An evangelist and his family embrace the
hardships and adventures of spreading the Gospel
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Dedication
I dedicate this book to seven men of God who have impacted my life:
Grandpa Dave: A man of vision for the kingdom. Your passion
for Jesus and your tireless, lifelong service as a minister of the Gospel
reflected your close love relationship with Him. Your daily prayers for
me, your willingness to answer my questions, and your desire to pass
on truth shaped my life as I grappled to make the Christian faith my
own. I can’t wait to see you again someday in heaven!
Dad: A man of humility and faith. Thanks for modeling trust in
God and forgiveness in incredible ways. Your guidance, friendship,
and words of blessing are invaluable to me.
Nate: Steady, faithful, godly. As my oldest brother, you were always
my little-girl hero, but today you are my friend as well. Thanks for
inspiring me, praying for me, and giving me wise advice when I need
it most. You are a man of prayer and integrity, a wonderful daddy
to your little children, and a man who passionately loves the souls
of men.
Adam: A man gifted in communication and passionate about living
as an everyday/everywhere missionary. Your excitement about God’s
Word and work in people’s lives is contagious. Your love of life and
your ability to sell just about anything make me smile. You’re an
amazing brother. Thanks for supporting me and cheering me on.
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Jay: A man with an amazing amount of insight about people. You
share truth with intense honesty, relate to people deeply, and are
not afraid to put yourself at risk for the sake of the Gospel. You are
a brother who speaks truth into my life. Thank you for showing me
the shepherd heart of God and for reminding me that God has a
sense of humor.
Bob Stauffer: A man of truth and integrity. As my pastor, not
only have you preached the Word and given wise advice, you’ve also
believed in the gifting and purposes of God in my life. Your words
of blessing and encouragement in our shared love of writing have
given me courage when the road was rough and affirmed God’s call
on my life.
Alvin Mast: You’re the man with the plan, and I enjoy working
with you. You’ve been an amazing boss and mentor in the writing
world. But more than that, I have been blessed by your understanding and patience. I have been encouraged again and again by your
kind words and gracious yet down-to-earth manner of communication. Thank you for believing in me and helping to give me wings.
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Foreword
Why write a book about the life of an ordinary farmer boy? This
man was only a weak human being, sometimes even reckless, often
faltering, maybe overly zealous at times—and always visionary. It was
certainly not my idea to have my life story written, although various
brethren over the years had suggested I write it. But I was not really
interested in broadcasting my story; my only desire was to glorify
my Father in heaven. So when it was suggested that Rachael Lofgren
write about my life, my wife and I gave our consent as long as God
would receive the glory. My desire for this book, then, is to inspire
others to wholly and completely surrender their wills to the holy will
of the Father. If others can be inspired to believe that God can redeem
our failures and mistakes, I will be happy to see my story published.
As I reflect over the many years of God’s work in our lives, I can’t
help but note those times of peace, joy, and victory as He answered
prayers time after time. In the busyness of life, there were so many
times we felt God clearly affirming His will in our lives, and we would
see again and again how God blessed our feeble human efforts with
fruit for His kingdom.
I would like to give special recognition to my dear wife, who was
always strong and supportive. She stood faithfully by my side through
both good and difficult times. Without her support, my efforts would
have failed.
I also want to acknowledge my supportive family. God knew the
stresses and dangers my family would be facing, and He so graciously
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provided for our needs. How were we to know the risks and dangers
we would face in a foreign country? We were naive about the struggles of learning a new language and culture, but God provided in
outstanding ways for those needs. God also supplied fine marriage
partners for our children.
Would we do it again if we had to do it over? Of course we would;
for Jesus’ sake we would do it again. God has confirmed to us over and
over that there is no safer or happier place than in His perfect will. I
desire that this book will inspire each reader to find that secure place.
—Sanford Yoder
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chapter one

Someday

W

ind howled across the bleak hills and scudded over the frozen
grasses of the Oklahoma prairie in the winter of 1934. High
in the air, it tossed the bare branches of the trees standing like sentinels around a small homestead. Swooping low, it whined around
the corners of a barn and a little white house.
Inside the house, however, the mellow glow of lamplight and the
warmth of the wood stove contrasted cozily with the darkness outside. In the circle of lamplight a small huddle of children listened
intently as their mother read to them. The pages unfolded the story
of a man who survived great peril to bring the Gospel to a heathen
tribe. Despite raging illness, bloodthirsty tribesmen, tropical storms,
and cultural misunderstandings, he persevered.
Four-year-old Sanford, who had claimed his mother’s lap before the
story began, snuggled closer to her and shivered excitedly. Though
he did not understand everything, he knew this man was in danger
and that he was giving everything he had to bring the Word of God
to these angry, sad people. Mary paused to look down at her son.
“Sanford, are you frightened?” Sanford shook his head emphatically,
his blue eyes wide. “Glae bissli1 (a little bit), maybe?” his mother discerned. “But it is a good story, isn’t it?” She smiled at her eager son.
