“In the beginning there was only
darkness, and God created the earth...”

“Who translated this story?”
Chief Kawila demanded, interrupting
the reader.

“Your nephew.”

“Ah, Dari. He is young. He
doesn’t know the way it happened.

In the beginning there was only light.
You need to change this story.”

As we sat on woven coconut-leaf
mats in a bamboo house checking
our first translation project—a Bible
storybook—we sensed the pull between
Scripture and kastom (traditional
beliefs). This created a confusing
tension for the Nivhaar* speakers.

Tucked away in the hinterlands
of southwest Tanna, one island of
many in the nation of Vanuatu, it
was amazing that Yanemilen Village
members were discussing the Bible at
all. Western missionaries first came to
Tanna around the 1840s; most of the
six language groups were open then
to the gospel. But Nivhaar speakers
feared that the teachings of Scripture
would threaten their traditional
beliefs. They kept Christianity at
bay for a century and a half.

When Cyclone Uma hit in 1987,
destroying two Southwest Tanna
villages, the residents migrated east
together to rebuild their lives. The
resulting Nivhaar-speaking village,
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In 2010 the Southwest Tanna translators
proudly dedicate the newly translated
Scriptures of 1 John through Revelation:
from left, Killion lou, Jakob Willie, Jenry
Nasey, Tom Napiko, Ken Nehrbass.

Yanemilen, was surrounded by villages
from a neighboring language group
in which the gospel had taken root
over a century before. Yanemilen
quickly gained a reputation among
its neighbors for “mountainward”
(backward) thinking and godless living.
The pastors of the surrounding
villages—Simeon, Johnny, and Peter—
shared a dream of reaching Yanemilen
for Christ. Like relay team members,
each ran a different leg of the race. By
the late 90s, Pastor Simeon was visiting
Yanemilen regularly to preach and
teach. When Pastor Johnny saw that
people were receptive, he requested
that the church governing board pass
the baton to Elder Eliud, sending
him and his family to Yanemilen to
plant a church among these people.
In April 2001 Eliud held the first
church service under a banyan tree.
But Yanemilen resisted, believing
that church teachings would threaten
their animistic rituals. Nevertheless,
Eliud’s family grew to love the people.
Pastor Peter, coordinator of
the area’s churches, recognized the
potentially powerful impact God’s
Word in the Nivhaar dialect could
have in Yanemilen. So in 2002 he
asked SIL for a Bible translation
advisor. Consequently, Eliud invited
our family to come to Yanemilen.
We lived with his family in one of his
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bamboo houses that first year, and
the dream for Yanemilen to know
Christ grew in us all. Two years after
we arrived, Eliud passed the baton to
us when his family left the village.
Translating the Bible unleashed
tension between Scripture and
traditional beliefs. Rather than take
a stand for Christ, the islanders
often fused the two worlds. Newly
appointed elders in the church
epitomized this merging of beliefs
as they spent each evening in the
nakamal (men’s meeting place) praying
to local deities before coming to
church to lead nightly devotions!
The church was challenged when
kastom required Elder Makua to
perform magic on the taro stone.
Should a church elder perform magic
or trust in God alone? The village
decided Makua could perform
magic, but he would a/so bring his
Bible with him, covering both bases.
It became clear that only the Holy
Spirit could truly lead Yanemilen
to Christ. God gently reminded us
to keep pressing onward toward the
goal, baton in hand, regardless of
whether we saw changed lives or not.
And then God started working
miracles in Yanemilen. One day
translator Jakob told us, “You taught
others to drive the truck. I want
you to teach me God’s Word.” Years
later he said, “T have a second-grade
education but I feel like I know God’s
Word better than if I had gone to
Bible college. I thought I once knew
God, but now that I know his Word,

I realize I never truly knew him.”

"

to life.

Ken Nehibass and Karen Keeport

*Nivhaar is one dialect of the Southwest Tanna language.
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God’s Word changed another
life: Jenry’s, the local shaman. Before
he fully understood the gospel, the
church governing board appointed him
as missionary to another village. He
delivered such messages as, “You have
to work hard to get to heaven.” He
then joined the translation team, and
the message of salvation became clear
to him through reading God’s Word.
After translating Galatians recently,
he declared, “There’s nothing we can
do to be saved. It’s not through good
works that we're saved. It’s the blood
of Jesus.” Recently when we finished
drafting the New Testament, Jenry was
so elated that he walked around the
village declaring boisterously, “God’s
Word is in our language! Woohoo!”

Each December local churches
gather to celebrate “Thanksgiving
Sunday,” a time of corporate offering.
In 2010, worshippers paraded into
the church with produce, goats,
and pigs as thank offerings to God.
Jenry stood before the church with
a book of translated Scripture in
hand and announced, “The fruit
of our team’s labor is this New
Testament. The Scriptures say we
don’t live by food alone, but by his
Word. This is our offering to God.”
He then laid down the book on the
altar, and the church broke out in
spontaneous clapping to the Lord.

The dream of the local pastors has
now been realized. Yanemilen Village
has come to know Christ. The baton is
changing hands once again to people
like Jenry, Jakob, and other Christians,
who are traversing the mountain ridge
that stands between Yanemilen and the
rest of the Nivhaar speakers, carrying
the Scriptures and the JESUS film in
Nivhaar. Jenry says, “We are evangelists
now. I just can’t help but share what
Jesus has done everywhere I go.”

—Mendy Nehrbass

Mendy and her husband, Ken,

began advising the Southwest Tanna
Translation Project in February 2003
and hope to celebrate the completion
of the New Testament in May 2012.

In front of the Yanemilen church, members lift up
their newly dedicated book of Acts in Nivhaar
in 2007. Pastor Simeon is at far right.

STEP UP TO THE TABLE

Eldon “Butch” Barkman, JAARS President

Sitting in the school library, T read
an article in Life magazine about
five missionaries killed in Ecuador,
attempting to contact the Auca
people. One of the five was a pilot.
Until then, I had only known of
missionaries who served as pastors,
teachers, doctors, or nurses. A
dream quickly came to me, and
I said out loud (not too loud in
the library!), “I could do that!
I’'m a farm kid. I know machinery.
I could be a missionary pilot.”

I was 14 years old.

Those thoughts replayed in
my head for many years to come,
while God led me through
experiences to grow and prepare
me even as he kept the dream alive.

God eventually led my wife,
Sandi, and me to Peru where I
served many years as a pilot. I
would often think to myself,

This is a dream come

true. But attending

a celebration of a

completed New

Testament for the

first time proved an

even more meaningful

life-changing experience. /'m not

here only to fly. I'm here to be a

part of a team called by God, «

team who gets his Word to people

who are hungry and thirsty for it.
Have you ever dreamt about

what you could do for God? Have

you ever heard yourself saying,

“I could do that”? I challenge

you to move on that impulse.

Consider your talents and

resources. Step up to the table

and see how God may use you

to further his kingdom. May he

fulfill your dream as he has mine!
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