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S cripture:  Genesis  37 :12–36;  50 :15–21;  Psalm 44:1–26;  I sa iah 55:1–9; 
John 9 :1–7;  Ac ts  3 :11–21;  Romans 8 :18–39 

B ased on:  “A  Candle  in  the Dark ness,” by  Wess  Staf ford,            
C h r i s t i a n i t y  to d a y,  May 2010

We don’t always know why bad things happen, but 
we do know the One who brings good from them.

Redeeming 
SuffeRing

f ollowers of God have long wondered 
why he—omnipotent and completely 
good—allows evil and suffering if he 
can stop it. The New Atheists have thrown 

this argument at Christians in recent years, with 
varying degrees of success. And of course the issue of 
theodicy—the branch of theology that defends the ways 
of God—is of perennial interest to students, clergy, and the laity. But the 
existence of suffering in God’s world is much more than an academic 
question or an intellectual conundrum. Just ask someone who’s faced 
unjust suffering—like Wess Stafford, president and CEO of Compassion 
International.

“[The] story was so painfully confusing that I did not speak of it for 35 
years,” Stafford writes in “A Candle in the Darkness,” an article in Christianity 
today. “Where did my prayers go, my cries for mercy and rescue screamed 
into my pillow? Did I have the laziest guardian angel in all of heaven?”
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This Bible study can be used for an individual 
or a group. If you intend to lead a group study, 
follow these simple suggestions.

How to uSe tHiS 
ReSouRce foR a 
gRoup Study

1Make enough copies of the article for everyone                                      
in the group. If you would like your group to have                             

more information, feel free to copy the leader’s guide for them instead.

2Don’t feel that you have to use all the material in the study. Almost all of 
our studies have more information than you can get through in one 

session, so feel free to pick and choose the teaching information and 
questions that will meet the needs of your group. Use the teaching content of 
the study in any of these ways: for your own background and information; to 
read aloud (or summarize) to the group; for the group to read silently.

3Make sure your group agrees to complete confidentiality. This is essential 
to getting people to open up.

4When working through the questions, be willing to make yourself 
vulnerable. It ’s important for your group to know that others share their 

experiences. Make honesty and openness a priority in your group.

5Begin and end the session in prayer.
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Part 1 identify tHe cuRRent iSSue
N o t e  t o  l e a d e r :  Pr o v i d e  e a c h  p e r s o n  w i t h  “A  C a n d l e  i n  t h e  D a r k n e s s ”  
f r o m  C h r i s t i a n i t y  to d a y ,  i n c l u d e d  a t  t h e  e n d  o f  t h i s  s t u d y.

The heartfelt, desperate, and perfectly reasonable questions of a boy facing abuse at a 
missionary boarding school in Africa—where he should be safe—can go unanswered for 
many years. Some never receive an answer in this life. But that does not mean that God 
is not present or that, if he is, that there are no answers. Yet many of us turn our backs 
on God, at least for a time, if he does not respond as we expect. Many of our so-called 
“intellectual problems” with the Bible or with God’s existence are really questions of 
trust in the face of pain and disappointment. And they are not at all new. God’s people 
have always had to wrestle with questions of theodicy. This study may not help you sort 
through the why of suffering and evil. But we pray that it will help you with the Who.

Discussion Starters:
[Q] Tell us about a time when God clearly and dramatically answered your prayers 
for deliverance. 

[Q] Name a period in your life when your prayers for help seemingly got no higher 
than the ceiling. Did you doubt God’s goodness?

[Q] What do faithful followers of Christ deserve in this life? What can they expect? 
Why this gap?

[Q] How would you attempt to help a friend experiencing either suffering or doubt?

Part 2 diScoveR tHe eteRnal pRincipleS
Teaching Point One: God brings good out of the evil done to his people.

Wess Stafford suffered in silence for years. Then, for many more years, he followed a 
code of silence, unable to explain why his loving Lord had permitted adults who claimed 
to follow that same Lord to abuse him physically, mentally, and spiritually. “The school’s 
MKs limped away from their childhoods, many with lifelong scars,” Stafford recounts. 
“Thankfully, for me, my story—a story that Satan intended for evil but that God 
redeemed for good—has a different ending.” 

That ending, unimagined by an abused little boy at the time—but clearly evident 
now—came decades later. “My story is what has fueled my passion against injustice, my 
crusade against abuse, my fight against poverty,” Stafford now says. “It is what drove me 

www.christianbiblestudies.com


Christianity Today Bible Study
Redeeming SuffeRing
L e a d e r ’s  G u i d e

©2010 Christianity Today International  ChristianBibleStudies.com
4

to Compassion International. For 32 years, I have fought for little ones who have no voice 
and no choice. The passion that gripped me at age 10 still rages within me today.” The Old 
Testament character Joseph could tell a similar story.

