothes aflame. A 
few brave Kikuyu men braced themselves outside their 
homes with machetes. They determined to defend 
themselves and protect their property. 

My legs wobbled as I watched the horror playing out 
before my eyes. 

“Kids, get out!” I screamed. “We have to go now!” 
I had no time to grab any of our clothes and blankets 

or look for my sandals or the children’s rubber shoes. Our 
supper remained uneaten on the floor. We simply 
abandoned everything and fled. Barefoot, I carried 4-year-
old Kevin across my shoulder with the rest of the children 
in tow. We barely crossed the field to the main road when 
I heard Tina cry, “Mama, they’re burning our home! 
They’re burning our home!”  

I dared to look, then heard another voice nearby 
hollering, “Kituo cha polisi! The police station! Head for 
the police station!”  

Like scattered sheep, we followed blindly. As we 
sprinted down the street, more people joined the melee, 
pushing and shoving to get ahead. Along the road and in 
the ditches and gullies, dismembered or headless bodies 
splayed out in grotesque positions. Wetness crept up 
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between my toes, and I imagined myself treading on some 
neighbor’s blood. The dusk spared me from the horrifying 
truth. As I ran, I urged the children onward, screaming 
out their names above the din when they momentarily 
vanished in the mayhem. In the rushing madness, fleeing 
people bumped and crashed into each other. Petrified, 
furious, my heart pounding against my chest like a 
tortured drum, I cursed and ranted at the unjustness of it 
all.  

“Oh, God, why? Why?!”  
Occasionally, I half-stumbled on someone’s body. But 

I kept pushing, jostling my way through the stampeding 
crowd, a terrified Kevin pressed to my bosom. Fearing 
that I might lose one of the other children, I cried out their 
names over and over and over again.  

We made it safely to the police station and, for a while, 
found reprieve in the security of strangers. But our flight 
was far from over. Forced from our homes, we had 
become completely destitute. Bands of policemen escorted 
us to the Internally Displaced People’s camp at the Eldoret 
Showground, a large open field where they held 
agricultural fairs. From the Red Cross, each family 
received two blankets and a tent barely large enough for 
two. The children and I shared the blankets and used 
gunny sacks for bedding. We spread the plastic on the 
ground and, for the duration of our stay there, pressed up 
against each other for additional warmth when we slept.  

We ate maize and beans from a pan and slept on the 
ground. About 6,000 displaced people found a haven 
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there. Some who couldn’t cope with the cramped living 
situation sought shelter at neighboring churches. 
Policemen and soldiers from the General Service Unit of 
the Army came to our aid but their presence failed to 
dispel our fear. Even with their rifles, I felt no safer than 
when we were forced to flee. Having witnessed the 
monstrosity of our neighbors’ rage, I knew we could never 
be safe. We lived under a cloud of trepidation daily, and 
the few scattered posts and narrow moat that partly 
circumscribed the ocean of white tents seemed like 
someone’s sick idea of security.  

With the political fallout, my business ground to a 
stop. Pushed into a quandary, I counted on the 
kindheartedness of the Red Cross and local non-
government organizations for survival. I comforted myself 
and the children with the words of the psalmist: “I am 
constantly hounded by those who slander me, and many 
are boldly attacking me. But when I am afraid, I will put 
my trust in you. I praise God for what he has promised. I 
trust in God, so why should I be afraid? What can mere 
mortals do to me?” (Psalm 56:2-4, New Living 
Translation). 

The Eldoret Showground was supposed to provide 
only temporary shelter for us refugees. Because many of us 
lost our homes in the invasion, we had nowhere to go. In 
spite of the charity and bravery of strangers, living 
conditions in the camp deteriorated. 

Then, in February of the following year, the rain 
started. The cold nights numbed our toes and limbs and 
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drove us near crazy with misery. I feared that in the 
downpour, the children might get sick or catch 
pneumonia. Thousands of other children fared worse. 
Some nights, rivulets of water seeped into their tents and 
literally swept away the children. Sleep eluded us most of 
the nights. Knowing that our neighbors faced the same 
dilemma and couldn’t help, we simply cuddled beneath 
our clammy blankets and waited out the rain. In the 
mornings, we emerged chilled to the bone and slowly 
patched the rips and tears in the tent with polythene 
papers and gunny sacks. All the time, our benefactors did 
whatever they could and shared with us their food and 
warm clothing. They also erected tents and furnished 
them with benches and desks where the children could 
learn.  

After the post-election crisis, many families returned 
to their homes despite the lingering violence. With the 
assistance of Christian charity agencies, they managed to 
rebuild and start anew. We couldn’t leave. The Kalenjin 
tribe possessed our lands and would not let us return. 
They told us to go back to central Kenya, the ancestral 
home of the Kikuyu. 

Thankfully, God intervened — this time, through 
volunteers of a Christian organization called Open Arms 
International. During the post-election crisis, Open Arms 
did everything it could to feed and provide medicine for 
many of our people.  

It was at the Eldoret Showground Camp that I met an 
Open Arms representative named Nancy. For the first 
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time, I witnessed the reality of God’s transforming power. 
Nancy, organizer of the food program, was of the Luhya 
tribe. Through a crack in our tent, I saw her and her Luo 
friend, Florine, walk from tent to tent to check up on the 
families and assess each one’s needs. By our people’s 
account, they were enemies. My initial thought of the two 
women was: God, these are the people who burned my 
home and robbed me of everything. I hate them!  

Intuitively, I turned my face away as they approached, 
hoping that they would pass by. They didn’t. Instead, they 
parted the entryway to our tent and peered in, their faces 
radiating genuine concern that I would normally not 
ascribe to a member of the Luhya or Luo tribes. Setting me 
at ease with broad smiles, they asked if there was anything 
they could do. I stared at them. Undeterred by my 
behavior, the two shared their love for and faith in Jesus 
and what he had done in their lives. Slowly, I felt my 
animosity slipping. I sensed real love in the two women. 
They, too, had experienced hard times so they understood 
my pain. For me, that was a reflection of the Open Arms 
founders who hired them. Who better to be a counselor 
and comforter than one who had walked through the same 
fire that I had? 

“You’re so young,” Nancy said. “And you have all 
these children?” 

“Five of them are mine,” I replied, warming up to 
them. “My two sisters died. So I took in their children as 
well.” 
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“But you’re so young,” Florine repeated Nancy’s 
observation.  

“How can you possibly take care of all of them?” 
“I can’t,” I said. “But Jesus — the same man you so 

obviously love — can.” 
They were silent for a while. Then, Nancy, her eyes 

glistening with tears, asked, “Peris, may I take photos of 
you and the children? I’ll be honored if I can share them 
with Open Arms and see how they can help.” 

A few days later, Adam, a director at Open Arms, 
visited us personally to see about our needs. He was of the 
Luo tribe. I saw Adam, Nancy and Florine as 
reaffirmations of God’s faithfulness in his promise to 
provide. What I hadn’t prepared for was that God would 
send former enemies to fulfill his provision. Israel’s King 
David sang: “For you have delivered me from death and 
my feet from stumbling, that I may walk before God in the 
light of life” (Psalm 56:13). David’s words expressed my 
jubilation better than any Kikuyu folksong or poetry.  

“Would you like for us to rebuild your home?” Adam 
asked.  

“Yes, I would like that very much,” I replied. 
The land my home once stood on belonged to my 

mother. Tradition dictated that family land passed from 
father to son. Though homeless, my brother gave me 
permission to rebuild and, a few days later, Open Arms 
delivered on its promise. Volunteers made a beautiful two-
bedroom house for us. As if I wasn’t already overwhelmed 
by Open Arms’ show of kindness, my Kalenjin neighbors 
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came of their own volition to help. God’s grace had 
obliterated all boundaries. Open Arms reduced the burden 
of caring for the children by accepting into the orphanage 
my sister Helen’s two children, Samuel and Deborah. 

 
*** 

 
Many single Kenyan women experience extraordinary 

hardships. Their stories, written in crushed spirits, 
countless tears and scars, are no different than mine. 
Many give up because they lose hope. They commit 
suicide. They consume alcohol and take drugs to numb 
their pain. And they sell their bodies to survive. I suppose 
my story is unique because I persevered under God’s 
grace. To see myself move from despair to a life of hope is 
testimony to a God who is always there. He shows up in 
Christian organizations like Open Arms and people like 
David and Rachel and their volunteers. It’s one thing to 
mock Christianity and insist that there is no God. It is 
another to try and explain evil in the world based on such 
a belief and at the same time understand why countless 
Christians voluntarily leave their lives of comfort and 
security to reach out to the many who endure unbelievable 
pain and suffering. 

As I mentioned earlier, my family name, Njeri, means 
“roaming about.” My experience taught me that only God 
provides real stability. I admit that there are times that I 
still feel like running. The slum has conditioned me to 
believe that we will once again be uprooted and forced to 
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flee. The familiar African proverb, “When elephants 
wrestle, the grass suffers,” speaks to the political tumult in 
Eldoret. Powerful men wrestle for control, but the poor 
get trampled. They are the ones battling for life and 
getting killed by the thousands. They suffer unspeakable 
physical and financial hardship. Their blood feeds 
unpaved roads and “killing fields” everywhere.  

Nearly three years after the post-election crisis, tribal 
tensions still remain. When these tensions break out, my 
children ask, “Mama, what tribe are we from? Will we ever 
have to flee again?”  

Month after month, one hears of an uprising or riot. 
Like many single mothers, I do not have the strength to 
relocate should another December 2007 break out again. 
But as Pastor Moses reminded me: “Peris, God takes you 
from the pit and sets you on solid ground.” 

I know that God is faithful. He helped us in a way that 
I would never have imagined. Instead of removing 
adversities, he gave me the gift to endure them. He gave 
me wisdom to run a business and provide for my children. 
And he looked out for me through a caring organization 
called Open Arms. 

I’m healthy.  
I’m beautiful. 
I’m special. 
And I attribute all that to a wonderful God who cares. 

With him living in me, what can mere mortals do to me? 
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THE STORY OF OPEN ARMS BABIES  
WRITTEN BY ARLENE SHOWALTER 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Diana at five months 

Diana at age 2 
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Esther at two days old 

Esther at age 1 
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Belle at one month 

Belle at age 1 
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Jesus said, “Let the little children come to me,  
and do not hinder them, for the kingdom of heaven  

belongs to such as these.” 
—Matthew 19:14 

 
“Can you help my baby?” the 26-year-old Rwandan 
mother begged, her eyes glistening with pain and despair. 
She cradled her limp 6-month-old daughter in her arms. 

Grace’s parents had fled to Tanzania in 1959 to escape 
Rwanda’s first genocide and Grace was born and raised in 
that country, the only place she knew as home. When a 
rebel uprising occurred in Tanzania, she retraced her 
parents’ flight back to Rwanda, joining 1,200 other 
Rwandans at a camp set up in the Akegera District. Three 
months pregnant, she escaped with nothing but her life 
and unborn child. 

The government had thrown together makeshift 
shelters for the returning refugees, with the help of the 
United Nations and International Red Cross. Latrines 
were dug, one for every five families. One water source 
and one tent set up as a medical clinic serviced the entire 
camp.  

An Open Arms International team came to alleviate 
some of the refugees’ plight by distributing food, bicycles 
and radios. They set up their own medical tent and, in 
four days, had treated most of the returnees. Now, five 
team members gathered around the distraught mother. 
“What happened to your baby?” 