As Mary continued to read, the story told how the truth the missionary taught changed the people’s hearts and lives, setting them
free from the many evil superstitions and demons they feared and
1
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worshiped. As he listened, Sanford felt desire stirring within him.
When Mary closed the book, she looked down at the children
gathered around her and smiled. “Time for prayers and then to bed.”
Sanford lingered a moment after his sisters had disappeared. Looking
up into his mother’s face, he said simply, “Someday I’m going to be
just like the man in that story.”
His mother patted his dark hair fondly. “That’s good, Sanford.” For
an instant she hugged him to her. “Now off to bed with you.” He slid
from her lap and padded away on bare feet to his bed. All the while
his head was full of one great thought: Someday I will be a missionary. Someday I too will go and take good news to lost people far away.
o o o o o o o o o o o o o o o

Summer sunshine warmed Sanford’s back as he knelt in the dirt.
With an old spoon he plowed round and round, creating neat furrows in his miniature field. He glanced proudly at the little barn
he’d built of mud and stones, and the tractor his father had built for
him out of scrap wood. At nine years old, his favorite pastime after
his chores were done was developing his miniature farm. Now with
the added effect of the plowed fields surrounding the little barn, it
looked almost finished, he noted with satisfaction.
As he moved over to start another field, he didn’t notice the light
footsteps behind him and only looked up when he heard a gleeful
giggle. With horror he watched as his three-year-old sister hopped
lightly through his new furrows. “Maggie, get off my field!” he yelled
angrily. She stopped, startled, her feet right in the middle of his farm.
Angrily he jumped up. “See what you’ve done now?” And he slapped
her face with his dirt-smeared hand. Surprise crumpled into sobs as
she turned and fled toward the house. “Next time stay off my fields!”
he yelled after her. “You are always ruining my things.” With disgust he turned toward the house as well to report to his mother what
Maggie had done to his farm.
As he neared the house, he could still hear his little sister crying.
His ire began to wane. His footsteps slowed even more when Lucy
14
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appeared through the doorway, wiping her wet hands on her apron.
She had left the morning dishes to investigate, and Sanford did not
want to see her.
Tall and thin for her age, Lucy was just a year older than Sanford,
but she somehow seemed far older. Perhaps it was her gentle goodness or maybe her health problems that made her seem less like a
child her age. Whatever it was, Sanford knew he’d never be as good
as she was. She was always nagging him to behave and reminding
him about God. He didn’t like it at all.
Now as he looked into her somber face, he cringed inwardly, expecting a scolding. “What did you do to her?” Lucy asked quietly. Sanford
kicked at a stone with his bare toes but didn’t answer. “Maggie said
you hit her in the face. Sanford, you know it’s wrong to hit your little
sister like that. And worse than that, God sees what you do and it
makes His heart sad.”
Suddenly his fiery anger rekindled, and Sanford glared up at his
sister defiantly. “You old preacher!” he exclaimed vehemently. “You are
always preaching at me. Why don’t you just mind your own business?”
With disappointment in her eyes, Lucy replied, “Sanford, be careful what you say. Someday you might be a preacher. Remember,
Grossdawdi (Grandpa) is a preacher and he’s always kind to everyone. He’d never do something like that to Maggie.” Lucy knew she’d
hit a tender cord. Grossdawdi was Sanford’s hero.
But Sanford was still angry, and thinking of Grossdawdi, the rebuke
stung even more. “Humph. Who would want to be a preacher?” he
scoffed. He wasn’t about to let Lucy see that he was starting to feel
guilty for what he’d done. “Anyhow, I’m going to tell Mom what
Maggie did. And I still say it’s none of your business.” He shot her
another angry glance and marched past her into the house.
Later that night in bed, though, Lucy’s words haunted him. “Maybe
someday you will be a preacher.” Why is it so hard to be good? he wondered. It wasn’t that he didn’t want to be good, but other people often
did things that made him angry. After the punishment his mother had
given him earlier and his apology to Maggie, he’d resolved again to
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try harder than ever to be good. But—a preacher? In the darkness he
shook his head incredulously. No, he’d never be good enough for that.
His thoughts turned to his grandfather. Lucy was right when she
said that Grossdawdi was kind. Not only that, he was the best preacher
Sanford had ever heard. Sometimes Sanford fell asleep during long
church services, but never when Grossdawdi preached. Though he
was generally soft-spoken, Grossdawdi became animated when he
preached. His listeners could easily understand him when he painted
word pictures and expounded on the Scriptures with emotion and
eloquence.
Much as he enjoyed his grandfather’s sermons, he enjoyed even
more when they could spend time alone together. He smiled at the
memory of the time when he’d taught Grossdawdi how to fish. One
day last summer, Grossdawdi had come over just as Sanford was
approaching the house from the creek with a small string of fish he’d
caught. Excited, he showed them to Grossdawdi, who got a faraway
sort of smile on his face as he watched his grandson’s boyish enthusiasm. When he got that look, Sanford knew he had a story in mind.