Genesis 37:1–11 shows us the stirrings of sibling rivalry and jealousy. As in Wess 
Stafford’s story, those who could be expected to protect and care for Joseph—his own 
flesh and blood—instead torment him for their own depraved reasons. Their evil comes 
to fruition with the brothers’ plot to harm and sell Joseph into Egyptian slavery. Read 
Genesis 37:12–36 and 50:15–21.

[Q] Joseph is sold into slavery and the brothers deceive their father (37:25–36). 
Human depravity always involves some level of cover-up and deception, as Stafford 
experienced at the boarding school. Stafford also discovered that the truth began to set 
him free from the lies of his abusers. How do we encourage those who are suffering to 
face the truth of their suffering?

[Q] Years later, the truth has come out, and the brothers fear Joseph’s retribution 
(50:15–18). How should we as Christians respond to repentant abusers?

[Q] What reason does Joseph give for his unjust suffering (v. 20b)? How does this 
help us put our suffering in perspective? 

Teaching Point Two: Sometimes we will feel that God has forgotten us.

Stafford cried out during four years of abuse at the boarding school in Guinea. He figured 
there was no way out. If he spoke up, Stafford’s young mind may have reasoned, no one 
would believe his word over that of a trusted authority figure. And besides, his abusers 
constantly warned him that speaking up would jeopardize the missionary ministry of 
his parents—and put the souls of the Africans they were trying to help at risk of eternal 
damnation. So it appeared that God had provided no way out. This has happened to God’s 
saints before, and indeed is played out in the pages of Scripture. Read Psalm 44:1–26.

[Q] In verses 1–8, the writer recounts all the faithful blessings he and the people of 
Israel have seen from God’s hand over the centuries. Why is this a good way to begin 
our petitions in times of trouble?

[Q] The psalmist now turns to his complaint (vv. 9–16). What complaints do you have 
against God? Do you expect, like the psalmist, for God to step in and solve all your 
problems? What kind of theology does this thinking evidence?

[Q] The psalmist then pleads his case (vv. 17–22), saying that the people have not 
brought these problems on themselves. If that is also the case, at least some of the 
time, in our lives, how do we deal with God’s silence? 
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• How might the righteous suffering of other believers help us when we suffer 
similarly?

[Q] The writer makes a final plea for the Lord to act, based on his power and 
goodness (vv. 23–26). There is no assurance, however, that God will do what the 
psalmist wishes, only a reminder that God is a God of love (v. 26b). How does this 
knowledge help us hang on when God does not appear to care? 

Optional Activity: Have each person draw up a l ist  of  blessings he or 
she has clearly received from God in the last  week … month … year … five 
years … ten years.  Then have each person draw up a l ist  of  unanswered 
prayers and problems.  Discuss how the l ists  balance out.

Teaching Point Three: God calls us to seek him and promises that 
we will find him.

Wess Stafford found God at his point of greatest need, and that encounter fueled his 
life’s passion to help children. “My job now is to champion the cause of these children, to 
help them understand the love Jesus Christ has for them,” Stafford writes. “Imagine my 
joy when every day hundreds of children accept Jesus as their Savior, at the knee of their 
pastor or with a Sunday school teacher under the mango tree. Imagine my joy that we 
daily vaccinate thousands of children. Imagine my joy that I get to challenge the church 
about the importance of children.”

Joy is available to all of God’s children—even you—no matter the tangled circumstances 
of our lives, no matter the scars. God promises that if we seek him, we will find him.

Read Isaiah 55:1–9.

[Q] To whom is this passage addressed (v. 1)? How do these descriptions fit us in our 
sin and suffering? What are we invited to do?

[Q] What reasons are we given to come to the Lord (vv. 2–3)? List them. How do 
they apply to us today?

[Q] When we come to God, we are to bring others along as well (vv. 4–5). How does 
going through suffering equip us to serve others?

[Q] List the commands and benefits given in verses 6–7.

[Q] Why are we told we cannot understand the ways of God (vv. 8–9)? What comfort 
does this bring?
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Teaching Point Four: God can display his glory and purposes in 
our suffering.

Why was Wess Stafford abused? Why do we suffer? Why doesn’t a good and omnipotent 
God put an immediate end to evil in this world? Such questions don’t always have 
answers—or at least answers we can understand. Yet the questions will come, as they 
always have. Even the disciples asked them, and Jesus was not offended by them. In fact, 
he gave an answer that believers can take to the bank, trusting in him to redeem our 
suffering.

Read John 9:1–7.

[Q] The disciples ask if sin has caused this man’s blindness. Do you struggle with 
believing that suffering is punishment for sin?

[Q] Jesus denies that sin is the reason and points to the divine opportunity that the 
man’s disability presents. In other words, Jesus directs their gaze from the past to the 
future. Give an example of how you might do that in your circumstances. 

[Q] In verses 4–5, Jesus invites the disciples to seize the opportunity. Give an example 
of how you can do the same for someone you know is suffering? 

Teaching Point Five: God redeemed the suffering of Christ for 
the world.

