
By Beth Heiney

I am not the same young thing that set 
foot on an airplane bound for Ghana, 

West Africa, almost 23 years ago. Tim, 
my husband of less than one year, and 
I were excited, full of ideas, and oh, so 
naïve. But the Lord had called us, so off 
we flew. The magnitude of the challenge 
we’d accepted hit us as we crossed the 
mighty Sahara — and crossed — and 
crossed. Every hour on that plane trans-
lated into miles away from everything 
and everyone we knew.

We spent ten years in Ghana 
working with the Konkomba 
people in the north. The first 
years are still, in many ways, 
foggy. This is to be expected, 
I suppose, when a girl from 
Queens and a guy from Detroit 
are plopped into a mud hut with 

a mattress, mosquito net, and tabletop 
stove. We were sick more than we were 
healthy. At times, I wished I could die.

We lived with a family (1 husband, 
3 wives, 13 children and climbing) in 
a small village far from anything. We 
couldn’t even bring our truck in for 
much of the first year; in order to get to 
the village, you had to cross a river with 
no bridge. No one understood me, and 
I didn’t understand them. I thought I’d 
never understand them. Tim learned 

quickly that when they liked something, 
they would laugh. So when we would 
attempt to speak their language — I 
want to learn Konkomba. This is all I can 
say — they would laugh hysterically. I 
just wanted to run from this foreign land 
where the temperature was always over a 
hundred degrees and no one understood. 
To my numbed mind, hell couldn’t have 
been much worse. But Tim and I bond-
ed as a team. We were in this together, 
and it was by God’s grace and mercy that 
we made it through that early time.

After one year, we lost our first child. 
Rachael Elizabeth was born much too 
early after a difficult five-month pregnan-
cy. It was the one time in my life I really 
wrestled with God. I felt my point was 
valid: “I gave up everything to serve You, 
Lord…and You took what I wanted more 
than anything.” His 
response was always: 
“Trust Me.”  

It was the first of many, many lessons on 
trusting God when nothing made sense. 
A year and a half later God gave us Joel.

Life changes any time a child is added, 
but for me it changed dramatically on 
the mission field. The team was now 
three. It was no longer so easy for me to 
travel everywhere with Tim or to keep up 
with language learning, but God showed 
me that I could be a good administrator 
for my husband who really only wanted 
to share the Gospel. Working at home 
with our new baby, I answered mail (no 
e-mail back then!), wrote our monthly 
newsletters, and kept the financial records 
required by the mission. When people 
asked me about my work on the mission 
field, I told them that my job was to do 
everything I could so Tim could do his 
mission work.
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in the  
Mission Field 

God Said: 

“Trust Me”

Motherhood

The Heiney family: (front) Andrea, Tim, Beth;  
(back) Katie, Joel, Jonathan

These are the faces we came to love. These were some of our neighbors in Gbindiri. Behind you 
can get an idea of what the local houses looked like.
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open-air market, everyone there knew 
exactly where the little white children 
were. As we prepared for coming home 
on furlough one year, I was afraid to go 
back where children are taken from their 
homes or off the street. My kids had no 
concept of being afraid of people: to not 
greet someone in our African culture was 
an extreme insult. 

So what were my day-to-day fears? I 
was paranoid about snakes and scorpi-
ons. I had nightmares about one of the 
kids falling into one of the pit toilets we 
had in our house. Sickness was always 
a concern. We almost lost Jonathan to 
malaria when he was four years old. By 
the time we got him to the hospital, his 
fever was almost 106 degrees! But God 
was so good and restored him to us. By 
then Tim and I had learned that the saf-
est place my kids could ever be was in 
the hands of God. Oh, we still worried 
and fretted like all parents, but we had 
determined that if we were to serve in 
Satan’s domain, God would be Captain 
of our team.

This concept held true especially in the 
area of ministry. Konkombas were the 
personification of the Biblical “field white 
unto harvest”…and God’s sickle was more 
than ready. But God is not the only one try-
ing to harvest. I will never forget one village 
that Tim visited early in our time there. 
The chief said that he wanted his whole 
village to hear what Tim had to share. But 
since Tim didn’t know the language, he 
asked the chief to be patient: As soon as 
he learned the language, he would return 
to teach them. Unfortunately, by the time 
Tim finally returned, the villagers were 
Muslim; one of their villagers had studied 
in a nearby town, learned about Islam, 
and returned to teach his people. The vil-
lagers were no longer interested in hearing 
about Christianity! We learned that when 
a village asked for a church, they would 
have one, if for no other reason but to get 
a foot in the door and the name Christian 
attached to that village. That was the way 
it was going. That’s how ripe they were 
— we could not keep up with the rate at 
which the church was growing! 

In 1988 
Jonathan 
came along 
and in 
1991 we 
welcomed 
Kathryn. 
Eventually, as I better learned the lan-
guage, I led a Bible study with the ladies 
of our village — as well as a literacy 
class — and I oversaw a couple of World 
Relief projects. Ghana was becoming 
part of who we were.