“Sharon loves to explore,” Grace began. “A few days 
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ago, she crawled over to our family campfire. Before 
anyone could stop her, she tried to stand by pulling herself 
up, using a cooking pot.” She swallowed hard. “It was 
filled with boiling porridge.” 

Third-degree burns covered Sharon’s left arm and leg, 
exposing muscle in several areas. Ashley, an OAI team 
member, gently tended to Sharon’s burns, applying 
dressings. Next, she administered baby Tylenol to the 
listless child. Sharon’s eyes showed no response to any 
pain or the efforts to alleviate it. The OAI team gathered 
around mother and daughter to pray, recognizing that 
only the divine healer could save this child. Gentle hands 
touched the unburned parts of her tiny body. 

As prayers surrounded and covered them, Sharon 
began stirring in her mother’s arms. A moment later, her 
delicately lashed eyes popped open, sparkling with life. 
Then she plopped her arm right into a team member’s 
hand. 

Today, Sharon is completely healed — and still 
exploring. 
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Three Rs — Renee, Ruth, & Rachel —  
From Three Countries 

 
 

Baby Diana (“Divine”) 
As told by Renee of Canada 

 
Be strong, do not fear, your God will come, 

with divine retribution he will come to save you. 
—Isaiah 35:4 

 
 
I met Rachel at Oral Roberts University. We were 
roommates first and soon became close friends. We 
traveled to India together in 1995 to work with Mother 
Teresa in Calcutta. I stood as maid of honor when she and 
David married. 

Then we lost touch for a few years. When we 
reconnected in 2007, Rachel and I discussed the possibility 
of my joining Open Arms. After working 20 years with 
missions and having traveled to 22 countries myself, I was 
excited about the opportunity of working with my old 
friend. “Let’s pray and see what opens up,” I suggested and 
Rachel agreed.  

A few months later, she called me from Kenya. “We 
need you,” Rachel said. “Could you come and help us 
organize the team logistics from here?” 

“Yes!” My response was immediate — and complete. I 
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quit my job, rented out my house and put my belongings 
in storage. I arrived in Eldoret in October 2008. 

A week after my arrival, Rachel and I discovered baby 
Diana while touring the local slum. “May I hold her?” I 
asked her caregiver, feeling a deep, immediate bond the 
moment I cradled her tiny, limp body in my arms. 

Living conditions in the slums are only slightly better 
than living on the streets in that the inhabitants have some 
shelter, meager as it is. Houses are tiny structures made 
with mud walls and floors. Corrugated metal sheets 
provide roofing. Each time rain falls, water drips through 
holes in the metal and onto the residents below. A single 
room serves for every function of family life: living, 
cooking and sleeping. None of the houses have running 
water or heat. Multiple people share a lone sofa or bed 
without a mattress for sleeping, with bags and newspapers 
providing the only padding and protection. 

A common consequence of family members sleeping 
so closely together is girls are often raped by their own kin 
at an early age. Any pregnancies occurring from such 
unions are considered “taboo” and tribal custom demands 
the babies be killed at birth. 

Diana was born under such circumstances. Rather 
than obey custom, her grandmother snatched her at birth 
from the family and gave her to a district nurse. The nurse 
had no means to tend to a newborn, so she passed Diana 
on to another woman known to Open Arms staff. Living 
in the slum and as poor as the rest of her neighbors, she 
couldn’t provide for Diana, either. 



 99 

My heart thumped with fear as I looked into her tiny 
face. I voiced my concerns to Rachel later. She reported 
Diana’s plight to her doctor, who allowed us to read her 
report: severe malnutrition and anemia. He agreed to the 
seriousness of Diana’s condition. 

Next, Rachel contacted the District Children’s Office 
(DCO). This Kenyan government-run organization 
employs two staff persons to monitor the welfare of all the 
children of Eldoret, a city of more than 600,000. 
Overwhelmed with their caseload, they agreed with the 
doctor’s assessment. Diana would be better off with Open 
Arms. 

We returned to the caregiver’s hut. “Would you let 
Open Arms take Diana?” Rachel asked. “If she doesn’t get 
help soon, she will die.” 

“I’ll need some time to think it over,” replied her 
caregiver. Fortunately, the next day the woman said, “You 
may take her,” handing Diana over. “She will have a better 
life with you.” 

I weighed 5-month-old Diana the moment we arrived 
at the Open Arms office. “Only eight pounds!” I gasped. 
“A newborn’s weight.” She lay on the scale as still and 
quiet as death. I began feeding my new charge every two 
and a half hours, day and night. Like a drought-afflicted 
flower in a sudden downpour, Diana’s body soaked up the 
nourishment. She quickly blossomed into a normal, 
healthy baby. 

Diana thundered past her first birthday. She didn’t just 
walk. She danced. And talked. And sang. In spite of the 
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doting attention of three international mamas, Diana’s 
first word was Da Da, much to David’s delight. 

 
*** 

 
“Hello, lovely lady.” I smile at Diana, pirouetting past 

my desk, as the sounds of children’s voices entering the 
compound fill the air. Our three dogs bark and dance, 
greeting one and all. “Are you ready to greet the 
children?” 

Diana stretches her tiny arms in anticipation. I scoop 
her up. “Cuddle time,” I croon, anticipating our favorite 
play. Instantly, she drops her head on my shoulder, but 
angles it to one side, peeking at me through her feather-
soft eyelashes. 

We move outside. Open Arms staff members are 
handing out bowls of githerie to the children who live in 
Kambi Teso, the nearby slum. Our cooks begin the 
preparation of this nutritious dish the night before. First, 
they sort through the beans and rice to remove stones. 
Then they soak and cook it, along with maize, all through 
the night. The next morning, they add fresh vegetables 
such as potatoes, onions, carrots and tomatoes, making a 
tasty stew.  

Open Arms provides this meal every Tuesday through 
Friday. For many kids, it is the only nutrition they receive 
on a regular basis. Diana and I circulate among the 
children, happily scraping their bowls clean. They grin at 
us with satisfied smiles and pat their filled stomachs.  
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Divine intervention brought Diana to Open Arms, and 
again when the district court awarded us permanent 
custody. She blesses us more than we have ever blessed 
her. 

 
 

Esther Ruth (“Star,” “Friend”) 
As told by Ruth of England 

 
When they saw the star, 

they were overjoyed. 
—Matthew 2:10 

 
This is my friend… 
—Song of Songs 5:16 

 
 

I met David and Rachel Gallagher in 2003 when they 
moved to my hometown of Manchester, England, to direct 
a Luis Palau Festival. In 2004, I joined them when their 
mission team went to India, after the tsunami hit Asia. I 
worked at the Message Trust, a Christian youth charity. 
Every month we invited guest speakers to join us for a day 
of prayer.  

In January 2008, our guest speaker was Simon 
Guillebaud, who ministers in Burundi with his family. His 
message stirred up a desire God had planted in my heart 
since I was a child: to work with orphans. So I phoned my 
friend.  
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“Hello, Rachel. I believe God is telling me the time is 
right to volunteer at Open Arms. Can you use me?” 

“Use you?” Rachel exclaimed. “We are in desperate 
need of an office manager/administrator for our Eldoret 
office. When can you come?” Her enthusiasm muffled the 
thud of disappointment plummeting to my toes. 

Lord, I thought you called me to minister to orphans, I 
prayed. 

God responded: Will you trust me… even when you 
don’t understand?  

“I’ll come,” I promised Rachel, while praying, Yes, 
Lord, I do trust you. When I arrived in March 2009, a 
relieved Rachel handed over the responsibility of 
operations director. Along with 26 Kenyan employees 
under me, I handled all recruitment, hiring, contracts, 
discipline and more. I also oversaw all finances and the 
feeding program. I was busy — but wasn’t fulfilled. 

Five months later, a group of us gathered at a local 
restaurant for a celebration. The last outreach team of the 
summer had just finished their medical clinics. Amid the 
good food and laughter, Rachel’s cell phone rang. She 
motioned for quiet. 

“This is Rachel. Yes. We’ll be right over. Yes, 
goodbye.”  

“What’s going on?” I asked. 
“That was nurse Pascala over at West Maternity 

hospital,” Rachel said with a small chuckle. “She’s decided 
to take me up on my standing offer.” 

“What offer?” 
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“I told her if she ever gets a baby who needs a home, 
Open Arms is available. She has a five-pound taboo 
preemie, just born 24 hours ago. The family tried to sell 
the baby, but the buyer didn’t show up,” Rachel 
continued. “Even though the name of the hospital is 
Maternity, they have no supplies for newborns, and the 
baby has received only tap water since birth.” 

Renee and I accompanied Rachel to the hospital. We 
met with the 14-year-old birth mother and her family 
(who refused to even look at the baby). Paperwork was 
processed on the spot for permanent custody. We paid the 
hospital bill and proudly took Open Arms’ latest addition 
home. 

Rachel gave primary responsibility for Esther’s care to 
me. She sleeps in my room and I gladly get up for all her 
feedings. Esther Ruth is my own little star and friend and, 
through her, God answered the longing of my heart.  
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Belinda Caroline (“Beautiful Warrior”) 
As told by Rachel of USA 

Co-founder of Open Arms International 
 

All beautiful you are, my darling; 
there is no flaw in you. 

—Song of Songs 4:7  
  

The Lord is with me 
 like a mighty warrior.  

—Jeremiah 20:11 
 
 
“Open Arms,” Ruth answered the phone, two weeks after 
Esther Ruth’s arrival. “How may I help you?” After a brief 
conversation, she hung up the phone and grinned. 

“That was the DCO,” she announced. “They wanted to 
verify that we have a Beatrice living at the Open Arms 
Village.” 

“Go on,” I prodded. 
“Seems she now has a baby sister in need of a home. 

The mother lives on the streets and refuses rehabilitation 
for alcohol, marijuana and glue addictions. Two bottles of 
glue were discovered hidden in the baby’s pant legs, so 
she’s been permanently removed from her care by the 
DCO. They want to know if we’ll take her.” 

We went to get 1-month-old Belinda, or Belle, as we 
call her. Because her mother had breastfed her, she was at 
normal weight. However, she suffered from severe 
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sunburn and a rash on her face from exposure because her 
mother kept Belle with her while she begged, hoping the 
sight of a helpless newborn would move people to give her 
more money. Belle’s body reeked of a chemical odor from 
her mother’s glue addiction, passed through the breast 
milk. It took days of countless bathing to dissipate the 
obnoxious smell.  

Giving multiple baths was easy compared to watching 
Belle’s ordeal of drug withdrawal. It almost broke our 
hearts. As with any recovering addict, she shook, sweat, 
and convulsed, arching her tiny back while crying 
inconsolably. We put her on a medication to lessen the 
withdrawal effects. After almost three months of 
withdrawals, Belle is now happy, healthy, and entirely 
drug free.  

How thankful we are that the Lord saved Belle from 
the street life of Eldoret. Someday she will become a 
warrior as he trains “her hands for battle” (Psalm 18:34) to 
fight against the very poverty that almost snuffed out her 
life.  