We saw how God redeemed Wess Stafford’s unjust suffering. Stafford, in his own 
words, turned from a victim to a victor and received a calling to help other suffering and 
exploited children. That kind of example, perhaps, is reason enough to give the Lord the 
benefit of the doubt when we face painful seasons in life. But how might our perspective 
be deepened by the knowledge that even Jesus faced unjust suffering—and that his 
heavenly Father used it for the redemption of the world?

Read Acts 3:11–21.

[Q] Peter accused his Jewish listeners of killing Jesus and calls on them to repent (v. 
19). Is there a time when you were so bold? How can we tell the truth and still exhibit 
love?

[Q] In the midst of such human wickedness, God already had a plan. Name its 
elements (see vv. 13, 15–16, 18–21). What the people ignorantly intended for evil 
God redeemed for the good of the world, using that evil to accomplish his purposes. 
What perspective does this provide for our own suffering? 
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Teaching Point Six: God’s promised blessings will  far outweigh 
any suffering we experience.

Skeptics often dismiss talk of heaven as “pie in the sky when you die,” and say we should 
not include it when examining God’s actions. This, however, is not a biblical view. The 
Bible assures us that when we look at the sufferings of Wess Stafford and innumerable 
other saints, we are seeing far less than half the picture. The apostle Paul makes the point 
that we have not examined suffering from every angle until we acknowledge that this life is 
not the end. Regardless of whether we see our good and powerful God redeem our pain in 
this life, we can rest assured that he will do so in the next.

Read Romans 8:18–39.

[Q] Paul says that not only will God’s blessings far outweigh our current sufferings, 
but the difference in magnitude is so great that they are not even worth comparing 
(v. 18). Tell us of a time when a payoff—a good job following long years of education, 
the thrill of athletic victory after the agony of training, etc.—far exceeded the pain of 
preparation.

[Q] We are told that not only do we suffer, but in a sense creation suffers along with 
us (vv. 19–22) as it waits for our revealing. While our pain is usually intensely personal, 
our blessings will be cosmic. How do we begin to enjoy that destiny now, even as we 
suffer?

[Q] What is the connection between hope and patience (vv. 24–25)? 

[Q] What are the roles of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit in our times of suffering 
(vv. 26–39)? 

• How can we draw confidence from and cooperate with the ministry of God to 
prepare us for the glorious life to come?

Part 3 apply youR findingS
Suffering and evil are all too real in this world. While God is both loving and omnipotent, he 
sometimes allows them to break in liked armed intruders against us. Even those of us who are 
young, weak, and inexperienced—such as the boy Wess Stafford—must grapple with these 
enemies. Stafford faced seemingly hopeless manipulation and abuse and saw no way out. Yet 
God gave him the grace to stand up not only to his tormenters but for exploited children 
around the world. God redeemed his suffering, and he can do so for you.

www.christianbiblestudies.com


Christianity Today Bible Study
Redeeming SuffeRing
L e a d e r ’s  G u i d e

©2010 Christianity Today International  ChristianBibleStudies.com
8

The story of Joseph tells us that when people try to hurt us, God can use their hatred to 
accomplish blessing through our lives. Psalm 44 reminds us, that we might sometimes feel 
abandoned by God, but this doesn’t mean God has forgotten us. Isaiah points out that God’s 
ways are far above ours but that we can trust in his love. In the story of the man who was 
born blind, we learn that suffering presents an opportunity for God to be glorified. Peter’s 
sermon comforts us with the knowledge that Jesus also faced and triumphed over evil, so 
he understands. Romans tells us that while our suffering may indeed be horrible now, such 
trouble pales in comparison with the glory that will be revealed in us—a glory that will 
sweep up the whole world in its train.

Does God redeem suffering? Yes, indeed he does. The question is not whether God is good 
or powerful. The question is whether we will let him work amidst our pain for our good and 
the good of the world.

Action Point: Choose someone in your church or group who is  sick 
or suffering.  Pray for that person and agree to do something practical 
to meet a need.  Cook a meal,  take out the trash,  do some grocer y 
shopping—whatever seems most necessar y.  And be available to l isten to 
this  fr iend pour out his  or her hear t.

 — Stan Guthrie is author of the forthcoming All That Jesus Asks:    
      How His Questions Can Teach and Transform Us (Baker). A CT editor   
      at large, he writes a column for BreakPoint.org and blogs at stanguthrie.com. 

Recommended ReSouRceS
¿ ChristianBibleStudies.com

• Perspectives on Suffering This 4-session Bible study emphasizes how to remain 
faithful in the midst of suffering more than it emphasizes why suffering exists. 
Scripture gives us a small glimpse into why God allows suffering, but more 
importantly it gives great resources for persevering in the midst of suffering. 

• Job: God Is in Charge Learn about themes of suffering, wisdom, and trust in this 
9-session study on the book of Job.

