October 12, 2008
Seven New Saplings
As the final prayer is said and the sigh of excited relief is finally breathed, the new "convert" rises from his chair and walks out into the same world he has always known. Only this time, he's a new creature. The sins of the past will slowly wane in brightness and take on darker hues. Their cronies who faithfully abetted them in the past will find someone new to chum with. Others will try harder to entice their new religious dupe. 
Every time an African (or an American, for that matter) exercises his broken will to trust in Christ, my spirit within engages in battle against the army of doubt. "Was his conversion real?" "Did she truly understand?" "Will he falter under the pressure of temptation?" The real labor begins as we immerse them in discipleship studies that will entrench their faith in the Word of God. I picture each new convert as a fragile sapling. With every ensuing spiritual decision, I imagine their roots going deeper. They faithfully attend church—an inch deeper. They pose a thorough question from Scripture—an inch deeper. They pray beyond the one minute quota—an inch deeper. They boldly tell their friend of Christ—an inch deeper. 

And when they enter the waters of baptism—a foot deeper. We know that baptism has no saving power. But it serves as a pragmatic means to solidify one's faith and encourages outside believers that this faith is genuinely real. 
Two weeks ago, Mbhokota and the surrounding villages had seven new converts who obeyed the Lord's command of baptism. All were excited. All were nervous. I was thankful. These seven saplings were growing. Only God can see their hearts but as for the witnesses present, we saw roots going deeper.

2008 Youth Conference

"Are you sure?", I said.  "Yep", they all replied, "70%!" The number seemed high but the four teens in the back seat of our truck were characteristically confident. Seventy-percent of the men in Mbhokota have multiple wives. The stat isn't ready for Barna's new volume, but the figure proves a point: the African home has problems. Later that day, Pastor Godfrey asked a group of 90 teens if they had ever attended a wedding. Only a few hands went up. One would think that multiple wives equal multiple weddings, but such is not the case. The old guard in Africa took several wives. Today, they simply don't marry. "Safe Sex" is the mantra. Abortion is Plan A. Contraceptives is Plan B. AIDS is often the result.

The theme of our first annual Youth Conference was "Relationships". The seven-hour program contained a youth choir, a men's ensemble, and five sermons, including: How to choose a spouse, Friendship, Biblical Masculinity and Femininity, and Purity. Though the white missionaries preached three of the five sermons, the national pastors were the Conference's great success. They preached passionately. Their words seemed to tug the teenager's hearts in ways that our foreign persuasions could not. 
In an informal poll after the conference (we like taking these), nearly all of the teens chose the sermons from the national pastors as their favorite part of the event. Is not this the goal of missions?

One Request

Please pray for us as we are in the midst of decisions regarding our plans for Mozambique and beyond. This includes trips, contacts and ultimately, a permanent ministry. We need wisdom.

Faithfully,

Paul and Melinda Schlehlein 