We treasure this beautiful child as a gift from God 
himself. 
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from the streets  
to success 

THE STORY OF MORRIS MORDEKAI 
WRITTEN BY RENEE SCOBEL 
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Morris treats a street boy’s wounds 

Morris (back left) with street boys 
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Please, please, no more, no more! Mama, mama, why 
have you left me alone? I need you, I need you now. I 
desperately tried to hold back the tears as the searing pain 
of every lash came, again and again, tearing through my 
flesh.  

“You’ll get a lash for every answer you got wrong on 
this test, Mordekai. No son of mine will fail in school. I 
will beat you until you are in the grave with your mother.”  
My father’s rage ripped through the air, cutting into my 
back as he whipped me again and again with the wire from 
his bicycle lock chain. I had too many answers wrong on 
the test, and I knew that the beating wouldn’t be over 
soon.  

I was 8 years old and living in a small mud hut with 
my father and my stepmother. We stayed in Kilifi, Kenya, 
just outside the city of Mombasa where I had lived when I 
was younger with my mom and dad.  I loved Mombasa 
because it was so near the ocean. Here in Kilifi, there was 
very little beauty. My mother was gone and my 
stepmother seemed to hate me, although I never knew 
why.  I longed for the gentle embrace of my mother, and I 
could not understand why she had to die.  

I remember when my mother was well and happy and 
we enjoyed life together as a family. Then, suddenly, she 
was very sick. My father took me with her to the hospital 
and left us there together. That night she held me to her 
chest and cried. “I love you, Mordekai. You are a good 
son. I love you.”  Her eyes closed then and she was still. As 
tears fell from her face and landed on my cheek, I felt 
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comfort in the wet warmth of them. I fell asleep in peace. 
The next morning, doctors and nurses rushed into the 

room, pulled me off my mother, and took me to another 
room. I craned my head around the arm of the nurse who 
held me, watching as they took my mother away. I did not 
know yet that she had died. When my father came to 
collect me at the hospital, he said nothing.  

A few days later, we put my mother into the ground. 
My father did not explain, nor did he cry, and I knew I 
could not cry either. It was better not to ask any questions.  

Within a month, my father was remarried. Abigail, my 
dad’s new wife, was angry from the start. I don’t know 
what I did to make her hate me. I tried so hard to be a 
good boy and yet her words were so different than my 
mother’s: “Go and follow your mother! I don’t want you 
here in my house! You are good for nothing! You are not 
my son!” How could my new mother feel this way?    

She made me do all of the household chores. I worked 
hard to please her, but it was never enough. Soon she 
began going to my father and accusing me of not doing 
my chores and not helping her around the house. She said 
that I was a lazy boy who could not even do well in school, 
that I was not a good son. For these things, my father beat 
me. Before long, this was happening every day. Sometimes 
I wondered, as I lay curled up on the floor with the blows 
coming and coming, never seeming to stop, if I truly 
would go to the grave with my mother. The pain from the 
beatings was terrible, but the pain of knowing that my 
father no longer trusted me was more than I could bear.  
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I remember the day the worst came.  It was a beautiful 
sunny afternoon and I was walking home from school 
with my friends. We were laughing and joking and I was 
feeling good. I knew that I should go straight home to start 
my chores, but I felt happy to be free with my friends. 
“Come, Mordekai,” they urged. “We have some delicious 
eggs at our house. Come and eat with us.”   

It had been so long since I had tasted the nourishment 
of eggs. I  rarely had them in my home. We sat behind the 
mud hut kitchen, shading our heads from the beating sun, 
and happily sucked at the raw eggs with childish delight, 
giggling and laughing and teasing each other as the egg 
yolks ran down our faces. We drank in the freshness of the 
air as we watched the chickens scurrying across the yard 
pecking at the bits left behind by the women shucking the 
maize, beans and grains.   

Suddenly we jumped, startled by rustling. My friends’ 
mother was on her way back to her kitchen! My friends 
quickly started to toss the egg shells into the garden. 
“What are you boys up to?  Where did you get those eggs? 
Answer me,” she shouted, poking at her sons.  

“The neighbors, Mama. They gave us the eggs.”  She 
huffed at them, smacking them on the sides of their heads. 
Then she sent me home.  

I took my time. I did not understand it but something 
did not feel right. When I returned to our home, I found 
my stepmother yelling to my father: “He’s a thief! I will 
not have him in my home.” My father turned slowly as I 
approached, his eyes red with anger. He rushed at me. 
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“No! No!  I didn’t steal! I didn’t do it! Please!” I begged for 
mercy as the back of his hand connected with my cheek 
with one swift and powerful blow. I felt the skin tear and 
the blood flow. I thought my eyes would pop out of my 
head.  

“Get out!” His voice did not sound human as he 
growled the words in disgust. “Get out!  Go to your 
mother! Go to your grave!  You are no son of mine! I do 
not know you.”  

I ran. I ran until the soles of my feet burned and I 
could no longer stand. Exhausted, I fell in a heap under 
the shelter of a makeshift kiosk where a local woman sold 
her small fruits and vegetables to passersby during the day. 
The smell of rotting tomatoes and fruit stung my nostrils.  

I wanted to be with my mother. Even in her grave, I 
felt I would find more comfort. Darkness was falling and I 
struggled to pull the shreds of paper and plastic on the 
ground around me to shield me from the increasing cold 
and wind. It began to rain. Nowhere to go. No one to love 
me. Mama! Mama!  Why, why did you leave me?  I started 
to cry. I could not help it, even though I knew it was a sign 
of weakness to my father. He was not here to see me now; 
no one was. I sobbed and drifted into a fitful sleep.  

Later, as I stirred, the sweet smell of maize porridge 
being cooked filled my senses. Suddenly, a violent shaking 
took hold of me. I jumped to my feet, fearing my father 
was upon me in his anger again. My eyes filled with the 
glare of the sun. Where am I?  

“Get out!” The brutal words that stung me were 
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familiar… but the voice was not. “Get out, boy. This is no 
place for you. Go home. Go eat. Go to your mother.”  She 
did not know the painful cruelty of her words. How could 
she? She was just a woman trying to sell her vegetables. I 
staggered down the dirt path, reaching up to touch the 
very tender and now pulsating bruise that swelled beneath 
my eye. I could not have known where that path would 
lead me. 

 
*** 

 
“Come, Mordekai. All your pain will be washed away. 

You don’t have to suffer anymore. Take this and breathe 
in deeply. Ahhh… it’s a beautiful feeling.”   

On the beach in Mombasa, my new friends urged me 
to take the strange bottle of sticky golden glue. I had been 
crying myself to sleep every night, laying restless, feeling 
the sting of the sand as the wind blew across the waves of 
the ocean. I missed my mother. Could this stuff really 
wash my pain away? I inhaled deeply. The strong smell 
made me cough, but I didn’t care. I inhaled again…slowly, 
my eyelids became heavy, the pains of hunger began to 
fade, and my worries began to disappear. I laughed. I had 
not laughed in months. In the haze of my new best friend, 
this lovely sticky sweet smelling heaven, I wandered back 
to the street to beg for more money, something to buy 
more of this glue. I no longer cared. I no longer felt…
anything.  

Before long, the glue was not enough. I inhaled and 
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inhaled, even tipping the glue into my mouth and chewing 
the thick liquid. It was no longer able to kill my pain. The 
memories, the heartache, the disappointment and the 
fears were beginning to overwhelm me again. I needed 
something more.  

“What can I get? What can you give me? I need 
something, please…” I begged the older boys who offered 
me protection in their gang. “I will bring you more 
money, just please, help me. This glue is not working 
anymore.”  

“Oh, Mordekai, you can always count on us,” they 
promised. “We have just the thing. We will bring you what 
you need.”   

The needle stung as the liquid flowed into my arm. 
“What is this?” I asked, as I felt myself falling softly and 
then floating as if I was in a boat on the sea.  

“It’s what you need, Mordekai. It’s called heroin. You 
will love it.”  The boys teased me and tousled my hair. 
These were my brothers. I had never had real brothers 
before. Surely they would not give me anything that would 
hurt me. And I did love it. I loved it so much that I felt I 
could not live without it. The begging and the stealing 
increased so that I could pay for my new comfort. I was 10 
years old. 

Addicted and depleted of any hope, I was persuaded to 
travel with some members of the gang who were moving 
to Nairobi. We had heard that there was much 
opportunity there:  people helping the poor and needy, 
traffic, money… The anticipation of something new 
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excited me for the first time in years and my hope began 
to return. Maybe someone would find me, take pity on 
me, and take me into the warmth of their family and 
home. Maybe. 

Nairobi proved to be worse than anything I could have 
imagined. The streets were crowded and people walked by 
without even glancing at me. They had no pity. I felt no 
hope. There was no family ready to receive me and make 
me their son. For three years, I wandered the alleys and 
the streets of Nairobi, suffering the effects of withdrawal 
because I could not find the heroin that was so easy to get 
in Mombasa. I wanted to go back but, instead, I headed 
the other way. I ran again, west this time, to Nakuru and, 
finally, to Eldoret.  

I was well received by a local gang in this small, 
growing town. Now 13 years old, but still a very small boy, 
I was a good worker to send to the streets to beg and steal 
for them. If I did not bring them enough money each day, 
I was beaten. Glue and marijuana served as my only 
comforts. I slept at night in what the gang called the 
barracks. It was a local dump site. Rubbish, old papers and 
pieces of plastic were used to keep us warm. Over an open 
fire, in an old paint can that someone had thrown away, 
we cooked vegetables that we found on the ground, in the 
streets, or in the garbage heap.  

Then one day he came.  
 

*** 
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I had seen him and heard him before, his voice 
thundering over the mob who pressed in around him at 
the local park. I felt my heart pounding as I heard his voice 
grow louder and louder. I stood frozen on the street, 
afraid. I could not make my feet go closer to hear what he 
was saying. Now, he was with us, here in the barracks.  

What did he want with us?  No one ever comes here to 
see us. What was he going to do to us? Fear still gripped 
me as I pondered who this man was. But, with my friends 
to protect me, I held my glue bottle to my mouth and 
leaned in with the other boys to hear the words of the man 
the boys called the Missionary.  

“Jesus loves you, and he wants to set you free from this 
life of misery and pain,” he told us. What was it that I 
could see in this man’s eyes? Jesus loves me?  I knew who 
Jesus was. My parents had taken me to church, but how 
could he love me?  I am a bad boy. No one loves me. It 
can’t be true. No, this man is crazy!  

“I know you don’t think it can be true,” the man 
continued, “but he loves you and so do I. Come with me, I 
will take you to a safe place where you can stay. You will 
have a bed to sleep in, clean clothes to wear, food to eat, 
and you can even go to school.”   

School? Could it be possible? Although I had always 
struggled in school, I missed it a lot and I really did want 
to learn. His words cut deep into me and I began to feel 
something that I had not felt in a long time. Even the glue 
could not mask this feeling. This man cared about me. He 
believed in me.  
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The Missionary brought several of us who were willing 
to a place called the Rescue Centre. There we found what 
he had promised. At first, I thought it was a great life but, 
even though I tried desperately to concentrate, study and 
obey the rules of this new place, I found myself constantly 
craving the comfort of the high that came from my glue 
and the marijuana on the streets.  

I ran again. Back on the streets, life was miserable, but 
the glue was my savior. I thought I needed it more than I 
needed anything else, even God.  