• Suffering This 5-session study will help you and your group explore the topic of 
suffering and discuss recent tragedies with questions like: What is the nature of 
suffering? How can we learn and grow through tragedy? Where is God in all this?

www.christianbiblestudies.com
www.BreakPoint.org
www.stanguthrie.com
http://www.christianitytoday.com/biblestudies
http://biblestudies.stores.yahoo.net/peonsu.html
http://biblestudies.stores.yahoo.net/jogodisinch.html
http://biblestudies.stores.yahoo.net/sufferingnew.html
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• 2 Corinthians: Hard Knocks, Unbreakable Faith Second Corinthians speaks about the 
harsh realities of life and the unbreakable faith that sustains us through difficult and 
dangerous times. Paul wrote this letter both to establish his credibility as an apostle and 
to teach the Corinthians a proper perspective on hardship and suffering—a perspective 
we very much need today. 

• Can I Trust God with My Health? This 5-session course will challenge you to address a 
variety of questions about health: How does God use pain and suffering in the lives of 
his children? How do we deal with the stresses of life without letting them negatively 
affect our health? Is it biblical to define prosperity as physical health, material wealth, 
or earthly success? What can the church do to answer these questions and help those in 
poor health?

  
¨ What’s So Amazing about Grace? / Where Is God When It Hurts? Two volumes in one, by 
Philip Yancey, Zondervan, 2007. Classic treatments on core questions.

¨ What’s So Great about Christianity, by Dinesh D’Souza, Tyndale, 2008. Apologetics 
geared to the questions skeptics are asking today.

¨ Joni: An Unforgettable Story, by Joni Eareckson Tada, Zondervan, 2001. How God 
redeemed the suffering of a young woman and launched a worldwide ministry to the disabled 
and their families.

¿ The website of International Christian Concern, www.persecution.org, describes the 
suffering of Christians worldwide for their faith—and how you can help.

www.christianbiblestudies.com
http://biblestudies.stores.yahoo.net/2cohaknunfa.html
http://biblestudies.stores.yahoo.net/canitrgodwim.html
http://www.persecution.org/suffering/index.php
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              A Candle   in  the Darkness



                    t a turning point 
in my life in 2007, I realized that I needed to allow God to redeem the story of 
my childhood. That story was so painfully confusing that I did not speak of it 
for 35 years. Where did my prayers go, my cries for mercy and rescue screamed 
into my pillow? Did I have the laziest guardian angel in all of heaven?

I received my calling, my purpose, and my life’s mission in my darkest and 
most painful moment, in about 90 seconds at age 10. The moment involved 
a pink birthday candle, one that had been trimmed with a pocketknife at the 
blunt end so that it could burn from both directions. The wicks were lit by 
the man who had authority over me, the houseparent of a boarding school for 
the children of missionaries in West Africa. The school had been my home for 
nine months of each year since I was 6 years old. My whole life can be divided 
into two parts: b.c. (before the candle) and a.d. (after the damage).

‘AfRICANS IN Hell BeCAuSe Of WeSleY’
The houseparent had marched me to the school’s dining hall, dragged a metal 
chair across the concrete floor, and slammed it down in front of my schoolmates. 
He threw me up on the chair and jammed the candle in my hand. 

“Children,” he said, “you cannot serve both God and Satan. Wesley has tried. 
You cannot burn a candle at both ends without getting burned. Watch what hap-

pens when you try.”
Fifty children stared 

in silence. Nobody dared 
even breathe. 

Striking a match, 
the man lit both wicks. 

“Watch!” Standing on that chair, my knees knocking, I stared incredulously at the 
candle in my shaking fingers as I contemplated what this would mean. Beyond 
the two flames, I could see the faces of my friends—children who, like me, had 
been gathered up from villages and mission stations throughout West Africa.

Mission policy dictated that all mks leave their parents at age 6 and travel 
700 miles (a week by truck) to this isolated jungle school. They, like me, had 
experienced unspeakable cruelty in this place. The people in charge were mis-
sionaries who had gone to Africa to save souls but, I don’t know, perhaps did 
not measure up linguistically or cross-culturally, so instead had been assigned to 
the least desirable task on the field: taking care of other missionaries’ children. 
Unsupervised, they took out their frustration and rage on their most convenient 
targets: the children in their charge. I learned early that terrible things can 
happen when children are deemed unimportant, the lowest of priorities.

The stage for this horrendous moment had been set by four years of abuse. 

The president of  
Compassion International 

tells his story  
of childhood abuse 
and deliverance in  

a West Africa  
boarding school.  
By Wess Stafford

A   
              A Candle   in  the Darkness

{ C o v e r  s t o r y  }
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For all my young life at the school, 
I had endured beatings daily. Belt 
buckles and tire-tread sandals had 
bruised and torn my flesh since age 
6. There were a million ways to 
earn a beating here—infractions 
like a wrinkle in a bedspread or an 
open eye during naptime. At age 9 
we learned in math class how to 
average. The most recurring event 
in my life I could think of was how 
many times I had been beaten. For 
a span of weeks, I kept track of my 
beatings, hiding the tally under my 
pillow. When I did the math, I dis-
covered that I was being beaten an 
average of 17 times per week. 

