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Cameroon, Africa.  I had to look at the atlas to find out where it was.  World governments and borders have
changed since I was in school!  (In case you haven’ t looked recently, Cameroon is on the inner corner of
the west coast of Africa, bordering on the Atlantic ocean.)

Mr. Sam Jato, a Cameroon national, had earned his Mdiv degree at Bethel Seminary in Minnesota and
spent one year in an internship at our church, Christ Memorial Church in Willi ston, Vermont.  During that
time, Christ Memorial bought property in Bamenda, Sam’s hometown.  We further funded site preparation
and foundation work, after which 56 of us traveled to Cameroon to help continue the work.   When we
arrived, the first floor slab hadn’ t been poured yet…when we left, it was poured and the columns, spans,
and three roof trusses were up.  Since that time the building has been substantially finished (there’s always
littl e things left to be done, just like our homes in the USA.)

Burlington, Vermont to Douala, Cameroon, through Paris was a long day.  We arrived in Cameroon during
the evening, but with the six-hour time advance, our body clocks knew it was after midnight.  When one
steps out of the aircraft door at the Douala International Airport and runs face first into the brick wall of
heat and smell , one knows he isn’ t in Kansas anymore.  The night we arrived was dark, humid, odorous,
and like nothing I had ever experienced before.  After rendering the common mosquito extinct with clouds
of Deet bug repellent just inside the arrival gate and after waiting in the passport line to officially enter
Cameroon, we finally proceeded into the noisy congestion of people at the Cameroon airport baggage area.
There were relatively few lights in the terminal because there isn’ t adequate power in Cameroon.  Our large
group was quite a spectacle for some of the people of Douala who apparently show up for the entertainment
provided by the one incoming Air France flight each day.  Many of the people hanging around wanted to
obligate us to tip them by simply touching our luggage.  We had to tightly hold on to our 112 checked bags
as well as our carry-on bags.  Our Cameroon friends who met us at the airport took care of the customs
arrangements.  Customs could have looked at every one of our 112 bags and crates, and charged us
hundreds of dollars for the numerous power tools and supplies, but chose not to look at anything.  Finally,
despite the morass of people who were around us like vultures, we climbed onto the bus.  Not too diff icult,
all told.  Did it have something to do with the fact that people were praying for us at that hour back home?

Baggage area in Douala airpor t, a distinct f irst memory.

The bus traveled only an hour to the Cameroon Baptist Convention pharmaceutical headquarters where we
stayed for the night.  It was a welcome bed…we slept pretty soundly.  The next day the eight-hour trip from
Douala north to Bamenda was long in hours and tedium due to the never-ending milit ary checkpoints, tolls,
speed bumps, traffic, and other impediments along the highway.  At least it was paved.  The milit ary,
replete with machine guns, side arms, and tire puncturing devices at the checkpoints always appeared crisp
and commanded the respect of drivers, but their “official” approval to proceed often seemed lit tle more
than a whimsical “get out of here.”  What kind of military is that?  A milit ary that exists in a land rampant
with corruption, shaking down anyone they could.

Emanuel, a Cameroon national whose personal ministry involves assisting groups from the USA who are
involved in Cameroon church construction projects, provided capable leadership during our trips between
Douala and Bamenda and back.  He guided us smoothly through the morass of checkpoints, food stores,
bathrooms, restaurant, and airport porters.  Although he never had to flash it, he carried a letter from the
Cameroon government that stated that the military was to allow him clear passage.  It was definitely good
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to be on this man's side!  Does that remind of Jesus Christ, the one who successfully gets us through the
checkpoint of our sin's penalty, the only one who has favor with God whose side we want to be on?

From town to town in Cameroon, I'm unsure how much of what I saw was classified as poverty, but almost
everything outside the largest cities was endless squalor.  It was obvious that Cameroon had seen better
days.  Nobody seemed to take ownership of cleaning it up; everybody blames France for exploitation.  Of
course, what good does cleaning it up do?  Cameroon sinners are still sinners.

Typical business, usually a limited selection, with junk lying around.