The Missionary came back. I could not believe my eyes 
as, blinking through the blur of my intoxication, I looked 
up to seeing him standing there with his arms open. 
“Mordekai, my son.” The Missionary spoke slowly and 
with a softness I had rarely heard from any adult. My son? 
I was nobody’s son. I didn’t deserve to be called son. 
“Mordekai, why have you run?  I believe in you. Son, you 
can do this. You can succeed. God will help you. Come 
back to the shelter and start again. Please let me pray for 
you, and let God heal you.” His prayer pierced through my 
heart. I wept. I clung to him. I followed him back to the 
shelter again.  

For the next few months, I struggled against my 
addiction and threatened to run back to the streets. There 
were a few of us who desperately wanted to shake 
ourselves of the addiction. The staff at the shelter knew 
that we could easily run away as the streets were only a few 
blocks away so they called the Missionary. It was night 
when he came. He told us of a place that he wanted to take 
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us — a nice place, a place far from town, where they would 
welcome us, a place where we could have new parents.  

We went willingly with him. Through the darkness of 
night, we slept on our journey, and had no idea where we 
were when we arrived. When we entered our new home, 
we were invited to sit. I sank into the couch and smiled 
inside. Softness and warmth surrounded me.  

“Welcome!” Our new house parents, Michael and 
Anke, had white faces and a funny accent, which I later 
learned was German, but their eyes were filled with 
acceptance and even, if I could dare to imagine it, love.  

 
*** 

 
Shivering, writhing in pain, screaming, I fought off 

another attack as sweat poured down my face. I could not 
bear it anymore. I wanted to run again. I wanted to go 
back to my glue, my comfort. I needed to feel nothing 
again.  

The boys in my room rushed to the main house to get 
Michael. When he arrived, he held on to me and then, 
lifting me as if I were only a small bag of maize, he carried 
me into his house. Anke was there. I felt the gentleness of 
her voice and the touch of her hand as she wiped the sweat 
from my face. Mama. I could feel again what I once had 
felt so deeply. They prayed with me, stayed through each 
night of my anguish, and loved me through the detox.  

I stayed with Michael and Anke for five years in an 
area called Burnt Forest. While I was there, guests came to 
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share the message of the gospel at our church. For the first 
time, I understood. The love that I experienced through 
the Missionary, through Michael, through Anke… this 
was the love of Christ. He sacrificed his life for me so that 
I could be free. He understood my suffering because he, 
too, had suffered greatly. I decided to give my heart and 
my life fully to him.  

I knew what I had to do. I had to show this love of 
Christ to the kids still living on the streets, those still 
suffering as I once suffered. I had to finish school and go 
back, this time to give the gift I had been given.  

Michael and Anke saw me through primary and 
secondary school and were proud on the day I graduated 
from my final year of high school. So was I! I could hardly 
believe it was true. The boy who was good for nothing, 
who was beaten for every mistake, who could not seem to 
succeed, had finished high school.  

And now my future awaited me. I decided to go back 
to Eldoret.  

 
*** 

 
With no job and no friends to stay with in town, I 

remembered the welcome I had received at the Eldoret 
Rescue Centre. I went back, 18 now, and asked for 
permission to stay until I could find a way to get my 
mechanic’s license and get a job. They agreed.  

I spent time every day talking to the small children 
who had been abandoned there or had come from the 
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streets. I hoped that my story would help them to know 
that they, too, could also succeed in life. That is when I 
met Al. 

Al was traveling with a group from the United States 
called Open Arms International and he was visiting the 
Rescue Centre. He came up to me with a big smile, 
interested in what I was teaching the young children. We 
chatted and he asked me to tell my story. I shared what I 
had been through and explained why I was back at the 
Rescue Centre.  

“If you could do anything,” he asked, “what would you 
like to do?”  

Anything? I had never considered that question before 
but my response came easily: “I want to help the street 
kids. I want to get a good job as a mechanic, make some 
money, and give back to the kids who are lost on the 
streets of Eldoret. But I don’t have any money to go to 
school yet so I need to work and make money.”   

Al listened and said that he was glad we had become 
friends. Friends? How could this stranger, whom I had 
just met, consider me a friend? I knew what a friend was 
from the street, and it was someone who used you and 
abused you. But I had learned from my new family in 
Burnt Forest that a true friend was like Christ, willing to 
sacrifice for you and be there for you. I hoped with all my 
heart that Al would be this kind of friend.  

He was. Al came back sometime later and introduced 
me to David Gallagher from Open Arms. David seemed to 
have the same glow in his eyes that Al did. We talked and 
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laughed together. Al then told me that he had spoken to 
his wife, Jane, and that they wished to sponsor my 
education to get my mechanic’s license and that they 
would do this through Open Arms.  

I was not a poor child on the street any longer, but a 
man. Surely this could not be what he meant. But it was 
true. They would pay for me to go to school and get my 
license. They would help me with money to live. I had that 
feeling again, just like with the Missionary, with Michael, 
and with Anke. They believed in me. They loved me. I was 
determined to succeed.  

After a year, I completed my mechanic’s license. I was 
grateful for the continued support but I knew it would end 
with my education. I struggled to find odd jobs in town 
and even worked part time for Open Arms, cutting grass 
at their town office. With any little money that I could 
make, I went to the streets, bringing food and milk, 
playing my guitar, singing and praying with the children 
who lived there, trying to give them hope and teach them 
about Christ’s love.  

One day, David’s wife, Rachel, came to me and told me 
that my sponsors, Al and Jane, wanted to help me to be 
able to give more time to the street kids. They wanted to 
sponsor a salary for me to work full time for Open Arms 
as the Street Children Program Coordinator. Me, a 
coordinator? What experience or training did I have? It 
was then that I felt the gentle voice of my father in heaven 
say to me, Morris Mordekai, I have known you since you 
were in your mother’s womb, and I created you for this. I 
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have given you everything you need so that you can show 
my great love to those in need of me.  

 
*** 

 
“Mordekai, when will you take me?  When can we go?” 

I leaned in and touched the face of little Wilson, who 
desperately wanted to go home. “I’m working on it, 
Wilson. Soon, I promise, soon.”   

I looked around at the boys who gathered around me 
as I walked through the barracks called California. I 
wondered what the real California looked like. Certainly, 
it looked nothing like this. I have seen the movies, the 
shows that are produced there; it must be a beautiful place. 
Our “California” is not. Our boys are not here to seek 
fortune and fame. They are lost, stuck in a world of filth 
and pain that they cannot escape without our help.   

I have heard that some believe these kids are somehow 
there by choice, and this saddens me. I know these kids. 
They have come to escape, but not because they want to 
leave the only home they know. Some, it is true, come in 
hope of finding jobs, money, or freedom. What they find 
instead is greater pain, suffering, indignity, and loneliness. 
Sadly, once they are here, they are held by the powers of 
addiction, peer (gang) pressure, and a sense of 
hopelessness that will not let go.  

My own physical scars, still visible on my back, are a 
reminder to me of the suffering I endured under my father 
here on earth, and why I was lost to the streets. The 
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healing of my emotional scars, however, reminds me of 
the transformation of my spirit, and the miracle that my 
heavenly father has given me. This is the gift that compels 
me.  

“Mordekai, Mordekai! Sing! We want to sing!”   
Surrounded by the children of my new family, playing 

my guitar, and singing songs of hope and joy, I am at 
peace. I am touched by the simple expressions of love and 
the knowledge of what my time and my love means to 
them. I know that I am right where I am supposed to be.  
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“Deborah, get up,” my sister whispered as she shook me. 
“Hurry, hurry!” My eyes popped open and I almost 
bumped Sarah’s bent head as I quickly sat up. “Hurry!” 
she repeated. “He’s coming!”  

I groaned but, because I could already hear my brother 
shouting, I hurried out of bed. “I’m gonna kill you!” he 
yelled as he got closer to our hut. My sisters and I burst 
out of our room and ran from one hut to another to hide 
from him. Our bare feet kicked up dust as we looked for a 
safe place. 

Hours later, I lay on the floor of a neighbor’s hut, 
exhausted but safe… at least for this one night. My three 
sisters curled up on the floor with me. I listened to their 
peaceful breathing while I stared up at the full moon, 
which seemed to be hanging close to earth. Jesus, I prayed, 
please don’t let Brother kill us. Please give us a safe 
“forever home.” 

My tears ran down my cheeks and rolled into my ears. 
I did my best to remain as still as a tree, but a pain started 
in my heart and spread all the way to my fingers and toes. 
I miss Mommy so much, I thought. I can hardly 
remember what she looks like anymore. Mommy used to 
keep us safe. She took us to a church that taught us about 
Jesus and our home was filled with fun and laughter back 
then. Even Brother laughed… the loudest and the hardest. 

When I was 7, my happy world shattered, just like a 
bowl that I once dropped. I remember how it smashed 
into little pieces on the hard ground. “Mother’s gone,” my 
oldest sister, Sarah, had told me.  
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“She’s not gone,” I said, pointing to Mommy lying on 
the bed. ”She’s right there.” 

My second-oldest sister, Maria, sat by our mother. I 
went over to the bed and looked down at her kind face. 
The crinkly lines around her eyes and on her forehead  
were gone. I touched the smooth skin on her face and then 
quickly pulled my hand back. It was so cold! I could feel it 
go up my arms and all the way to my heart. Maria looked 
at me, her big eyes sadder than I’d ever seen them before. 
“She’s dead,” she said. I nodded but I couldn’t even get 
one word to come out of my mouth. 

After my mother died, my brother began to drink 
alcohol. Soon the alcohol changed him and he began to 
beat us. He threatened to kill us, swinging his machete to 
show us that he was serious.  

Brother got married and moved to another hut next to 
ours, but his beautiful young wife couldn’t stop his 
drinking or his tempers. After some time, she ran away 
because she didn’t feel safe and never came back, leaving 
us alone with him again. My older sisters worked hard to 
protect my younger sister and me from Brother’s temper, 
but they couldn’t. 

“Get out of here!” he shouted one day, reaching for his 
machete. “This time, I really will kill you. All of you.” We 
ran as fast as we could. We ran to neighbors. We ran to 
Grandma’s. We hid … and waited. 

Finally the police came. They took Brother to jail and 
we returned home. I scooped up my little sister, Chastity, 
in my arms to spin her around and around our small hut. 
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“We’re home, we’re home! We don’t have to worry about 
Brother for a long, long time,” I said. Maria and Sarah 
grinned as I danced wildly into the room where we all 
slept in one bed. I loved to sleep with my sisters. We 
cuddled and giggled and dreamed together.  

We started to have a normal life again. My older sisters 
did laundry for the neighbors who could afford to pay. 
They also picked vegetables and searched for other ways to 
make money to feed Chastity and me. We were happy.  

One day, I heard Sarah humming in the hut that was 
our kitchen while I sat in the doorway of our living hut, 
watching Chastity play in the dirt. Our people build 
separate huts for kitchens because they catch fire so often. 
Because our homes are built of wood and straw, they burn 
up very fast.  

Sarah came to the door. “It is time you learned to 
cook,” she said. I jumped to my feet and she smiled. “We’ll 
start by making ugali. Here, fill this with water and put it 
on to boil.” She handed me a pan. I poured water from a 
nearby jug, careful not to waste a single drop on the 
ground, and placed the pan over Sarah’s fire. As soon as 
the water began to boil, she said, “Now you must pour the 
maize in slowly while you stir. Make sure you do it slowly 
otherwise our ugali will be lumpy, and we don’t like that.” 
I added the maize until the mixture became smooth and 
thick. “Now take your spoon, and gather it into the center 
of the pan,” Sarah said. I did exactly as she instructed, then 
covered the pan and moved it to the side of the main fire 
as I had seen Mommy and Grandma and every other 
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woman in our village do thousands of times.  
“Very good!” Sarah said. “You have learned by 

watching. I’m proud of you.” I grinned. Sister’s approval 
meant a lot to me. With Brother gone, school and hard 
work filled our days, but we were together and at peace.  