The boarding school staff 
abused us in every way a child can 
be abused—not only physically and 
emotionally but spiritually as well. We were terrified of 
their powerful and vengeful God, reminded daily that we 
were little sinners in the hands of their angry God.

I won’t dwell on the sexual abuse we endured, but 
wherever evil reigns unchecked, this favorite weapon of Satan’s 
always lurks. The people who read us Bible stories and beat us during 
the day prowled the dorm halls at night, preying on the defenseless. 
Older boys, victims themselves, learned to mimic their elders in that 
depraved environment to serve their own lustful desires, and they 
used blackmail and physical pain to silence us.

There was no one to protect us. We had no advocates, no arms to 
run to. The very people who should have been our defenders were 
in fact our attackers.

And now, standing on that chair with the candle gripped between 
my fingers, I was at my lowest, darkest moment. I cannot describe the 
cumulative hurt, rage, and hopelessness that welled up and wracked 
my 10-year-old soul. At this man’s hand, I had always lost. Plain and 
simple, he was bigger and stronger. He was a man; I was a boy. 

He spoke angrily to the assembled children. “This boy here is 
Satan’s tool. He told, and the Devil used him to destroy his parents’ 
ministry. There will be Africans in hell because of Wesley.”

Hearing those words, there arose in me a rage, a passion as I had 
never experienced before and have not since. I had felt I could endure 
almost any treatment at his hands—I had for years. But the candle 
incident was different. Never had words cut so deeply.  

Yes, I had told. As a desperate boy, I had cried out to my mother 
for help. For years, 50 of us children had courageously maintained 
our silence. We were repeatedly told, “If you tell what happens here, 
you will destroy your parents’ ministry.” Our abusers used our love 

for God, for our parents, and for Africans to secure 
our silence about the horrors of that place.

Oh, we wrote letters home every Sunday. But we 
couldn’t even hint at our loneliness or the abuse. Our 

letters were censored, and the slightest attempt to cry out resulted 
in a beating, then a forced rewriting of the letter. We learned to 
be as silent as lambs. We had no idea that our silence perpetuated 
the evil against us. Even during the three months home with our 
parents every year, we all kept silent. We loved them so much. We 
knew how passionately they spread the gospel, and I loved my Afri-
can village friends. If my silence could win their salvation, I would 
endure anything.

At school, we were not allowed to have pictures of our parents 
or to cry from homesickness. Each 
year, my mind would capture a final 
image of my parents saying good-
bye. For the first month, I could see 
them every time I closed my eyes, 
and at the tender ages of 6, 7, and 
8, I couldn’t help crying myself to 

sleep every night, as silently as possible. But by the ninth month of 
school, I could no longer remember what my parents looked like. 
I was so afraid I would break their hearts by not recognizing them 
when I went home. 

THe CODe Of SIleNCe BROkeN
The crime that led to the burning candle happened at age 10, after a 
year on furlough in the United States. I found myself at the airport 
with other mks saying goodbye to our parents. We were about to 
board a propeller plane that would take us back to Africa, and our 
parents would follow by ship. 

At the gate, I took my mother’s face in my hands and couldn’t 
let go. I stared intently at her beautiful, kind face. “What are you 
doing, Wesley?” 

“Mommy, I just don’t want to forget what you look like.” 
She dissolved into tears, and so did I. I saw a moment of 

Our houseparent spoke angrily to the children.  
‘This boy here is Satan’s tool. He told, and the Devil 

used him to destroy his parents’ ministry. There will 
be Africans in hell because of Wesley.’

Right-Hand Man: Stafford 
(middle) helped his mission-
ary father (left) bring the 
gospel to Africans on the 
Ivory Coast.
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opportunity, a glimmer of hope for rescue. In 30 seconds, I blurted 
out my plea. 

“Mommy, please don’t send me back! Please don’t send me back! 
They hate me . . . they beat me . . . I’m scared.” I begged, “Please, 
please!” 

I will never forget the look of horror in my mother’s eyes. 
“What?” she gasped. She held me tightly. “What . . . what can I 

do?” I could feel her sobbing in my embrace. 
Not a minute later, my sister and I were whisked away with the 

other children. My friends, who had overheard, looked at me with 
dead man walking in their eyes. They didn’t want to even be near 
me for fear of sharing in my imminent punishment. I had done the 
unthinkable—I had broken the code of silence. 

During my parents’ month-long voyage at sea, my mother, bro-
kenhearted and confused, had an emotional and psychological break-
down. Upon arriving in Africa, she was soon sent back to the U.S. 
for treatment. Word of her illness and what had caused it spread 
like wildfire. When the news reached the boarding school, the staff 
was enraged.  

I had resigned myself to the coming humiliation. In minutes I 
would scream and throw down the candle—until I heard his last 
phrase: “. . . parents’ ministry ruined . . . Africans in hell because of 
Wesley.” That broke my heart more than the humiliation, more than 
any pain that may come my way ever could. 

