A Prophetic Message for Nervous Missionaries

Making a major decision that could have far-reaching consequences can often cause fear. We often experienced that in our ministry. When we departed for Austria in 1964, we had few belongings and a 6-month old baby, but left everyone we knew and loved and went to live in a strange country, language and culture. Needless to say, we had some nervous moments, but God helped us through. 

Another one of those difficult times came December 23, 1968. 

After finishing language study in the summer of 1966, we began what we thought was a three month stay in Ampflwang, Upper Austria, to care for a new church plant while the missionaries took a short furlough in England. The missionaries didn't return and their mission begged us to stay for two more years. We grew to love the people and God blessed the church which nearly doubled in size. The children and youth works were also great. After the two years were up, the English mission asked us to stay longer because they had found no one to fill the void. We shared our aspirations of helping the church to become financially indigenous and able to call a national pastor. The missions' reply stunned us. The Mission President said emphatically, "We will never give up our mission station!" We began to pray and search for a new place to start a church. We also prayed much for the church in Ampflwang.

November 11, 1968, we received a telegram from the English mission requesting us to pick up the new missionaries in Salzburg. The news came as a shock to us and the church, but we obliged. The couple stayed overnight and we introduced them to the church before they continued to Southern Austria for a couple of weeks ski vacation. They expected to return between Christmas and New Years. 

We were busy preparing an evangelistic Christmas program in addition to the regular services, two home Bible study groups, children and youth programs. The couple had only three suitcases of clothing and no money to buy tableware, furnishings or even groceries! What disturbed the church most was the fact that he knew absolutely no German! 

The new missionaries returned on December 22 and showed us a letter from the mission President. He wrote that he had expected us to leave as soon as they arrived and even accused us of betraying their trust and attempting to "start another church nearby in order to steal their flock." The following day, we held our children's Christmas party and then drove our VW Bus over 100 kilometers over snowy roads to stay with coworkers. Richard had a fever and Verna was four months pregnant with our third child. We left our furnishings, dish- and cookware, a winter's supply of coal and even a decorated Christmas tree standing in the living room. We could sympathize with Joseph and Mary as they journeyed to Bethlehem that first Christmas. We spent a month with our co-workers, four adults and five children in a three-room apartment. Then we spent another month living in the Baptist Church youth room before finding an apartment. 

We spent the next ten years planting churches in Linz, Steyr, Passau and Enns. During that time, the missionaries who had followed us left and the church was again without a shepherd for over a year. Several times, the church asked us to return, but we couldn't. Another couple was sent by the mission but the church would have been better off without a pastor. He ran up many unpaid bills and drank beer with men of the town, "hoping to get them saved." After a couple of years he left his wife and two kids and took off to Germany with one of the teenage girls in the youth group. The situation was a disaster! 

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

In addition, I wrote that there were a number of conditions that would have to be met before we could return. I said that the mission in England would have to whole-heartedly invite us to come and agree to our plans to help the church become indigenous. The church had split under the predecessor and we would demand that both sides come together and give a 100% united vote for our return. For us to return, every single member must commit to some ministry according to their gifts and abilities.  

God himself removed every one of our five reasons and every single condition was met! We and the church members were absolutely amazed! Even the mission Director in Great Britain had been replaced and the new Director had a vision for planting indigenous churches.
September 9, 1979 was our installation service. 

Homecoming

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

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

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

Our Installation Service

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

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

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

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

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

I could get carried away with this numbers game, but it was encouraging to know that the Lord had something special planned for us in Ampflwang and he certainly did! Three years later, the church purchased the mission property and on October 5, 1984, the Austrian Bible Institute opened next door to the church in the building complex that we had prayed for 17 long years! The church soon called a pastor who gave half his time to the church and half teaching in the Bible School. One of the students had the same burden as I did to start a youth organization in Austria for kids that didn’t fit into the children’s groups, yet were not readily received in the older youth group. We formed a team to accomplish that goal. Three years after his graduation there were 60 clubs all over Austria and in 2002, we held the first International Youth Training seminar in Slovakia with aspiring leaders from nine nations. Today there are clubs in at least 15 nations. The Bible Institute that we started with six students in 1984 is now a Christian University located next to the new Central Railroad Station in Vienna! God is still doing great things in Austria and around the world!
Ralph V. Harvey, 2021

1

