Chapter 15

FIRST HARVEST
(Christmas week 1980)
Police check. We were about to drive into one of the bigger towns in Nigeria, on
the road from Lagos to Enugu. As we slowed down, two policemen approached
the car. How many police checks had we already passed since we left Lagos this
morning? I had lost count. Each time I had the feeling of a lump in my throat and
butterflies in my stomach. Not that we had anything to hide or a guilty
conscience, no. But you just don't know what kind of questions they would ask or
where they could find fault in order to extract some money from you. It seemed
that the whole army of policemen was out on the road these days in order to
fatten their purses a bit for Christmas! The first one who stopped us this morning
had tried to fine us 300 dollars because he had seen how we, just a couple of
hundred yards before, had pulled over to the side of the road and halted very
briefly, not even two minutes.
"Where are you coming from?"
"Lagos."
"Where are you going?"
"Abakaliki." Paul remained friendly and calm. Silently they walked around the car,
looking at our four children and the luggage crammed into the back of the
station-wagon.
"Come open the back." They pulled out some of the bags.
"What are you going to do in Abakaliki?"
Paul fumbled in one of the bags and pulled out a book. It was beautiful, with a red
plastic cover on which the letters stood out in gold: OGBANDZU OPHUU. he let
them look at the book, at the illustrations, but they could not read a word.
Paul then explained that this book was the New Testament, a part of the Bible, in
the language of the Abakaliki people; that we had stayed in Nigeria before and
had helped to translate this book. We were now one the way to Abakaliki to
dedicate it to God and thank Him for it.
The policemen listened intently and were amazed. "Don't you know that those
people around Abakaliki are called the Waawa people, people who are
murderers and thieves? Don't go there! You are foreigners and they might kill you!"
"Yes," Paul replied, "we know that the Abakaliki people have a bad reputation in
other parts of Nigeria." But then he continued to tell them that God had showed a
special love toward them in that His Word was translated into their language. He
told them that 16 years ago there had been no churches in Izi-land, but now there
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were many Izis who had turned from their old ways and started a new life with
Jesus. The policemen, however, could not conceive how a Waawa man would
possibly have changed...
As we started driving again, my thoughts wandered back over the last four years.
I remembered with awe and a thankful heart how the Lord had solved the many
problems, even in every little detail. We had found an English-speaking school
near Switzerland, in the Black Forest, and an apartment half way between there
and Basel. Our organization lent us a computer terminal and the former director's
secretary from Nigeria agreed to come and live with us for nine months, and type
all three New Testament manuscripts into the computer.
I remembered the worries, too, when the computer broke down and how we had
- just the following Sunday - met a computer specialist in church. He was so happy
to be able to help us, because he had thought that with his kind of profession
there was nothing to do for the Lord...! After the first year, when we had to move
that computer to Switzerland for customs reasons, it was he who offered his home
for a computer office. I also remembered the frustrations due to
misunderstandings in correspondence between Switzerland, Nigeria and England
(where the computer printer was), and the slowness of mail for sending print-outs
and correction sheets back and forth.
I remembered also the time we were asked to pray about a new assignment - in
Togo, a French-speaking
country!
Another
interruption of the children's
schooling! They had been
so extremely happy in their
new school that I had
thanked the Lord many
times for pushing us out of
Nigeria! He had indeed
found us a better school.
But now! Could there still be
something
better?
In
Togo?? Or should we leave
them in Europe?
Our children with their « adopted » brother John Ovuoba