“What are you thinking, Grossdawdi?” he asked.
“I was thinking of how long it’s been since I’ve gone fishing.”
Grossdawdi’s eyes twinkled. “In fact, I haven’t fished since I was a
boy about your age.”
“Oh, why, Grossdawdi? Fishing is so much fun.” Sanford’s face
wore a puzzled frown.
His grandfather chuckled and then sobered a little. “Well, I went
fishing on a Sunday, Sanford. Of course, fishing on Sunday was forbidden, because it was unnecessary food-gathering. When I arrived
home with my catch, my father was displeased. I received a whipping I didn’t forget. I never fished again after that.”
“I see,” Sanford said, nodding. “But I could teach you how again!”
he added exuberantly.
“Would you do that? I’d like that, Sanford.” Grossdawdi’s eyes were
twinkling again. The afternoon they’d spent together down at the
pond hadn’t produced any fish, but the memories they’d made and
16
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the laughter they’d shared more than made up for that.
Thinking about his grandfather, Sanford wanted to be like him.
But he couldn’t picture himself that wise and kind. He thought of
Grossdawdi on his buckskin horse, riding away into the hills to round
up his cows. Now that was one way he could be like Grossdawdi.
Ever since he was young, Sanford had loved horses. He smiled as he
remembered his first real ride on Mabel, the buggy horse.
It had been back before he was even old enough to go to school.
Every day he would trudge out the lane to bring the cows in for milking. He had just turned six that summer, and his short legs tired of
the long walk. He was sure he could do the job much better from the
back of a horse. Often he dreamed of being a cowboy and riding fast
and fearlessly across the Oklahoma prairie. He began to plead with
his mother to let him get the cows on horseback, but she thought
he was a bit young.
“Dad let me ride Mabel around the barn and I didn’t fall off,” he
pleaded for the third time that day. He hopped first on one foot and
then the other as he watched his mother mixing bread dough. Soon
it would be time to go get the cows again, and today he had set his
heart on riding. How could he make his mother agree that he was
old enough?
As Mary looked into the pleading blue eyes of her firstborn son,
she finally relented. “All right, Sanford, but you must be careful. We
don’t need any broken bones. Are you sure you are big enough to
ride her by yourself?”
“I’m sure.” Sanford nodded and stretched to his full height.
“Okay . . . but just be very careful.” Sanford’s heart sang as he
scampered out the door into the hot afternoon sunshine. Today his
dream would come true! He was going to ride Mabel all by himself.
To think—him a cowboy at last!
Running to the pasture, he slipped through the fence and caught
the gentle buggy horse. She was tame, and he had no trouble getting
hold of her halter and leading her to the gate. There he climbed up
onto the top of the gate and carefully slid onto Mabel’s broad back.
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Her brown coat was warm beneath him, and he felt a sudden thrill
as he tightened his knees against her sides and headed out the lane.
“Gittyup,” he commanded happily, and she broke into a trot.
Squeezing with his knees, he urged her into a canter. He felt the hot
wind against his face and the easy jostling of the horse’s movements
beneath him. Could anything be better than this?
His dreamy enjoyment came to a sudden end when Mabel rounded
the sharp corner of the lane without breaking her speed. Sanford was
not prepared, and without ceremony he sailed off and landed on his
seat in the soft grass beside the lane. The gentle horse stopped a few
paces away and looked back as if to ask what had happened to her
passenger.
Getting up and dusting himself off, Sanford looked around for a
way to get back on. He didn’t want to have to lead Mabel all the way
back down the lane. What if his mother saw him? Then she’d know
he’d fallen off, and she wouldn’t think he was old enough to ride after
all. Spying the creek bank rising beside the lane, he grabbed Mabel’s
halter and led her down into the creek bed so that the bank stood
beside her like a mounting block. With great effort Sanford managed
to pull himself onto the horse. This time he did not urge his mount
to go faster; he kept her at a walk.
One cow tested Sanford’s determination to hold his position.
Without warning, she nosed her way out of the herd. Mabel, long
trained in the art of herding stubborn cows, cut sharply around the
strong-willed creature to head her off. The sudden movement once
again caused Sanford to lose his balance, and he tumbled to the hard
pasture ground. Now how could he get the cows home?
There had been only one way he could think of, and that was to
lead Mabel the long, tiresome way back to the creek bank again.
Undaunted, though a bit sore and a bit wiser to the ways of riding,
he had led the mare back to the creek and once more climbed onto
her broad back. This time he had succeeded in staying on her back
and bringing the cows all the way home. He hadn’t told his mother
that he’d fallen off, and from that time on he often rode Mabel out
18
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to bring the cows home for the evening milking.
Now it was three years later, and Sanford still loved horses. Yawning,
he smiled into the dark as he thought of riding. That was one way
he could be like his grandfather. But as he drifted off to sleep, Lucy’s
words kept ringing through his mind like a taunt. “Maybe someday
you will be a preacher. Maybe someday . . .”
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