I loved Africans. In my heart I was African. Every summer my 

spirit was restored by the loving-kindness of the poverty-stricken 
Africans in my village. I never fell down during those three months 
without an African woman swooping in to pick me up and wipe tears 
from my eyes. I used to pray every night in that village, “Lord, if you 
love me, let me wake up black tomorrow, like all my friends. I know 
you can do this!” I would check every morning to see if I had been 
turned black, only to be disappointed. But maybe tomorrow. 

I was my dad’s right-hand man. Together we opened villages to 
the gospel where no white person had been since the slave trade. I 
lobbed stones with my slingshot into the trees to keep noisy birds 
away so that my father’s voice could be heard as he shared the gospel. 
I watched Africans’ faces when they first heard the word Jesu. And 
I saw the hope that was built in them. I was a missionary as far as I 
was concerned. So, Africans in hell because of me? 

As the flames licked closer to my skin, from deep within me arose 
a gust of strength I cannot fully explain to this day. I had a desper-
ate thought: I could win this time. This time, the houseparent had 
unwittingly put himself in a place where I could actually win, if I 
could endure enough pain. I knew in my heart that he was wrong. 
He was lying, and I felt the evil and injustice to the core of my soul. 
I was not Satan’s tool. I was a little boy with a broken heart who had 
found his voice and cried out for rescue. So, enough—enough shame, 
enough abuse, enough lies. It had to stop somewhere, sometime. I 
made my decision: It stops now! I’m not letting go! 

Nothing was going to make me cry out or drop that candle. This is 

estled in the temperate mountains of 

Guinea, West Africa, Mamou Alliance Acad-

emy had all the appearances of a haven away 

from home. run by the Christian & Mission-

ary Alliance (c&ma) denomination from the 

1920s to 1971, the school boarded over 200 

children of missionaries working in the surrounding regions. Start-

ing at age 6, the children lived there for nine months of every year. 

Defunct for decades, Mamou is remembered, in the words of one 

alumnus, as “the Auschwitz of missionary kid boarding schools.” 

In the late 1980s, the Colorado Springs–based c&ma began receiv-

ing reports of rampant abuse at Mamou: children slapped and punched, 

raped and fondled, and threatened with undo-

ing their parents’ mission if they told. In 1995, 

a committee of some 30 alumni approached 

the c&ma for an investigation and restitu-

tion. It responded by forming an independent 

commission of inquiry (ici) the following year. 

After hearing 80 testimonies, the ici released a 

report in April 1998 identifying nine offenders—

four retired, three dead, and two no longer 

with the c&ma. It found the denomination 

negligent in monitoring Mamou and training 

teachers. Contributing editor John W. kennedy 

extensively covered the story for Christianity Today in 1995 and 1998.

Since the report, the c&ma has drastically changed its educational 

system. Starting in 2000, parents are not required to send children to board-

ing schools, and today 75 percent of mks live with their parents year-round. 

Those who board remotely are mostly teenagers and attend schools certi-

fied by the Association of Christian Schools International. The c&ma board 

of directors drafted policies and procedures should accusations arise. 

“We’ve tried to really change so that the sins of our past are not repeated,” 

vice president for international ministries robert Fetherlin told ct.

Meanwhile, Mamou’s survivors have arrived at varying degrees of reso-

lution. retreats, including one held by the c&ma in 1999, have provided 

support and forums for truth-telling. A handful of survivors formed the mk 

Safety net, a group that follows the denomina-

tion’s efforts to change its missions culture. All 

God’s Children, a 2008 documentary comprising 

interviews and live footage of Mamou, reveals 

that many survivors are no longer believers, 

though a few are pastors; all have fought psycho-

logical and spiritual angst. But going public about 

the past has helped. “I’ve always carried in my 

head a deep shroud of secrecy that allowed the 

pain . . . to go on,” said Beverly Shellrude Thomp-

son, president of mk Safety net. “[But] the story 

needs to be told. There’s healing in the story.” 

A Badly Broken Boarding School   
The story behind the cover story. By katelyn Beaty

N

p
h

o
T

o
 C

o
u

r
T

E
S

y
 o

F
 W

E
S

S
 S

T
A

F
F

o
r

D

unsafe Home: Mamou Alliance Academy was  
shuttered in 1971 after decades of abuse. The c&ma 

no longer operates overseas boarding schools. 8
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where I would take my stand—this 
was my little Masada.

I shook violently, tears brim-
ming in anticipation of burned 
flesh. He turned his back on me, 
his tirade growing in intensity. But 
I could no longer hear his voice. 
All I could hear was the pulsing 
of blood in my ears. I clenched my 
teeth, tightened every muscle in 
my body, and pinched the candle 
as fiercely as I could. I stared as the 
edges of my fingers turned red. A 
blister popped up. I was transported 
out of my body. I floated above this 
terrified boy, watching as if it were 
happening to someone else. I saw a 
wisp of smoke rise up on either side 
of my fingers. I would not let go. 