Cameroon smelled of burning brush, junk, sweat, dirt, and damp concrete.  I guess I didn't notice the odor
after a few days except for a brief reminder each morning as I climbed into my increasingly dirty blue
jeans.  Despite our best efforts to clean the dirt and smell off our clothes and skin, we could never quite
escape Cameroon dirt until we finally left Cameroon.  Upon boarding the departing aircraft, as soon as the
door was closed I noticed the Air France stewardess walking up the aisle spraying two cans of air freshener.

First day of work.  Goal…gett ing the first f loor prepared to pour a concrete slab.

Our work in Cameroon involved long hours and hot sun.  Our 56 people ranged in age from 16 to 65.
Work days were usually  ten hours for the men and six hours for the women.  Although fewer hours for the
women, their work involved quite a bit of heavy li fting and moving concrete blocks, among other things.
Many of the group probably never worked harder or longer in their lives.  While their muscles might have
complained, their voices did not, to their credit.  What a great group to be with!

The first day of work was given to quickly fitting in with the Cameroon workers, figuring out what they
were trying to do and how they did it.   The ªhowº invariably involved doing it by manual labor.  The most
mechanized thing they had were wheelbarrows.  Until we got there, that is.  We brought with us circular
saws, drill s, generators, grinders, chain saws, and more.  We found them behind in schedule, and because
our goal was to see the roof trusses fabricated and installed by the time we left, we pushed fairly hard to get
the slab done so we could proceed with the roof.
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I didn't know what to expect in the way of cooperation when we descended on the job site.  In retrospect,
we had great cooperation from the Cameroon workman.  They wanted us to lead and they wanted to help.
They didn't want to stand around and watch.  In most cases they didn't know how to use power tools, or
even what they were useful for.  Some wanted to learn.  I think a fair synopsis of their attitude was, ªwe
need help here in Cameroon¼please help us.º  We didn't offend them by converging on the job site and
starting to work and direct the work.

Preparing  to pour a slab one story up was an interesting process.  Rows of concrete blocks were placed on
wood slats, steel reinforcing bar was inserted in the rows and interconnected, and wiring conduit (plastic
hose) was routed where necessary.  The concrete blocks, shaped exactly for this role, were cast by hand in
molds on site for weeks prior to our arrival.  The concrete was mixed on the ground.  Who knows what mix
was used.  Undoubtedly it was not very precise and varied from batch to batch!

M idweek, gett ing ready to mix concrete.

Concrete was mixed the same way when it came time to pour the slab.  Thirty yards of concrete was mixed
on the ground in a sort of continuous flow process.  We encouraged them to use more Portland cement in
the mix of sand and crushed stone than they normally do.  The entire slab had to be poured in one day
without stopping.  We went from 8am to 10pm that day.

30 yards of concrete is measured and mixed on the ground, in a continuous flow process, delivered
wheelbarr ow by wheelbarr ow!

It was a major milestone to see the slab the next morning.  We immediately started the process to get the
roof columns and spans in place.  Normally concrete is allowed to harden for 19 days¼we had to devise
support methods to allow the setting concrete to have supplemental support while we proceeded to build on
top of it immediately.
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The morning after the slab was poured.

All the buildings in Cameroon are built the same way¼out of concrete because wood is not plentiful.  Even
four and five story buildings are built painstakingly, floor by floor, mixing concrete by hand and carrying it
in my wheelbarrow and bucket.  Amazingly enough, forms were made of poplar and trusses were made of
mahogany because those are the materials that are available.

Jon, cutt ing blocks for column forms, on the hottest day we experienced.

My work consisted of diagnostics and troubleshooting, problem solving, and sanity checking.  In addition I
did all tool repair to keep power tools and chain saws running.  I did all the electrical work to install and
keep lighting and generators running.  During slack times I did whatever needed doing¼helping building
pews, haul materials, help with steel work, set up jigs for assembly line production, etc.