Then Maria got pregnant. We watched her growing 
belly with some worry but lots of expectation. A baby 
meant more work, but also joy and laughter. Sarah took 
over when the time came for Maria’s baby to be born. 
Village women came and went while Chastity and I clung 
together. Hours passed. Finally we heard the baby crying 
loudly and hugged each other in happy relief. 

When Sarah brought Maria’s baby to me, her eyes and 
the way she moved told me she was sad. I knew why. I 
held the baby carefully against my chest and took 
Chastity’s hand to lead her to our sister’s bed. Tears ran 
down my face as I stared down at my sister whom I loved 
so much. She was just 16… and she was gone. I couldn’t 
speak. I couldn’t say goodbye. I could only caress her 
cheek. 

“Jesus, Jesus,” I cried. “What will we do? Who will 
protect us from Brother when he gets out of jail? Where 
will we go? Seventeen families have helped us — I’ve kept 
count. But none of them can help us forever.” I cried and 
cried, holding Maria’s baby boy tightly. Now, only Sarah 
stood between us and Brother’s anger. 

 
*** 
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Many months later, Brother returned from jail, still 
addicted to alcohol and still angry. He moved back into 
his hut next to ours and began terrifying us again with his 
machete. I was 11 then.  

One evening he stood in our doorway holding the 
knife, which always seemed to be with him. He said, 
“Deborah, you are staying with me tonight.” Scared, I 
slowly backed up until I could feel the wall of the hut 
against my back. Sarah stood between us.  

“You’re drunk,” she said to him. “Why should a 
married man want his little sister to stay with him 
overnight? Go back to your own home.” 

Brother slapped Sarah’s face so hard that she spun 
around and then fell down in front of me. He stood over 
her and touched her bruised cheek with the tip of his 
sharp machete. “She’s not there now,” he said. “And I 
make the rules here. She comes with me.” 

I bit down on my tongue to keep from crying, but I 
could feel my whole body shaking. Brother grabbed me 
and nearly crushed my small hand in his large one. He 
dragged me from our hut into his. I nearly vomited from 
the smell of alcohol and sweat. 

That night lasted forever. Brother did shameful things 
to me. 

The next morning he pressed a 20-shilling piece into 
my hand. “Please don’t tell anybody,” he begged. Then his 
eyes became angry and he growled at me: “If you ever say 
one word, I’ll kill you.” He squeezed my arm really hard. 
“Do you understand?” I nodded quietly, more scared than 
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I’d ever been, and then stumbled the few steps back to our 
home. 

“Are you all right?” Sarah asked. Her eyes looked sad, 
as if she knew what had happened. I cried and cried. I 
threw myself on our bed and cried some more. Sarah came 
over to rub my back. She gently opened up my fist and 
took the shilling. Then I felt her tears on my shaking 
shoulders. 

After that, I often heard her and Brother arguing… 
until he finally threw us all out. Forever. “I don’t have to 
put up with you,” he shouted. He swung his machete over 
his head, bringing it down with a loud whack against our 
doorway. “Get out, all of you, right now. Now!” 

Sarah quickly picked up the baby and called out to 
Chastity and me: “Hurry, hurry!” We ran over to a 
neighbor’s home for the night. After that, we moved from 
one home to another, hoping and praying for a safe place 
we could stay at for good. “I must find us a place to go 
where you can be safe,” Sarah told me after another move. 
I thought to myself: Safe? I’ll never be safe again. Ever. I’ll 
never trust anybody again. 

One day Sarah took us to an organization run by 
caring people. My knees shook as we walked into the 
simple room where a man sat behind a desk. “Please, sir,” 
she began, “I am Sarah. These are my younger sisters, 
Deborah and Chastity, and our little nephew, Ricky. His 
mother, our sister, died when he was born. Our older 
brother drinks and is very violent. My sisters and nephew 
need a safe place to live.”  
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“I don’t have any room for them,” the man said, “but I 
can call my friend and see if she does. Please, sit down and 
relax.” His smile was warm, just like his words. We 
couldn’t understand most of what he said as he talked on 
the phone because he spoke in English. I held Chastity’s 
hand so hard she cried a little. Only Ricky didn’t seem 
afraid as he happily explored the room. 

The man finished his conversation, set the phone 
down and smiled a huge smile at us. “Okay, ladies and 
gent,” he joked in our native Kiswahili. “I have a home for 
you. And I can drive you there right now.”  

We looked at each other in shock. We couldn’t speak 
but tears rolled down our hot faces. We hugged Sarah for a 
long time before climbing into the stranger’s car. We 
huddled close together in the back seat while he tried to 
make us feel calm by talking cheerfully. 

This can’t be true, I thought. It can’t be. Does this 
really mean we can stop running away now? Is it possible 
that God heard my prayers? 

 
*** 

 
“Hi, I’m Rachel.” The lady who held out her hand had 

a kind smile. “Welcome to Open Arms,”  she said. 
Suddenly, I felt confused. This lady would welcome and 
accept three strangers with open arms? I cried because I 
didn’t understand what was happening. 

“Deborah, Chastity, Ricky… you’re all safe now. I 
promise,” Rachel said, gathering us into a group hug. “We 

safe 
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have a home for you, with other children and Peter and 
Stella Kimeli. They are your new house parents.” 

Rachel then drove us to a town called Mlango. We 
stopped at a mud house with a tin roof and a sign on the 
door that said Upendo House,* our Kiswahili word for 
love. I started crying again. Would we feel love here? I was 
so desperate that I had only begged Jesus for safety. But 
this lady promised us safety and love. Mommy loved us, 
but she died. Maria loved us, but she died, too. 

“What’s wrong, Deborah?” our wonderful new friend 
asked. “Why are you crying again?” I could only point at 
the sign while wiping my eyes with my sleeve. She smiled 
and said: “You’ll find love here. Lots of love. Now let’s 
meet your new parents.” 

When Rachel knocked on the door, a lady with gentle 
eyes opened it. As soon as she saw us, she seemed 
concerned. “Welcome, children! Come in, come in,” she 
said as she took our trembling hands and led us inside. 
“I’m your mama now. What are your names?” Her voice 
sounded like an angel. “We have a few minutes before the 
other children come home from school.” Then she 
grinned and said, “After that, we won’t be able to think 
because of all the noise!”  

Rachel pointed to us one by one. “Here is Deborah and 
Chastity and Ricky.”  

I finally spoke up. “We had another sister, Maria. 
Ricky is her son. She died. We call him Brother. Is that 
okay even though he’s really our nephew?” She might not 
like us if she thinks we are liars, I thought. 
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“Of course you may call him your brother,” Mama 
Stella said. “He is such a sweet baby. May I hold him?” 
After she took him in her arms, she gave Ricky a kiss on 
his cheek and then continued talking. “Come and let me 
show you your new home.”  

We followed her into a room with bunk beds along the 
walls. “Chastity, you will sleep here,” Mama Stella said, 
pointing to a lower bed. “And Deborah will sleep right 
above you. How does that sound? I know you both will 
take good care of Ricky here in your new home.” I nearly 
squealed with joy as I looked at the clean bed in the clean 
room in the clean house. The next room was filled with 
long tables and benches. “This is where we all eat,” Mama 
Stella explained. “Now, let me show you the kitchen.” 

Just then, a bus pulled up to the house. Running, 
shrieking, happy children spilled out of the bus and into 
the house. Mama Stella’s bubbling laughter helped me feel 
less afraid. “Come, Deborah and Chastity! These are your 
new brothers and sisters,” she said. “And here comes 
Peter, your new daddy.” 

Peter Kimeli squatted down in front of us, first looking 
deeply into my eyes and then into Chastity’s. “Welcome, 
daughters,” he said. His big, gentle smile made tears run 
down our faces. “You are safe,” he promised. 

The next day, we joined our new brothers and sisters 
on the school bus (this was before the Open Arms 
Academy was built). I watched them smile and listened to 
them talking happily. “God, can I be like them someday?” 
I quietly prayed. “Yes, Deborah,” is what my heart told me 
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he said. I felt something like a sparkle of hope deep inside 
me. I wrapped my arms around my belly as if to hold it in 
there. Maybe I can finally listen to my teacher without 
feeling afraid, I thought. 

On Sunday, we all walked to a big tent near our home 
where we had church. The white cloth reminded me of the 
puffy clouds that dance across our skies after it rains. The 
music started and I looked down at my feet, which were 
tapping to the sound of the music instead of running in 
fear. Finally, I couldn’t help myself. I jumped up and 
began dancing… I was dancing for Jesus. The tiny bit of 
hope in my heart grew and I clapped my hands joyfully. 

 
*** 

 
Although part of me expected this new love to 

disappear, it didn’t happen. Nobody screamed. Nobody 
yelled. No one threatened me with a machete. I finally felt 
safe enough to ask for something I wanted very much. 

“Mrs. Kimeli,” I said timidly one day.  
“Please call me Mama Stella,” she answered, smiling. 

“What would you like, Deborah?” 
“Could I … could I cook sometimes?” I asked. I was so 

nervous, my knees were trembling! “I love to cook. My 
sister, Sarah, taught me how to cook ugali. She told me it 
was as good as Grandma’s.” I stopped suddenly, worried 
that Mama Stella would think I was too proud.  

“Of course you can cook!” she said cheerfully. “I’ll be 
making chapati for dinner soon. I would love to have your 
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help in the kitchen. Also, I’ve noticed that you take good 
care of Ricky. I have 14 kids now and could use some help 
with baby Gloria. Would you like to be my special 
helper?” 

“Could I?” I asked. Happiness bubbled from my toes 
to the grin on my face. “I love babies so much!” 

“I appreciate your willingness,” Mama Stella said, “I 
trust you completely.” 

I looked at the floor. My heart wanted to trust her, too, 
but it was hard. Sometimes my head and stomach hurt 
from memories of how Brother treated us. Whenever that 
happened, Mama Stella or Miss Rachel helped me feel 
better with gentle words and back rubs. 

One morning I walked into the kitchen, rubbing my 
belly. “Are you okay?” Mama Stella asked. I shook my 
head and cried. “Just sit and relax,” she said. “I’ll call Miss 
Rachel and ask her to take you to the doctor.” After Miss 
Rachel and I arrived in town, I cried harder. My heart 
hurt. I said: “Miss Rachel, can I tell you something?” 

“Of course,” she said. “By the way, how do you like 
your new home? Your mama tells me how helpful you are, 
especially with Gloria. I’m proud of you.” 

“Miss Rachel,” I said again. I could hardly see through 
the tears in my eyes. “Please don’t be proud of me. I did 
something really bad.”  

“What?” Rachel asked as she put an arm around me, 
squeezing me close.  

I looked into her caring eyes and cried more. “I lied to 
you,” I said, nearly choking. 
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“How is that?” she asked. 
“I told you my stomach hurt so you would bring me to 

the doctor,” I said. I wiped my running nose. “But this 
time it doesn’t hurt. I just wanted to come to town.” 