Just then, a child in the front row 
couldn’t stand it any longer, and he 
jumped up and slapped the candle 
out of my hand. The children scat-
tered in all directions. The meeting 
was over. But standing there alone on my chair, I had received my 
calling. In an instant, I had gone from victim to victor. From that day 
forward, I would protect children. I would forever speak up for those 
who cannot speak for themselves. 

The school was eventually shuttered, and many years later, the 
abusers were held accountable—not jailed like they would be today 

due to the statute of limitations, but after an official inquiry, when 
they were “censored” by the mission and no longer allowed to work 
with children. The school’s mks limped away from their childhoods, 
many with lifelong scars. Thankfully, for me, my story—a story that 
Satan intended for evil but that God redeemed for good—has a dif-
ferent ending. 

THe ONgOINg eND
My story finally emerged when I wrote a book, Too Small to Ignore: 
Why the Least of These Matters Most, in 2007. My idea was to present 
a manifesto—strategically, statistically, and scripturally sound—about 
the importance of championing children, one that would awaken 
the church. But my publishers challenged me: “Wess, they won’t 
care what you know until they know why you care. Are you going to 
write a book, or are you willing to really fight a battle for children?” 
At that crossroads, I realized that I must allow God to redeem even 
the painful parts of my story. 

My story is what has fueled my passion against injustice, my cru-
sade against abuse, my fight against poverty. It is what drove me to 
Compassion International. For 32 years, I have fought for little ones 

who have no voice and no choice. The passion that gripped me at 
age 10 still rages within me today. 

Poverty and abuse speak the same message into the heart of a 
child: “Give up. Nobody cares about you. There’s nothing special 
about you. Nothing will ever change. You always lose, so give up!” As 
I travel across the world, I see the fingerprints of Satan; he is using 
the same weapons he used on me. In children the world over, I see 
empty, hollow eyes where the flame of a spirit created in the image 
of God is reduced to a smoldering ember. 

My job now is to champion the cause of these children, to help 
them understand the love Jesus Christ has for them. Imagine my joy 
when every day hundreds of children accept Jesus as their Savior, 

at the knee of their pastor or with a Sunday school 
teacher under the mango tree. Imagine my joy that 
we daily vaccinate thousands of children. Imagine 
my joy that I get to challenge the church about the 
importance of children—to explain, for example, 
that budgets that devote 10 percent to children’s 

ministry make little strategic sense considering that 85 percent of 
people who come to Christ do so before the age of 14.

All these years later, I am still never more than 10 seconds away 
from tears. But not all my tears are from sorrow. Just as easily, I 
can be moved to tears of great joy at what I get to do. I see victories 
in children’s lives as evil is defeated, just as it was defeated in my 
own life. 

In finally telling my whole story, I have discovered the other side 
of my life’s tapestry. Where I once saw only knots and tangles, I now 
see a beautiful picture of God’s grace—his deliberate orchestration 
in a life lovingly entrusted to me. Sure enough, he had heard every 
scream, felt every blow, and wiped every tear as, through the pain, 
he crafted me into a tool he could use, redeemed for his glory. 

Wess Stafford is president and ceo of Compassion International, a  

Colorado Springs–based child development organization that sponsors 

children. This article was adapted from a talk Stafford gave at Woodmen 

Valley Chapel in July 2009. 

Go to ChristianBibleStudies.com for “A Candle in the Darkness,” a Bible 

study based on this article.
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For 32 years, I have fought for little ones who 
have no voice and no choice. The passion that 
gripped me at age 10 still rages today.

friend and Advocate: for  
17 years Stafford has been  
president of Compassion, 
which uses a 1-1 sponsorship 
model to provide holistic care 
to over 1 million children.
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Christianity Today remains your indispensable 
companion as you intelligently engage and  
influence our world for Christ. With the addition  
of great new features and a bold, new design, 
Christianity Today is better than ever. Here’s some  
of what you’ll find in the new CT:
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We Thee Wed
Christianity Today’s August cover story, 

“The Case for Early Marriage,” much 

impressed me. My husband and I com-

menced a life of hardship at ages 20 and 

18, respectively. We married because we 

felt we were supposed to, and stayed 

together for the same reason. Family 

and friends believed our marriage was 

doomed. 

Eight years later, I can see that all of 

our troubles were rooted in the curse 

words of marriage: opinions, preferences, 

and rights. If we train our children to lay 

these things down and devote them-

selves to showing their spouses the love 

of Christ, early marriage won’t be so 

controversial. 

A������� M��������

Rome, Ohio

Mark Regnerus does a great job of 

describing what’s going on in Christian 

culture. But his solution—“weddings all 

around, except for the leftover Christian 

women”—doesn’t correspond to the prob-

lem. This is because he fails to address the 

spiritual aspect of unchastity. Marriage 

may make sex okay, but it does not make 

a spiritual posture of disobedience okay. 