The three girls made up their
minds very quickly: they
wanted to go with Mummy and Daddy, whatever that would involve.
Bernie was then 14 years old (he had had to have two more operations on his leg),
and we laid before him the three options of: staying on in Black Forest Academy
as a boarder, coming with us to Togo and continuing with a correspondence
course, or changing over to a French school in Togo. After weighing all
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advantages and disadvantages, he decided to continue at the Black Forest
Academy. Concerning the girls, the Lord again overwhelmed me with His love
and care: a Canadian lady, a former teacher at Black Forest Academy, agreed
to come with us to Togo for a year to supervise the correspondence course! What
a great and loving God we have! After the first year in Togo He even gave us a
second teacher! Truly the Lord had honored our initial decision not to go home
because of the schooling of the children, and He had heaped His blessings on
them - above all since all four of them had come to love Him.
I remembered how He had not only blessed our own children, but the members of
our extended Nigerian family: those who had given some of their best years in
order that the New Testament could be written in their languages. The three typists
had found good typing jobs; one of them, William from Ikwo, had been taken on
by the new Nigerian Bible Translation Trust. Elias was training as a primary school
teacher. Thomas had passed his exams in administration and now had a good
position in a Christian bookshop in Jos. John was in his third year in Theological
Seminary, being supported by Swiss friends and reporting good grades and a love
for Greek. Samuel had found favor in his church which counted his years of
translation work towards certain time requirements as a pastor, and he was now
teaching in a Bible school. He had at last found the treasure of a good wife, not
an Izi but an Ezaa girl!
And there was Justin. Justin, to whose house in Enugu we were heading now;
Justin, whom the Lord himself had sent to us. He had finished his studies in
architecture. After his exams a year before, he had spent three weeks in our new
home in Lom‚, Togo, where we now lived. We had invited him, as well as John, to
come over and settle the last outstanding questions in the New Testament before
printing. How we had prayed with him then about finding the right job, a job that
would not take him too far away from the Izi area! He had also shared with us his
love for a girl - but he could not marry her until he had a job and had saved some
money. We had trusted the Lord with him for all this - but we had not expected the
news which reached us a few weeks later: Justin had been put on a political list by
educated fellow Izi and had been called into the Enugu government as
Commissioner of Land, Survey and Town Planning! We had heard since, that he is
an appreciated official, called "Coca-Cola Minister" because he refuses to drink
alcohol at state parties etc., and that his marriage has been a tremendous
testimony to many in high positions in the state capital.
There was someone, however, whom we would not be going to meet at the
dedication. Daniel. Daniel, who had dedicated his life to the Lord so late in the
translation project - Daniel, for whom we had had such high hopes that he would
become a leader in his region. The Lord had taken him away just a few months
after we had left Nigeria. When we got the letters telling us about his death, we
would hardly believe it. Why him? He was the only one from Ezaa we had been
able to train! But the circumstances of his death were such that we could not
doubt that the Lord had spoken. He had been teaching his class in the morning,
had held a literacy class of adults in the afternoon and had then gone home to his
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father's compound. There, however, he had joined a drinking party until he had
felt sick. He had gone to the edge of the compound and tried to vomit, thinking
that this might help to relieve himself. Suddenly he had collapsed - his young life
had ended.
Why had the Lord taken him? Had He seen that the temptation to backslide had
been too great for him? Had He wanted to save the reputation of the New
Testament which would have been spoiled by the life of its translator? Did He want
to make way for another? But for whom? There was nobody!
We had had no answer, but we had prayed that the Lord would raise up and
prepare a replacement - we had desperately needed someone to proofread the
final print-outs with us!
And once again we had experienced the Lord's wonderful caring and perfect
timing. Through friends of friends who just before that had spoken in a certain Bible
school in Nigeria, and while there had particularly remembered the name 'Ezaa'
when they talked with students, we found Cletus. Cletus had become a Christian
outside the Ezaa area and since then had only lived in Ezaa for a short period. We
had been in Jos during that time and therefore had never met him. When we
started corresponding with him, we found that he was indeed very interested in
helping to get the Ezaa New Testament text polished for final printing. And now he
had already been to Togo twice for proofreading. If the Lord had not provided
him in time, there would be no Ezaa dedication tomorrow...
It was getting dark as we approached
Enugu. No more time for day-dreaming!
Soon we found our way to the government
residential area and Justin's house. What a
happy reunion! We admired his tastefully
furnished living-room, with ample plush
armchairs and a thick, soft carpet. Patience,
his beautiful, young and rather shy wife, was
preparing an enormous meal of rice and
chicken for us. When I saw, however, how
many other people were walking in and out
of the house - some living here as part of
their extended family, others just visiting - I
stopped wondering why she had cooked
such a huge amount of food!
We also met old friends at Justin's house:
William, our former Ikwo typist, was here from
Jos, and also two representatives of the
Nigerian Bible Translation Trust in Jos, Mr John
Adive, the administrator, and his assistant. They told of the many struggles of
survival of their young organization, especially at the beginning, financially, and in
relation to their personnel. One day the Lord had even miraculously prevented a
In Justin and Patience Ogodo’s plush
living room
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takeover of our center by the University! But now the work was going ahead and
every year they held several training courses on Translation Principles at the Jos
center. God had been faithful to them, too!
We aimed at an early start the next day - the day of the dedication of the Ezaa
New Testament! We left our bedroom and gently opened the door to the livingroom. Quickly we closed it again: the room was full of sleeping visitors, on the soft
chairs and like sardines on the floor! Now we understood why a thick, soft carpet
was so useful!!
For the first time, we drove to Abakaliki on the new highway - just 45 minutes
instead of several hours as in our early years! We had plenty of time so we visited
our friend Paul Anyigo who
had been coordinating the
efforts of the three organizing
committees.