Rachel turned me around to face her and looked 
deeply into my eyes. “Yes, lying is wrong,” she said, “and 
you know that. But something more important than your 
lie happened just now.” 

My eyes grew big. “What is more important than 
that?” I asked. 

“Trust, Deborah.” Rachel smiled. She actually smiled. 
“By confessing the lie to me, you showed that you trust 
me. You trust me enough to know that I will keep on 
loving you even when you do wrong things.” She hugged 
me hard. “I love you, Deborah.” 

“I love you, too, Miss Rachel,” I sobbed as my guilt and 
fear disappeared. “I love you, too.” 

“How is school?” Rachel asked, changing the subject. 
“Oh! I love learning,” I said joyfully. “I love learning 

your language so we can talk easier. Teacher says I’m good 
at math, and that is important for a good career.” 

Rachel laughed. “What is your favorite class?”    
“I like learning about Jesus,” I answered. “And music 

and art help me show how much I love him.”  
“What do you want to be when you grow up?”   
I felt a little jumpy inside as I answered: “Sometimes I 

want to be just like Teacher and teach children just like 
me,” I said. 

“That would be a wonderful job,” Rachel said. 
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I continued: “But other times I think how neat it 
would be to be a clinician to help sick people get well.” 

“This is a dilemma,” Rachel said, teasing me. “Hmmm. 
Chalk… or shots. That’s quite a decision to make. You 
wouldn’t mind giving shots?”  

“Nope. It would be fun,” I answered, “because I know 
shots help people.” 

“Of course!” Rachel gave me another hug. “Now let’s 
get you back home so you can help your mama with 
dinner.”  

That night, after all of us had gone to bed, I lay staring 
at the bright moon through the window. I thought about 
Miss Rachel’s words, her love and her forgiveness. Mama 
Stella and Daddy Peter had forgiven me, too. They even 
hugged me when Miss Rachel told them the truth. 

When I’m good and work hard, they love me. I lied to 
them and they still love me. Suddenly I sat up in bed. Is 
this the way you are, God? Will you love me and take care 
of me no matter what I do? 

It was quiet in the room. I looked out at the moon 
again. Then I heard Jesus talking to my heart: “Yes, 
Deborah. I will always love you, no matter what. That is 
why I brought you to Open Arms and gave you a new 
home and family. I want you to be loved.” 

I wiped the happy tears from my face. “I love you, too, 
Jesus,” I whispered. And as I pulled the covers up over my 
shoulders and nestled into my bunk bed, I couldn’t help 
but notice how easy it was to fall softly to sleep… without 
bellyaches and without fear. 
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“Thank you, Jesus, for finally making me feel safe.” 
 
 
 
* This was one of the original homes on the Open Arms Village 

property. Now Deborah, Chastity, and Ricky live in a new stone home 
built by Open Arms.  
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Tara treats a young boy’s wounds 

Tara helps Rachel tend to a seizing boy 
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You’re going to Africa. 
That unexpected announcement from God blasted my 

well-ordered world. 
The congregation listened intently as my friend Nancy 

Jo shared about her recent visit to the Congo.   
“Are you willing to sacrifice for God?” Nancy Jo asked. 
Sacrifice. The moment the word left her lips, it flew as 

an arrow straight into my heart. I knew God had sent it. 
With trembling knees, I pushed open the sanctuary double 
doors and fled to the prayer chapel. 

Sinking to my knees, I launched into a futile argument 
with the Almighty. Africa? Are you crazy, God? I just got 
promoted to professor at Linfield. I’m at the top of my 
game. And I need a new roof. Africa is impossible. 

God maintained a patient silence until I finally paused 
for breath. Then he spoke. I have given you a gift. What 
are you going to do with it? His words sliced through all 
my arguments, leaving them in tatters at my feet. 

I studied my hands, slowly flexing and relaxing my 
fingers. They were trained hands, skilled in manual 
therapy. Hands anointed to rest on sick persons and see 
them healed. You want me to use my gifts in Africa? 

Okay, Lord. I’ll go, I agreed with reluctance. 
A few weeks passed. I hoped God would change his 

mind, but he persisted. Okay, Lord. 
I ran into my friend Marion. 
“Say, you’ve done medical work on the mission field. 

Do you know of any organizations sending teams to 
Africa?” I asked. 
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“Sure,” Marion said and handed me a list of five 
organizations. I called them all. Nobody had anything 
open when I could get off work. 

I ran into Marion again a few days later. 
“It’s a no go. None of them could meet my schedule,” I 

told her. 
“Don’t worry. I remembered another organization I 

want to recommend. It’s Open Arms International. In 
fact, my friend knows the founder, David Gallagher. 
Here’s their number.” 

When I got home, I dialed the number.  
“Open Arms International, Rachel speaking.” I got 

David’s wife and OAI’s co-founder on my first phone call. 
“Hi, my name is Tara Lepp. Do you have any teams 

going to Africa? I believe God wants me to go there on a 
mission trip.” 

“Yes!” Rachel was excited. “As a matter of fact, we are 
taking a medical team to Rwanda.” 

“July is the only month I have open,” I continued. 
“That’s when we’re going, but it takes time to secure 

flight tickets. I need an answer quickly if you want to go.” 
“Well,” I hesitated. “Today’s Wednesday. I meet with a 

group of women every Thursday morning at 6:30. Could I 
have them pray with me before I give you an answer?” 

“Yes, but I need to know one way or another by 
tomorrow night,” Rachel replied. “We’ll need a miracle to 
get an airline ticket at this late date.” 

I met with my friends the next morning and laid it out 
to them. 
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“I think God wants me to take a mission trip to Africa, 
but I want to make sure I heard his voice and not my 
emotions.” 

We all prayed. As soon as I got back to my office, I 
called Rachel. 

“It was a no-brainer,” I laughed. “Let’s do it!” 
“Wonderful. I wanted you to know that David and a 

few others will be staying longer than the team — to check 
out property for building an orphanage and medical clinic. 
Want to tag along?” 

“I have the time. Sure.” 
The next day, I called Rachel. “Did the ticket come 

through?” 
“Hold on a moment, Tara. I’m checking my e-mails 

right now.” Rachel paused. “Yep, you have your ticket!” 
she exulted. 

Okay, God. It’s clear that you want me to go. 
“You know you have to get all your immunizations, 

and there isn’t much time. Better start praying,” Rachel 
said, laughing. 

It was the Memorial Day weekend.  
I called the local county health clinic and told the  

nurse which immunizations I needed. 
“Hmmm,” she thought out loud. “Tell you what. Come 

by next Tuesday. I think I can fit you in.” 
God continued to swing doors open. I saw his hand at 

work in every detail of our preparation. 
The first time I stepped onto African soil in July of 

2005, I paused, waiting for that ahhh moment that would 
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tell me I had done the right thing by coming. I felt 
something, but not what I had expected. 

God soon surrounded me with children — masses of 
sick, dirty, precious children whose hungry chocolate eyes 
roped my heart and held me. 

As a single woman who’d never had children, I’d never 
been one to coo over babies and small children. But in 
Africa, an overwhelming love-filled compassion flooded 
my heart. Soon I found myself cuddling these urchins, 
picking them up, dancing with them and hugging them. I 
couldn’t love on them enough. 

After I returned home, my friend Kent remarked,   
“Uh-oh. I see you have the virus.” 

Several members of the team had contracted a virus in 
Africa, but not me.  

“No, Kent, I’m fine.” 
“Sorry,” he shook his head, grinning, “but you 

definitely have the African virus. It’s got you right here,” 
he continued, gently tapping his chest. “I can tell. God did 
some heart surgery on you over there. He put a love for 
the continent into you that you won’t be able to shake.” 

  
Rough Start 

 
Rwanda is a country still reeling from the sweep of 

genocide killings in 1994. Everywhere I went, I saw dark 
eyes haunted by their bloody history. 

One night as I lay on my bed, listening to the 
nocturnal cacophony outside, God spoke. 
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Tell them about reconciliation, Tara. 
But, God, that’s so private. I can’t talk about my 

family. 
Tell them, he insisted. 
Okay, God. At least nobody knows me here. 
 

*** 
 
I thought I grew up in a normal middle-class 

churchgoing family. In fact, Mom took her three children 
to church while Dad stayed home to work on our dairy 
farm. He would keep warm by drinking.  

Every year, Mom and my two brothers and I went to 
the Christmas Eve services at church. By the time we 
arrived home, he was drunk. He ruined every holiday.  

My first inkling that our family wasn’t normal came 
when I left home for college. When the first holiday break 
rolled around, my classmates all bubbled with excitement 
over going home.  

I began to wonder, How can they be so excited about 
going home? Don’t their fathers erupt into a drunken fury 
and mess up everything? Or maybe the other stuff 
dampened my enthusiasm. 

I didn’t realize how much my childhood had affected 
me until years later when I became very sick. I dragged 
myself from doctor to doctor, searching for a reliable 
diagnosis as to why an athletic 30-year-old suddenly 
needed a cane to maintain balance, saw double and 
suffered from seizures. And, like the lady in the Bible who 
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spent all she had on doctors (Mark 5:26), instead of 
getting better, I grew worse.  

After many doctors failed to find a physical reason for 
my illness, one finally recommended I see a psychiatrist — 
to explore the possibility that the root cause was emotional 
problems. 

“I’m sure you are a good psychiatrist, but you’re not 
the right one for me,” I said on my third and last visit. 
Deep in my being, I realized he didn’t understand the 
spiritual side of life. 

I asked my roommate, who was a school counselor, if 
she knew of any counselors I could trust. “Yes, there is a 
Christian counseling group in Beaverton — Good 
Samaritan Ministries,” she replied. 

I didn’t realize it at the time, but God used my physical 
illness to get me into counseling. I needed a lot of healing, 
only part of which was physical.  

“Hi, I’m Carren,” my new counselor introduced 
herself. “How can I help you?” 

“Hi, Carren. I hope you can help,” I said. “The doctors 
think my problems are all in my head. I’m an athlete. I 
know when my body isn’t working right.” 

She let me rattle on for some time before she finally 
interrupted.  

“Tara, what you need to do first is work on your 
relationship with God.” 

What?  
She smiled slightly at my dumbfounded expression. 
“Tara, I believe you when you tell me you have 
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something wrong with you physically. But, there seem to 
be some emotional issues as well. Do you want to explore 
them?” 

“Well, yes,” I hesitated. 
“You need to know God on a deeper level. He is your 

father.” 
Her sharp eyes caught my involuntary flinch. 
“Does the idea of God being a father bother you?” 
I looked far, far away before answering. Twenty years 

away. I saw my drunk, raging dad beating my brothers. I 
felt him touching me in ways no father should ever touch 
his daughter. 

I started shaking. “Fathers are bad people,” I choked 
out. “I don’t want God to be my father. I don’t.” 

“Okay, Tara. Here’s what I want you to do. I want you 
to go to a special place and write a letter to God. Be 
completely honest. He knows everything, anyway, so don’t 
worry about shocking him.” 

A few days later, I took my pen and legal pad to a park 
on a beautiful spring day.  

The bright day seemed to mock the storm raging in 
my heart. 

God, I’m so angry with you. The letters slashed across 
the legal pad like sword swipes. 