I heard some of our folks saying that the food in Cameroon was ªsimply delectable.º Each morning I
walked to the dining hall for breakfast with dreams of Dunkin Donuts coffee, but each morning it was
apparent that the breakfast recipe book still only contained one page.  I'm not sure if food in Cameroon
proved that much different or better than American food, but it did hit the spot after long and hard work on
trusses, columns, rebar, blocks, and concrete.  I'll admit that I was more interested in consuming than
savoring when it came to food.  We were hungry!
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Becky, at center, dur ing lunch.

Our women (16 – 55 years old) generally hauled concrete blocks, tied steel rebar cages for columns and
spans, and did wood work on pews and trusses.  Hard and hot work.  You can see in various photos that
they dressed in baggy, nondescript pants and tie-died tee shirts.  This was purposely done to minimize the
distraction factor at the job site.

The women did find time to spend with the kids that invariably showed up after school.  Despite the
endless dirt, people were always cleanly dressed, and the school children wore clean uniforms¼blue for
private schools and green for public schools (if my memory is correct.)  The kids always were very
interested to talk with Americans and see photos of America.  Some of our women brought photos and
postcards to show.  They got a lot of attention.

Becky, carr ying a li tt le gir l named Becky.

The Cameroon project brought home the reali ty of Pastor Sam Jato and the Cameroon he calls home.  I
finally understood how important it was to the church leaders in Cameroon that Sam had actually
returned¼many who leave to study in the USA never return.  The many unknowns in the ministry in
Cameroon underscore the necessity of continued prayer for Sam, his wife Victorine, assistant pastor Eric
and his wife, Gladness, and Redeemer Baptist Church, that nothing would sidetrack the preaching of the
gospel or the necessary closeness of their relationships as leaders.
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Columns going up in the background, ready for r oof trusses, on one of the clearer days in Bamenda.
Becky is on the left , with three fr iends.

Bamenda is thousands of feet above sea level.  It took awhile to get used to the alti tude.  The 20 foot rise
from the lower to upper sections of the property didn't help.  It was usually hazy due to heat, dust blowing
down from the Sahara, fires, and pollution.

Jon, doing electr ical work, among other things

Becky worked on steel rebar columns, hauling concrete blocks, and hauling wood.  This missions trip was
not the usual where some time was spent in work and the remainder doing evangelism, etc.  Instead, it was
a huge push to get the church building done so the ministry of the gospel could proceed as soon as possible.

Is the gospel being preach elsewhere in Bamenda and in Cameroon?   Yes, it is, but it is often watered
down in a mixture of Biblical gospel and ancestor worship¼a dangerous combination that greatly concerns
us!  Hence, our insistence in finishing the building and getting on with the work of preaching a Christ-
centered gospel¼the only true gospel!
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First truss goes up, by hand, with Cameroon flag on top.  Truss is 54 feet wide, and very heavy!

What did I go to Cameroon for?  To serve.  What did I bring home?  Aside from these memories, I suspect
that it will be some time before I can point back to how God specifically used this trip in my li fe.  One
thing I'm sure of, however:  it wil l be more ways than I could imagine.  Meanwhile, I sure do appreciate
what I have, I appreciate the sacrifices in Cameroon that I saw first hand, and I know how to pray and what
I'm praying for in Cameroon.  Lord, keep my humble¼make me a servant.

Day before leaving Cameroon:  slab poured, all trusses fabr icated, three trusses installed with
installation methodology established and proven, 30 pews buil t, steel rebar fabr ication done.

Just to ill ustrate how corrupt Cameroon is, the city planning commission later fined the church for
ªfinishing the building too quickly.º  Can you believe it?  I suspect they knew it was American money
behind it.  In true Cameroon fashion, the fine was halved through negotiation.

Most importantly, Redeemer Baptist Church in Bamenda, Cameroon had 846 people at its first service at
the end of April .  Many attended from other churches to show support, but recent counts reveal an average
of 300 people worshiping God each Sunday at Redeemer Baptist in Bamenda, Cameroon, after four
months!  The building was designed to hold approximately 900.  (I wish we could grow that fast in
Vermont!)

With thanks,
Jon and Becky