On arrival we are getting a warm welcome

Together we drove to the
celebration, in large school
grounds about 16 miles south
of Abakaliki. According to the
program, the service would
start at 10:00, but when we
arrived at that time, the
helpers
were
still
busy
bringing palm fronds to cover
the specially erected shelter,
and the first visitors were only
just arriving.

It was past noon when the celebration started. There were various speeches: by
the representatives of the three denominations in Ezaa, by the administrator of the
Nigerian Bible Translation Trust, and by Paul. He told them about the experience at
the police checkpoint.
"People in the whole of Nigeria talk
bad about you. Do you not mind
that
these
rumors
continue?
Wouldn't it be wonderful if the whole
of Nigeria could learn that here in
the Abakaliki area something new is
happening, that God is starting to
transform lives, because they are
now following the Word of God?"
The
formal
dedication
prayer
followed. All the pastors were called
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The Ezaa government official reading from the
New Testament during his speech

up front. Together they asked God to bless His Word in the Ezaa language and
make it fruitful. Special copies of the Ezaa New Testament were presented to
various honored guests. Several church choirs sang. Youth groups had prepared a
musical from Bible texts, and had composed new songs for the occasion. The
reading competition and the prize-giving was a specially enjoyable attraction. The
ceremony ended with the sales of the New Testament. For those who had come
from far, a meal of the traditional rice, meat, and spiced red palm oil sauce was
served.
While waiting for the biggest attraction, the showing of a film, the people camped
around and came back at 6 o'clock when it got dark. Paul had brought two films
by the Media Bible, Genesis Project, and a projector. These films portray the
Christmas story, as it is told in Luke 1 and 2. Only the words of the biblical text are
used and therefore no special interpretation is needed. Cletus was reading the
text of Luke 1 and 2 in the translation of the Ezaa New Testament while the film was
running, and the people watched spellbound. Maybe one day we could
synchronize these and further films, and let our translators use them in evangelistic
campaigns?

Front row of the audience in the Ezaa
New Testament dedication

To the left of the Meiers: Reverend ,
John Adive from NBTT Jos, Cletus
(standing, with micro, new Ezaa
translator)
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Cutting and offering cola nuts –
the obligatory welcome gesture

Ezaa women bringing food for
the guests….

… and water to drink
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The Meier family
receive a goat as
gift from the Ezaa
people

Homecoming to Izi
The dedication of
the
Izi
New
Testament
took
place
two
days
later. Although the
meeting was held in
an area not familiar
to us, it was still like
coming
home.
While we waited
excitedly for the
program to begin,
we
were
being
greeted by many
people,
and
chatted with old
friends.
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The sun was high in the sky when at last all the invited special guests had arrived.
Finally, a government limousine also drove up:
Justin Ogodo, with driver and body-guard,
co-translator of the Izi New Testament, now
"Honorable Commissioner", representing the
government and looked upon with awe and
respect, stepped out.
As the program continued, with speeches, the
dedication blessing and prayer, church
groups singing, reading contest, presentation
of available literature in Izi, etc., I looked
around the big gathering under the specially
erected, large palm frond shelter, into several
hundred faces of both young and old:
There was our own chief, Echiegu, who for
three years had shared his home and family
life with us, and we ours with him. Proudly he
sat in his chieftaincy clothes up front and was
specially honored as the one who first
befriended the white foreigners and thus
opened the way for the New Testament to be
translated.

Justin Ogodo arriving with his
bodyguard

There was Alexander, a university student,
capably chairing the whole meeting. There were others of a growing young Izi
elite. Some of them had been shy primary school teachers during our time, too
fearful to even test out our Izi Primer with their classes. But since then they have
formed a language committee, and
are boldly fighting for official
recognition of their mother tongue.