Immediately, hail started falling on me. I looked up. 
There wasn’t a cloud in the sky.  

I can’t outbox you, can I? You sure found an 
interesting way to show me you are God and I’m not! 

My anger dissipated as I started laughing — long, 
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healing laughter. Afterward, God and I had a nice chat. 
Healing had begun.  

As the holidays approached, I felt my usual 
apprehension. Carren and I discussed why I didn’t want to 
go home. 

“Talk to me, Tara.” 
“I just hate going. Dad ruins every holiday with his 

drinking and rages.” 
“Let’s see what we can do to give you some control.” 
 

Taking the Wheel 
  
“Hi, Mom. Hi, Dad.” I greeted my parents at their 

front door. When I had a moment alone with Dad later, I 
sketched out my battle plan for control. “I’m here for 
Christmas and I want to enjoy it, so this is what I am 
going to do. I am keeping my keys in my pocket and my 
suitcase packed. Here’s the deal. Dad, if you drink, I’m 
outta here. Period.” 

Dad didn’t drink. I stayed.  
I bubbled with excitement the next time I saw Carren. 
“Guess what! I did what we planned, and Dad didn’t 

drink. For the first time in my life, I realized he loved me 
more than he loved alcohol. He just never had to choose 
between the two before. It was great!” 

The following summer, Carren and I decided I was 
strong enough to confront my dad about his behavior 
when I was a young child. I went for a visit, armed with 
prayer and determination.  
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Mom went out shopping, leaving my father and me 
alone in the house. I sat in my old bedroom praying for 
the wisdom and courage to talk to him.  

Just as I pulled open the door to find him, he met me 
in the hallway. 

“What’s wrong, Tara?” Dad asked, concern etching his 
face. “You look upset.” 

“I’m so sorry, Dad, so sorry,” I blubbered. 
“Sorry for what?” he asked, bewildered.  
“I’m sorry for anything I did wrong growing up,” I 

cried. 
“Tara, what’s really going on?” His frightened eyes 

held my own. 
“Dad, you need to know what you did to me those 

times you were drunk.” I told him of all the inappropriate 
touching. 

The shock on his face brought to my mind Jesus’ 
prayer on the cross: Father, forgive them, they don’t know 
what they do. Understanding dawned. The people didn’t 
know they were crucifying God’s son. My dad didn’t know 
what he was doing while in alcohol’s clutches. Right there 
in the hallway, Dad repented and I forgave him.  

“Let’s get a cup of tea,” Dad suggested as he extended 
his hand to me. I clasped it in mine, and we walked down 
the hall to the kitchen together. God blessed us with a 
close relationship that started that day and lasted until his 
death a few years later. 

 
*** 
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As I looked into the somber Rwandese faces and 
shared my story of how God had given me the strength to 
forgive my dad for the unspeakable things he’d done to 
me, I saw nods of understanding. The murderers who 
hacked their friends and neighbors to pieces with 
machetes didn’t know what they were doing, either. They 
weren’t in control; the demons driving them were. As the 
people chose to forgive their persecutors, their hearts 
began to open to the healing touch of God. 

 
Detour 

 
I continued going to doctors to seek the correct 

diagnosis for my ongoing health issues. With each new 
diagnosis offered, I asked God for confirmation. None 
came. After two and a half years of fruitless searching and 
being on medical leave from work because I had grown so 
weak, I learned of a Dr. Swank. Already in his 80s, 
appointments for new patients were scarce. I got one. 
After running tests, the kindly gentleman called me to his 
office. 

“Tara, you have multiple sclerosis,” he said gently. My 
eyes widened. “I have worked exclusively with MS for the 
past 40 years,” he continued. “Although there is no known 
cure for the disease, I have developed a treatment plan that 
has proved quite successful. Are you willing to try it?” 

“Yes, of course, Dr. Swank.” Desperation edged my 
voice. “Although I’m not happy with the diagnosis, at least 
I have a point to work from. Let’s get started.” 
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On October 3, 1989, I had my official diagnosis but I 
still wanted confirmation. The next morning, God’s 
presence awakened me, filling my room. Then he spoke: 
You have multiple sclerosis. 

Okay. 
I got out of bed and went into my roommate’s 

bedroom. 
“God just told me I have MS.” 
“Yes, he told me, too.” 
Right there, we knelt and prayed together. I had my 

confirmation. 
Although I felt relief at having identified the illness 

that had debilitated me, disappointment nearly fractured 
my heart. What about Russia? I asked God.  

I had gone on my first mission trip with Athletes in 
Action to Scandinavia, just before the mystery disease 
invaded my life. Still undiagnosed, I returned to 
Scandinavia in 1987, two weeks after a hospital stay for 
seizures.  

I had always wanted to go to Russia as a missionary. 
How could that be possible now with this diagnosis? How, 
God? I cried. How can I go to Russia now? Why would 
you put this desire in my heart just to see it squashed by 
disability? 

Dr. Swank put me on a special diet and ordered lots of 
rest. Under his care, I returned to work full-time in the fall 
of 1991. The disease was managed, but still present. 
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Back on Course 
 
“Hi, Tara. This is Connie. I heard you tell your story at 

the woman’s conference last week. Can we get together?” 
“Sure,” I said. 
“Great! I’ll swing by your office.” 
Connie wasted no time once she arrived. The moment 

she seated herself, she plunged right in. “Tara, when you 
talked about MS, I wondered if I may have the same.” 
Connie began describing the symptoms she was 
experiencing.  

When she finished, I said, “It certainly sounds like MS. 
Let me see if I can get you an appointment with Dr. 
Swank.” 

Connie was diagnosed with MS and put on his 
treatment program. Having a common bond, we became 
close friends, encouraging and supporting each other. 
Connie became so incapacitated that her husband, John, 
had to do all the housework and cooking. He had to carry 
her upstairs to bed at night. 

“Tara!” Connie’s voice was filled with excitement 
when she called me one day. “My friends Dave and Gail 
Matthew are coming in from New York. I think God is 
sending them for my healing!” 

Wow, that’s interesting, I thought. How cool would 
that be? 

John met the couple at the airport because Connie was 
too weak to go. The next morning, Connie excitedly said 
to them: “I think God sent you here for my healing!” 
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“Connie, that’s the only reason we came! Who else 
would visit Oregon during the rainy season?” Gail asked 
with a dumbfounded expression. 

They prayed over Connie for three nights. On the 
third night, God completely healed her of MS. 

In the midst of her exultant praise to God, Connie 
said, “I have a dear friend Tara who also suffers from MS.” 

“Do you think she is open to healing prayer?” 
“Oh, yes. I’m sure of that!” 
Connie and John invited me to their house for dinner. 

The couple prayed over me. I felt somewhat better 
physically, but knew the MS had not left me yet. Instead, 
God chose that time to further address my spiritual 
healing over past family issues.  

Eighteen months later, Dave Matthew returned with 
his pastor, Chuck, to see how Connie was doing. I heard 
they were coming and asked to accompany them as they 
went to various peoples’ homes, praying for healing. Their 
last night in Oregon was a Friday night. 

“Tara, how about coming over for dinner after the 
football practice,” Connie suggested. As head athletic 
trainer at my college, I was responsible for the team’s 
healthcare and attended all practices and games.  

“Sounds great,” I said. “I’ll bring my guitar, and we can 
worship together.” 

After dinner, we sang praises for a while and then 
entered into a period of praying for one another. Everyone 
prayed that God would completely heal me of MS. I felt no 
fireworks,  just the pleasure of a simple evening spent 
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enjoying the fellowship of my dear friends. 
The next day, I worked at the football game as usual. 

After work, I felt strong enough to drive to the video store 
and rent a movie. As I browsed, Lorenzo’s Oil caught my 
eye. I paid the cashier, drove home and popped it into the 
VHS player. I snuggled down in my favorite chair to enjoy 
it.  

The movie depicts a young boy suffering from a rare 
and debilitating disease. His desperate parents take him to 
doctor after doctor, vainly trying to find out their son’s 
affliction and how to save him. Having been given no 
hope of cure, the father develops a simple remedy of two 
oils that halt the progression of the disease. 

The movie ended and, as the credits rolled, I sat deep 
in thought. My own life paralleled this family’s frustration, 
pain and search in so many ways. However, not once 
during the entire movie did I identify with Lorenzo’s 
plight on an emotional level. At that moment, I realized 
God had worked a great miracle in my heart. I sat, 
wrapped in the knowledge of being a whole, precious 
daughter of Almighty God, not a sick, pitiful young 
woman. 

The next morning, just before I had fully awakened, 
God’s presence again filled the bedroom, strong and 
tangible. You are healed, God told me. My heart 
immediately embraced this truth. 

The date was October 3, 1993. Four years to the day 
from the MS diagnosis, God restored my health… and my 
life. Even though my body was still debilitated and sick 
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with the flu, I knew the MS was gone. I couldn’t wait to get 
to church to share the good news with my pastor and 
friends. “Praise God! Praise God!” Our reverent joy filled 
the sanctuary. 

At my next appointment with Dr. Swank, I blurted out 
exuberantly: “God has healed me of MS!”  

“Well,” he started with a note of caution, “many of my 
patients do so well with treatment, they think they are all 
better. You know there is no known cure for MS.” He 
looked at my beaming face.  

“Let’s do the tests,” I suggested and hopped out of the 
chair. Most MS sufferers have great difficulty maintaining 
balance because of vertigo. In fact, even though I was only 
in my early 30s, I used a cane to keep from falling.  

“Okay, Tara, let’s check your balance with your eyes 
open.” He made some notations. “Now close your eyes.” 
Balance with eyes closed in the past was completely 
impossible. 

After the balance test, Dr. Swank studied his paper, 
glanced up to study me and then studied the paper again. 
He shook his head in bewilderment. “Well, Tara, this is 
quite interesting. According to the test, your balance is 
better with your eyes closed!” He paused. “But that’s 
impossible.” 

“Dr. Swank, that’s what I’ve been trying to tell you: 
The Lord Almighty has healed me. He accomplished the 
impossible!” 

“Okay,” he replied without conviction. “Just make sure 
you come for your next appointment. I don’t want you to 
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relapse after all your progress.” 
“Dr. Swank, you’ve been wonderful, and I thank you 

for that. However, I know I am healed, and others need 
you more than I do now. I will give that appointment to 
someone else. God bless you.” I left, praising God, and 
never returned. 

Then I was off to Russia! I joined Josh McDowell on a 
mission team to Russia that summer. Josh listened in 
amazement when I told him how I had waited nearly 25 
years to go to Russia as a missionary. The Lord healed me 
of MS in order for that desire of my heart to be fulfilled. 

 
Speed Bump 

 
In 2007, a single phone call threw my heart into a 

tailspin when my brother’s wife called with the worst news 
possible. 

“Tara, Tara!” she wept. “Steven’s gone.” 
Steven became addicted to drugs at around 14 years of 

age. As the addiction escalated, he needed ways to feed his 
habit, which led to criminal behavior. Too young for jail, 
he landed in juvenile hall. As his senior year ended, the 
judge allowed my parents to pick Steven up from juvenile 
hall so he could graduate with his high school class. After 
the ceremony, we returned him to juvy.  

He was in and out of jail several times and always in 
trouble. One night, in total despair, he drank a mixture of 
household poisons to end it all. The doctor told my 
parents: “Mr. Lepp. Mrs. Lepp. I’m sorry but your son is in 
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an irreversible coma. He ingested more than one kind of 
poison. Had he taken one, we could address it, but a 
mixture is impossible to combat. There is no hope.” 