That’s why I found his dismissal, “It 

is unreasonable to expect [young Chris-

tians] to refrain from sex,” so discourag-

ing. In fact, our reasonable act of worship 

goes far beyond abstinence. We can’t 

strengthen marriage until we encour-

age each other with the fact that we can 

resist any temptation. But who is telling 

unmarried Christians that it’s not too 

hard to be a virgin indefinitely? By exten-

sion, who is telling them that a lifelong, 

faithful marriage is possible? And who 

is telling them that Christ trumps every 

other need in their lives? Sadly, no one in 

this cover package does. 

S���� W�������� 

�� Contributing Editor

Durham, North Carolina

Regnerus nailed the problem as articu-

lately as anyone I’ve read. But outside 

of comments like, “Generosity . . . and 

godliness live on far longer than do high 

testosterone and estrogen levels,” he 

provided few answers. My proposal: 

Instead of segregating youth ministries 

from adult ministries, why not encourage 

adult/youth discipleship? Train the older 

men to guide the younger into biblical 

manhood (Titus 2:2, 6), and to look for-

ward to their responsibilities as husbands 

and fathers.

D��� K���

E-mail

Regnerus writes, “[W]hen people wait 

until their mid- to late-20s to marry, it is 

unreasonable to expect them to refrain 

from sex. It’s battling our Creator’s 

reproductive designs.” Has fornication 

stopped being a sin? Pop culture has so 

fanned the flames of our national libido 

that sex is now on par with air to breathe 

as being an undeniable human need. I 

reject this utterly, as any Christian should. 

As to “battling our Creator’s reproduc-

tive designs,” I can’t imagine giving this 

counsel to Joseph when he was tempted 

by Potiphar’s wife. God often has impor-

tant purposes for his followers that may 

well run against “reproductive designs.” 

D����� D�����

Minneola, Florida

Easing Praise Tension
I much enjoyed Brad Harper and 

Paul Louis Metzger’s “Here We Are 

to Worship” [August]. The tragedy of 

the worship wars is that neither set of 

tastes precludes the other. The authors 

characterize traditional hymns as retell-

ings of salvation’s story and praise music 

as intending to transport the soul. Yet 

both theological record and personal 

transformation are important aspects 

of worship. The question regarding any 

worship music is not, “What form does 

this represent?” but rather, “Does this 

honor God?”

If the answer is yes, shouldn’t we, 

young or old, accept with humility 

all expressions of God’s saving work, 

whether played on an organ or a guitar? 

P���� B����

Abilene, Texas

If we train our children to lay down the curse 

words of marriage—opinions, preferences, and 

rights—early marriage won’t be so controversial.

Adrienne Michelson

Rome, Ohio
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he game of “What Makes Us Human?”—or what made us human at some point in our long evolutionary history, so the story goes—continues to provide entertainment. Richard Wrang-ham’s Catching Fire: How Cooking Made Us Human, published earlier this year, must have gladdened many a kitchen. But whatever else we are—forked radishes, sing-ing Neanderthals, political animals, and so on—we are also predictioneers, all of us, in a way that distinguishes us from our fellow creatures. (Prediction + engineer = predic-tioneer.) Like chess players, we look ahead, 

weighing alternative possibilities. By antici-pating what might be, we hope—within our modest sphere of influence—to shape what is. Bruce Bueno de Mesquita—let that name roll off your tongue a couple of times—differs from most of us in that he makes his living doing what humans typically do in a less systematic fashion. He invites us into his workshop in The Predictioneer’s Game: Using the Logic of Brazen Self-Interest to See and Shape the Future(Random House) ★★★★★.As the cheesy subtitle 

suggests (we are brazenly self-interested, you see, and we had better get used to it), parts of Bueno de Mesquita’s brilliant mind are still controlled by his high-school self. If you simply can’t endure another juvenile takedown of Mother Teresa, you should probably skip this book. But if you persist, you’ll get your money’s worth and more from these pages. In fact, I predict that if you do read this book, you’ll be thinking about it for weeks afterward, reminded of it every time you read the newspaper or the headlines on the Web.
Like John Nash, the Nobel Prize–winning mathematician whose life was the subject of the book A Beautiful Mind and the film taking off from it, Bueno de Mesquita is a game theorist: he works with models of complex human interactions, models that assume self-interested behavior (“rational choice”) by all parties. But he differs from Nash in that he’s primarily engaged in applying the theory to negotiations or potential negotiations in many settings, ranging from political conflicts to corporate mergers and litigation. (To intro-duce and demystify the strategic thinking at the heart of game theory, he spends the entire first chapter telling us how to get the best pos-sible deal when buying a new car.) Whatever the nature of the problem at hand, Bueno de Mesquita and his associates conduct extensive interviews with expert observers, identifying the parties with a sig-nificant stake in the outcome and clarifying what they say they want, what their prefer-ences are (how they would rank various possible outcomes), and who among the players might be particularly influential in the negotiation process. The infor-mation thus gathered is fed into a mathematical model that he has refined over the years, and based on the results, he will advise his clients (the cia, various other gov-ernment bodies, corporate boards) how to proceed.

Pondering Our Next MoveDo even Christians operate from ‘brazen self-interest’ in 
interacting with others and with God? By John Wilson
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