Chief Echiegu
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Some rows back sat Christiana, one
of the very first Izi Christians. As the
wife of a hard chief, she had
struggled to read by learning most of
the songs by heart and then
deciphering them in the songbook.
She had sometimes been mercilessly
beaten by her husband, had been
forbidden to meet with the other
believers, and in the end had been
sent away by her husband. But he
had died soon after that, and she
had thus been free to marry 'in the

Lord'. Now she was here with her second husband, beaming, even taking part in
the reading competition!
There was an old man sitting near
me, his broken glasses held on with
a rubber band, hardly looking up
from the precious New Testament
he was holding open in his hands. I
had been told that only recently
he had come to trust in the Lord,
by just reading His Word.
There were some white faces also:
the team of Dutch missionaries who
came to live in Izi just before we
had to leave. They had accepted
Christiana takes part in the competition of reading
gratefully our language materials
from the New Testament
as tools which they could use in
their work. We ourselves were
grateful for them, because they took on the work that we couldn't have done:
Bible school training, medical care, evangelism and church-planting.
And there were, of course, our own 'sons', whom we trained, and who became
co-translators, team-mates and yoke-fellows. We had been ploughing and sowing
together, now we were rejoicing together over the first fruits of the harvest.
Next to Samuel stood
his
friend
Paul
Ngugah, with both of
whom we first started
to work 16 years ago.
Paul was a pastor
now too, and as he
was
giving
his
message,
he
reminded
the
audience:
"Sixteen years ago,
Samuel and I were
the only Christians
among our people.
Prayer of dedication of the Izi New Testament by the
Now look around you
Superintendent of the Assemblies of God Church from Enugu
how many have come,
even from far away, who have since come to love the Lord. And I know that there
are many more who have become Christians and have not been able to come
today. Just from our own denomination there are 22 church groups now in Izi!"
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There was Simon who also had worked with us in his teenage years. He had since
come out of a narrow denominationalism. And now his heart has become big
enough that he can be a pastor in one denomination and teach during the week
in a Bible school of another denomination!
There was Justin, standing and speaking to his clan members, telling them the story
of the Izi New Testament translation. He was stressing the point that the translation
was the fruit of team-work, that it was not the work of one or two people, but that
innumerable Izi people have had a part in it.
Samuel presented a special
copy of the New Testament to
our son Bernie! He also
bestowed on him a new Izi
name: "Nwuzo" - child born on
the way! (i.e. born on our way
to the Izi people, as Bernie was
just two months old when we
first came to live among them).
There were some faces that we
missed, too. Godwin and
another Cletus, two young
fellows, who came to the Lord
through
Samuel, and with the
Our son Bernie receives a special copy of the Izi New
Testament and a special Izi name
first love of new believers
started a church group and a
literacy class in their area. But the temptations for material gain were too strong;
they went back to their old life, and have even taken some of their friends with
them. Of the good seed that was sown, some had fallen "among thorns..."

Justin Ogodo and Paul
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Izi people at the dedication
ceremony
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Young Izi men eagerly
reading…

… the newly
purchased copy of the
New Testament

Selling of the Izi New
Testament
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Harvest in Ikwo
What a privilege for us to see how the harvest is beginning to be brought in! But
the Izi and Ezaa harvest wasn't all. We were also allowed to watch the harvest in
another place: Ikwo.
The Ikwo celebration took place yet another two days later, on December 23rd.
Although the program was similar to the other two dedication meetings, our
feelings, our reminiscences, the friends who had come, made the day altogether
different.
Pastor Otu had come from
far away. He who had
been
instrumental
in
getting
the
Ikwo
translation project under
way,
had
always
maintained: "The Ikwo
people
need
the
Scriptures in their own
language!" He spoke from
experience.
The NORCAP mission was
also represented. How
many
times
these
Reverend Otu (second from left) and at his side the
Norwegian friends had
representative of the NigeriaBible Translation Trust,
joyfully given us their
Dr. John Adive
services,
through
hospitality and friendship, through the medical clinic and mechanical workshop
facilities, by supplying us with fresh vegetables and plants; and finally, they gave
us their best: some of their trainees as translators - Thomas and John had gone
through their courses.
The Swiss partner church had sent two of their
members to represent all those who had
given and prayed, though great distances
separated them from their sister church.
Only then did I recognize the chairman of the
service, Dr. Akanu Ibiam - a special joyful treat
to us! Exactly 17 years before, we had met
him for the first time, at the Open Day of that
memorable first Linguistics Course in Enugu,
when he had encouraged us by so
wholeheartedly standing behind this new
work in his country! He had been Governor of