“Tara,” my mother called me, in tears. “Please come 
down right away. Your brother isn’t expected to live.” 

I jumped in my car and raced to my parents’ home, 
nine hours away. As I flew up the front steps, the door 
swung open. There stood Steven, all smiles. 

“Hi, Tara.” He grinned. “God got my attention while I 
was in that coma. He saved me and told me I’m going to 
share God’s love with people. He healed all my organs. I 
have no internal damage. Praise God!” 

Steven became the happiest Christian I had ever 
known. We became best buddies. He would drive people 
from rehab to church. He especially cared about widows. 
He planned to accompany me on a future trip to Africa to 
ply his carpentry skills. He went on to own his own 
construction company, Hallelujah Hands.  

One day he injured his shoulder on the job, bad 
enough to require surgery. Of course, the surgery required 
pain medication. Even though the doctors assured him he 
would be okay, he experienced an immediate addiction. 
After struggling for some time, Steven kicked the habit 
and claimed victory in the name of Jesus but, about a year 
later, he developed a problem in his neck that required 
another surgery. Again, he spiraled into addiction, much 
worse this time. 

Six weeks before I was scheduled to go on my third 
Open Arms mission trip to Africa, Steven had a drug-
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induced paranoid hallucination and shot himself in the 
head. I wanted to stay home with my own now-lifeless 
heart. But I knew my brother. Tara, I could hear Steven 
say. I lost this battle, but you won’t. You get over to Africa 
and do what God wants you to do, or I’ll come down and 
kick your behind.  

I went. I returned to Rwanda the following July with 
another important message engraved deeply in my heart. 
Looking out over the sea of faces before me, I took a deep 
breath and began to share it. 

“Friends, recently I suffered a huge loss. My brother 
took his own life because he no longer controlled it. Satan 
stole his life from him. Satan stole him from us. The evil 
men who butchered your loved ones were enslaved to 
Satan.  

“When Steven died, I chose to yield my sorrow to God. 
He is healing me so I can go on living, loving and helping 
others. You can do the same. When Satan has stolen your 
loved ones through murder, God is able to give you grace 
to forgive them. When you forgive, he heals your 
wounded hearts so you can be whole again.  

“Jesus promised abundant life in John 10:10. This 
means his life is so much more than any sorrow Satan 
throws at us.” 

  
Home Stretch 

  
On this same trip, I had arrived in Kenya expecting to 

work in the medical tent as usual. However, Rachel had 
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other plans. “Tara, I want you to minister in the prayer 
tent this year,” she informed me. 

My heart sank. I didn’t understand her decision, but 
obeyed. The team members that had arrived before our 
group of eight had already set up the tents. In prior years, 
Open Arms International directed people to visit the 
medical tent first and then the prayer tent. This year, they 
decided to reverse the order. 

Sick people crowded into the prayer tent, waiting for 
the service to end so they could move on to the medical 
tent and get relief from their various ailments. But as 
worship began, God showed up and many were healed 
before our eyes, no longer needing medical attention. 

After another long day in the prayer tent, an elderly 
lady entered and started directly toward me. I motioned 
for an interpreter and another team member. As she 
neared, I noticed her cataract-afflicted eyes and asked, 
“Can we pray for you?” She nodded. 

“Are you a believer?” I asked through the interpreter. 
She nodded again. “What would you like Jesus to do for 
you today?” She touched her chest and her stomach but I 
sensed God wanted to heal her eyes. “Can you see?” I 
asked.  

“A little,” she replied, blinking the thick opaque orbs. 
Tara, cover this lady’s eyes with your hand, the Lord 

directed. I did so. “Father in heaven, restore this dear 
lady’s sight,” I prayed. I dropped my hand. She opened her 
eyes. They looked about 50 percent better. 

“How do you feel?” I asked. With a broad smile, she 
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touched her chest and stomach. “The pain is gone.” We 
began to praise God. “Thank you, Jesus, for taking this 
woman’s pain away.” 

“Can you see any better?” I asked. The dear lady 
straightened up.  

“Yes,” she replied. “I can see better.” As those words 
left her mouth, I saw the cataracts visibly melt away until 
nothing remained except her clear, shining eyes. She 
walked away, praising the Lord for her triple miracle. 

At that moment, I understood God’s purpose for 
healing me of MS. I have witnessed so many healing 
miracles in Africa, especially after sharing the testimony of 
my own healing from an incurable disease. 

Contentment enveloped me as I recalled God’s words 
to me the first time I stepped foot on the Open Arms 
Village property in 2006: Tara, you’re home. 

 
*** 

 
I still work at Linfield College but my heart is firmly 

rooted in Africa. I desire to retire early so I can be in 
Africa full-time, embracing the vision of Open Arms’ 
ministry, and relieving suffering through God’s word and 
our deeds. If I’ve learned anything, it’s the importance of 
ministering with both hands: the hand of compassion and 
the hand of the Gospel. 

Someday I am going home… for good. I can hardly 
wait. 
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Every time we make the decision to step out of our 
comfort zones, we somehow by God’s grace become a ray 
of hope and light to others. In the West, many of us 
carefully plan and build comfortable “nests” that we hope 
will guarantee our happiness, peace and safety as we get 
older. But in many other parts of the world — and even in 
the slums and ghettos of western cities — these “nests” are 
unknown. 

In the introduction to this book I spoke of going to the 
Outer Limits. For me, living in Kenya is the outer limits in 
terms of its difference from any culture I’ve ever known. 
And going into the center of Eldoret, the city in Kenya 
where we live, takes outer limits to a whole new level! The 
streets are congested with cars, taxis and trucks that don’t 
stop — or even slow down — for pedestrians. Crowds of 
people fill what little space is left by the traffic. The smells 
vary from chicken cooking to maize roasting to bodily 
perspiration to glue fumes from the bottles the street kids 
carry.  

For Rachel and me, downtown Eldoret forces us out of 
our comfort zones. Compounding this is the fact that our 
white skin makes us stick out like sore thumbs. We feel 
like we have neon signs over our heads flashing Mzungu 
(“white person” in Swahili). Last night I went into Eldoret 
to go to the store. When I parked the truck, I was 
immediately surrounded by street kids. My friend Chris 
went into the store while I stayed in the truck and talked 
to the kids through the open window. 

One of them exclaimed, “David!” and I knew he 
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recognized me from the times I had gone out onto the 
streets with our team. I asked the kids, “Do you know 
Mordekai? Do you know Morris Mordekai?” (Morris 
Mordekai works for Open Arms and heads up our street 
children feeding program.) They chimed in that they knew 
Morris and recognized me from being out on the streets 
with him. 

Because they knew that I was working with Morris to 
feed them, we had instant rapport. Most of them were 
high on glue and couldn’t string much of a sentence 
together. A few of them seemed to have their senses, and 
we had a nice talk. When Chris came out of the store, he 
had a bag full of bread and milk, so we were able to feed 
the five or six of them that had gathered. Somehow, in 
leaving my comfort zone, I had become a ray of hope and 
encouragement to these street kids. While neither Chris 
nor I was particularly comfortable, we couldn’t have been 
a source of love (and nourishment) to these kids if we 
hadn’t come to town. 

When I’m on the streets of Eldoret with glue-sniffing 
street kids around me, I’m definitely out of my comfort 
zone; I’m definitely treading in outer limits. Is it fun? Not 
really. Is it the place I want to be? Absolutely. Is it the 
thing I should be doing? No question. When I was talking 
to those kids last night, I didn’t want to be anywhere else 
in the world. That’s because I knew I was where God 
wanted me. I was where God himself would be, doing 
what he would have done. “When I was hungry you gave 
me something to eat … When you’ve done it to one of the 
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least of these, you’ve done it unto me” (Matthew 25:35, 
40). 

May I issue a friendly challenge? Maybe it’s time to 
pull the warm, soft feathers out of your comfortable nest 
so that you can prepare to fly. Adult eagles do that with 
their young when it’s time for them to leave the nest. They 
make the nest less and less comfortable until the babies 
have no other choice than to stretch their wings, take a 
leap of faith, and fly. 

The problem for many of us in the West is that we like 
our comfort and don’t want to be stretched. Maybe we 
know that we’ve been created to fly, but we just don’t want 
to take the risk. We’re so afraid we’ll crash that we remain 
where we are. And when we remain where we are, our 
growth is stunted, and we never achieve all that we were 
created for. 

Rachel and I have a mission to recruit more and more 
people from economically prosperous nations to come 
experience life and service to the poor in Africa. We are 
building accommodations in the form of guest houses and 
African cottages (complete with thatched roofs) in our 
Open Arms Village, so that people can come, stay on site 
and work with us. The “nest” we’re providing has just 
enough feathers in it to encourage you to come — 
comfortable beds, warm showers and flushing toilets — in 
the hopes that with these basics you might be assured that 
you can “do” Africa. 

We laughingly tell our friends and family that we have 
come to Africa to “prepare a place for them.” Indeed, 
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Rachel and I have come here to prepare a place for all 
those who are ready to take the first tentative steps out of 
their comfort zones. Are you ready? Step over to the edge. 
Stretch your wings. Jump! When you land here in Africa 
at Open Arms Village, we’ll be here to greet you. 

 
Open Arms International US 

www.openarmsinternational.com 
oai@openarmsinternational.com 

503.296.9989 
 

Open Arms International UK 
www.openarms.org.uk 

hfrost@openarms.org.uk 
0845.402.5898 
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Get Involved! 
  
 Donate 
 Pray 
 Volunteer 
 Sponsor a child (see page171 for more information) 
 Serve in Kenya 

  
Contact us and find out how to get involved. 

 
Open Arms International US 

PO Box 343 
Portland, OR 97207 

503.296.9989 
oai@openarmsinternational.com 
www.openarmsinternational.com 

  
Open Arms International UK 

Sanderson House 
1 Long Lane 

London EC1A 9HF 
hfrost@openarms.org.uk 
www.openarms.org.uk 

  
Open Arms International Kenya 

Open Arms Guest House 
PO Box 2964-30100 
Elgon View, Eldoret 

infokenya@openarmsinternational.com 
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Make a difference by sponsoring a child! 
 

Become a Partner Parent to a child at the  
Open Arms Village. 

 
For only $55 a month, you can partner with other sponsor 

parents to care for the total well-being of a child. Your 
monthly gift provides a new home, indigenous house 
parents and assistant house parents, food, clothing, 

education, medical costs, and so much more!  
You will be able to communicate with your sponsored 
child through letters, and you will receive two letters  
and one updated photo from your child every year. 

 
Fill out the form below and return to  

 
Open Arms International 

PO Box 343 
Portland, OR 97207 

 
Phone: 503-296-9989 

 
Name _____________________________________ 
Address ___________________________________ 
__________________________________________ 
Phone ____________________________________ 
Email _____________________________________ 

 
www.openarmsinternational.com 
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For more information on reaching your city with  

stories from your church, please contact  

Good Catch Publishing at 

 www.goodcatchpublishing.com 

  
  

  

  

Good Catch  

Publishing 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Did one of these stories touch you? 

Did one of these real people move you to tears? 

Tell us (and them) about it on our reader blog at  

www.goodcatchpublishing.blogspot.com. 
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