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Mechthild is a registered nurse. Franz left his career as an official in the Austrian Department for Alpine Flood and Avalanche Controls to go into the ministry.

Like many Austrians his age back in the 70's, Franz Laschan spent most of his energy looking for a good time. Then he met a group of short‑term mission workers who led him to Christ. Soon he began digging into the Bible as if he had been starved for it all his life. The more he realized how much there was to it, the more he wanted to learn.

Later he was married and began working for the government ‑‑ the pay was great and its social benefits would have taken care of the future. But Franz knew God was calling him to something else. And His thirst for Bible knowledge and his desire to serve God had to be satisfied.

So he applied and was accepted at a Bible school in Germany. However, their two children would have had to begin school there, only to be uprooted again when the family moved back to minister in Austria. Deep down, they didn't want to leave. Besides, funds were short. 

But it was the only way. As everyone knew, there were no Bible schools in Austria.

Franz's story sounds all too familiar. Austrian evangelicals, comprising only 0.1 percent of the population, struggle just to maintain their tiny toehold. According to GMU missionary Ralph Harvey, probably over half who attend Bible school outside the country never return.

Why? Jobs are more plentiful and better paying outside Austria. When students have been away for three to five years, they tend to adapt to the immediate surroundings and let their national traits and bonds loosen. Especially when an Austrian marries someone from another country. This, said Harvey, "often causes problems in identity which affect their ministries."

There's another problem connected with the flow of Bible students migrating from Austria for schooling. The evangelism training in other schools may have been geared toward a different theological mindset. So, after having gone outside Austria to learn how to communicate their faith to other Europeans and then coming back to Austria, the students still may not be as effective as they could be.

Vocabulary, dealing with one's relationship to God, even when correctly and literally translated, means one thing to many Europeans and quite another to most Austrians. In Germany, for example, almost half have protestant backgrounds. For them, the term, "accepting Christ," usually conveys the idea of trusting Christ to forgive sin in order to have a meaningful relationship with God.

On the other hand, in Austria, almost 90 percent have Catholic backgrounds. And most European Catholics think more in terms of rituals and sacraments than a personal faith in Christ. "Yesterday," Harvey told us during a phone interview, "I was speaking with a man here, and all he knew about the church was that they baptize and bury you."  To men like this, the term "accepting Christ" means participating in Mass. 

Textbooks on working among European Catholics are scarce. "Almost everything comes from the protestant part of Germany. I just printed 500 books on Roman Catholicism and evangelism," Harvey said. "All of them were gone almost overnight. Now I have been asked to print that many more. There's a real need for this."

The same hunger for this knowledge which produced the rapid book sales also brought the Austrian Bible Institute into realization. Many prayers got it going, but last October, it all came together.

The role of GMU in the establishment of the Austrian Bible School is unusual, if not a precedent in modern missions. When GMU signed the lease for the school property, which includes a small campus complete with three dormitories, it was understood that GMU was only to act as a catalyst.

Usually a mission agency provides the leadership, teachers, staff, property and money for a school ‑‑ then gradually allows nationals to replace the missionary. However, the Austrian Bible School is a national institution with strong local support from the outset.

How did they manage this in a country almost barren of evangelical leaders? With the cooperation of Austrian pastors, first of all. These men come from a distance then stay part of the week to teach.

The rest of the instructors and staff come from Switzerland, Germany, and America. Director Jakob Baumgaurtner, a Swiss, worked in Austria 11 years. "There aren't that many Austrians here qualified to be teachers, and there are very few Austrian pastors," Harvey said. "That's one reason we need the Austrian Bible School!"

Second, there's been support from the Mayor himself. At the opening ceremony he said, "I welcome the Bible School to Ampflwang.... If in the future you want to purchase this property, I will be pleased to vote in your favor and do all I can as Mayor to expedite matters."

A third form of local support has been flnancial. Over one half of the income has come from Europeans. And many have been donating books for the library.

The school has a scholarship fund. A full scholarship, which applies only in rare cases, is $750 and includes room, board and tuition. The teachers receive no remuneration for their services‑‑ and most even pay for their own transportation to and from the school.

Finally, the students have been supportive. The school's training program was designed to prepare students for future ministries. "They have required practical work every day except Thursday. They're also required to do weekend extension work," Harvey explained. "And, during the summer, they do one month of practical work in a church somewhere."

For example, they plan to travel to a nearby town with a "tea bus:' They'll invite young people to this specially‑ equipped bus to tell them about Christ. At night, they'll have evangelistic meetings. In between, they'll visit various homes, giving gospel booklets to people.

At this pace, Austrians will soon know that there is a Bible school in their country. And young people in search of Bible training won't have to look elsewhere.

But will the school provide the seeds for Austria's churches? During the first semester, there were 20‑40 students attending seminars and evening sessions and six full‑time students. One short‑termer from a Bible college in London said "the college he attended had no teachers who could excel ours," Harvey told us.

Remember Franz? He learned about the Austria Bible Institute before leaving for Germany. Today he's is a top student, satisfying his thirst for the Word at the Austria Bible Institute.

llse Reinprecht was a summer worker with Open Air Campaigners. When she found even the simple questions from the children challenging, she decided to attend the Austria Bible Institute. The studies are preparing her for service in Bavaria. 

Klaus Schobesberger is 21 and from near Linz, Upper Austria. He was an electrician for a large compay when he met the Lord; soon he dove into the Bible and became an active witness for Christ. His father was an alcoholic and didn't know the Lord. Then the students and teachers began praying with Klaus and not long after, his father became a Christian. 