Paul and Dr. Akanu Ibiam
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former Eastern Nigeria, but had laid down his British knighthood during the Biafran
war, and gone back to his medical
career. He was now Patron of the
Nigerian Bible Society. What a
great and daringly bold man!
Encouraging us from the first to the
last day. Without him, neither the
Ikwo nor the Ezaa New Testaments
would exist today. Without his
faithful support, in spite of
opposition from within the Synod of
his church, the translation would
not have been funded by a sister
church in Switzerland. And today,
the witty and spirited remarks of this Dr. Akanu Ibiam, Patron of the Nigerian Bible Society
grey-haired gentleman in his 70's
excited the audience. His serious exhortations about the need to read the
Scriptures daily were solemnly heard as those of a beloved father of a nation.
My attention was called back to
the program. We appreciated the
various testimonies from church
leaders and evangelists from three
denominations,
and
were
particularly thrilled by the one
who said:

Dr. Akanu Ibiam receives an Ikwo NT from John
Adive, director of NBTT in Jos

"For a long time I had nothing else
but the Bible in the English and the
Ibo languages. It was like fishing
with a hook. But now I am using
the new Ikwo translation - it is like
fishing with a net! Whereas earlier I
was catching them one by one,
now I am catching them by the
thousand!"

Although we knew that this somewhat overstated the case, it drove home the
point. The joy over the effectiveness of God's Word was taken up in the remaining
speeches.
When I had first looked at the Ikwo program for the ceremony, I was appalled to
see my name on it as one of the speakers.
"How come I have to speak and you don't?" I complained to Paul who then only
remarked:
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"Well, I guess they would like to
have at least one lady speaker,
and I am indeed pleased that I
don't have to say anything!"
But he had been rejoicing too
early.
At
the
appropriate
moment, Dr. Ibiam announced:
"And now, honored guests, our
next item on the program is a
speech by the 'Chief Translator',"
and with a gesture of his hand he
invited Paul to come forward.
"Me?" asked Paul looking quite perplexed, "I, the 'Chief Translator'?"
He was taken completely by surprise. Now it dawned on him why his name had
not appeared on the program! He chuckled as he realized what a good
opportunity he had to set things straight. He jumped up and took the microphone.
"My dear friends, I am very glad to have this opportunity to clear up a little
misunderstanding. This beautiful book here is not the result of my own translation
work. Sons of your own soil have been working as a team very hard for many years
to put the Word of God into your Ikwo language: Thomas, Elias, John, William, Paul,
Joseph, who are all here, and many others. I am just one of this team. May I
therefore introduce you to the real 'Chief Translator': Mr Thomas Uzim!"
Approving murmurs ran through the audience. Thomas beamed with
contentment at this recognition. Ten years ago, he had been the first young man
to come to us with the request to translate the New Testament into Ikwo. At that
time, he was still in school, but already an elder in his church.
Today was the culmination of
their hopes and ours. We were
rejoicing together. Today we
could hold in our hands, not just
one New Testament, but three!
And of none of those New
Testaments could we really say
who was the translator. It was
the work and the labors of
many, of a whole team. Each
one of them had brought to it
those special abilities which the
Lord had given him. Each one
was filled with joy over the way
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the Lord was going to use His Word in his own language.
"People say that the language of our New Testament is just beautiful," Justin had
once reported. "They find they can even learn about their own language from it,
and the educated men say that it sounds like 'Oxford Izi' to them..."
Samuel had encouraged our hearts by stating positively one of the sore points:
"I am praising God for every argument we had! I have learned so much through
them! As I myself am attacked these days by people who question me about our
translation, I can use the same arguments that I have heard you, Paul, bring
forward!"
And John remarked: "We have learned such a lot through this translation project,
but most of all we have learned how to work, how to work hard and how to
persevere! Nowadays I just can't sit around idle, doing nothing. And I am not the
only one! The Lord has opened our eyes to see the many possibilities where He
wants us to do something!"
We are thrilled that to some
of them He has already
shown the possibility of Old
Testament translation, of
increased evangelistic and
follow-up work, of literacy,
literature
crusades
and
colportage. He has made
John willing to step in, and
he is continuing his studies
with these goals in view. But
he, too, needs a team
around him, to encourage
and to evaluate, to give
counsel and to give money, to pray and to praise with him. None of us can do it
alone. It is only possible in a partnership, partnership even across geographical,
cultural and denominational borders.
"Seedtime and harvest ... will never cease." As surely as the sowing continues,
often with tears, just as surely will there be a harvest, reaped with joy, whose fruit
will last to eternity.
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