I loved being a mom on the mission 
field. For my kids, TV was a privilege. 
We had a small TV, a video player, and a 
couple of movies. Our power source was 
one small car battery that was charged by 
a few solar panels. We had to be careful 
to not use too much power, especially in 
the dusty harmattan season when the sun 
was clouded by the sand blowing in off 
the Sahara Desert. So once a week the 
kids watched a movie. Later the boys were 
given a Nintendo system, and we tried 
to occasionally squeeze in a half hour for 
that during the day. Otherwise life for 
them was toys and any game they could 

make up. Tim would play soccer 
with the kids in the evening as 
the sun was going down. Often 
someone would be burning a 
field in the evening. As the hori-
zon glowed, the kids would fan-

tasize about visiting “Dragon Mountain.” 
My children are all cooks. I remem-

ber my first cooking experience in Gha-
na: Tim found me sitting on the bed, 
crying. I had no idea how to make any-
thing. My pots and pans had not been 
packed in our goods, and my cook-
books were still en route in the M-bag 
we had shipped before we left. Because 
of my early frustrations, I determined 
that my kids would be comfortable in 
the kitchen. As soon as they could sit 
up alone, they were on the counter with 
me, measuring, stirring, making messes, 
and having fun. Everything was made 
from scratch. We had no fast foods, so 
our breakfasts were always pancakes, 
muffins, corn bread, or eggs. As they 
got older, the kids took charge of meals 
and did a great job.

Of course, life as a mom was not 
always easy, but my fears as a mom in 
Africa were much different than my 
counterparts back home. I was never 
afraid that someone would try to take 
my children or hurt them in any way. 
In fact, if I ever lost them in the local 

We’ve come to enjoy the local 
food in West Africa. Many 
West Africans do not consider 
that they have eaten unless they 
have eaten rice. A sauce, usually 
spicy, is put over the top. When 
we are in Africa we crave Pizza 
Hut and Taco Bell. When in the 
U.S. we crave rice and sauce!

Katie, Joel, Andrea, and Beth Heiney John 14:1
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In October 1993, we returned to the 
United States for the birth of our young-
est child, Andrea. Little did I know that 
my feet would not touch Ghana soil 
again. War broke out in our area, and it 
was not safe for us to return. We were 
shattered. But God had raised up some 
good people in that area. When we left, 
work was going on in more than 150 vil-
lages. Some of the young boys we taught 
when we first arrived are now at the 
seminary. The Word continues to spread 
rapidly among the Konkombas, showing 
us again that it is not our ministry. We 
are only tools. 

And God had another work for us 
— this time in a different area of West 
Africa. While we were familiar with the 
culture, we needed to learn French, the 
national language. After spending a year 
in Montreal, Quebec, learning French, 
we received a call to begin a new work in 
Guinea, West Africa, in 1995. Because 

of the time we had spent back in North 
America, coming back to West Africa 
— to a new place — was in some ways 
like starting over. But things like that only 
tended to make our family team stronger 
as we faced challenges together. 

Ministry in Guinea was completely dif-
ferent than in Ghana. Here we had leaders 
who were more educated and could read 
and write. The church in Guinea had been 
started by refugees from Liberia and Sierra 
Leone, so Tim concentrated more on 
organizing existing leaders and churches. 
But my work was much the same: I home 
schooled the kids and continued to keep 
the financial records and help the newly 
developing church learn to do the same.

Because the children had been so 
isolated all their lives from their home 
culture, we felt it would benefit them 
to spend some time in the United 
States. We did a four-year term on the 
field and then took the 1999-2000 

school year at home. This was a dif-
ficult time in many ways for all of us 
too. It was Katie’s first year in school, 
and the boys’ experience was minimal. 
They had to learn quickly about the 
American culture and how children 
here behave and respond. Though it 
was hard, we felt it was necessary to 
prepare them for the time when they 
would eventually relocate to their pass-
port country — a time when maybe we 
wouldn’t be with them to help. 

We spent three years (from 2002-
2005) back in the United States to 
work out some family and personal 
issues, returning to Guinea in Decem-
ber 2005. During the past year we have 
had three of our children leave home: 
Joel is in college in Michigan, Jonathan 
is finishing high school in Kansas, and 
Katie just recently started at boarding 
school in Dakar, Senegal. For years I’ve 
watched missionary moms have to leave 

their children, and I dreaded the separa-
tion. Circumstances forced it to happen 
a lot faster than we were anticipating, 
but God has been faithful all these years. 

I often remember my wrestling match 
with Him so many years ago. But now, 
instead of wrestling them away from 
Him, I am able to hand them over 
knowing that that is still the safest place 
they can be. Oh, yes, I still fret and 
worry like any parent, but I know that 
God understands that. 

People often ask why we would keep 
coming back to the mission field after 
all the hardship. Some are even criti-
cal, as if we are putting our children 
in danger. But we believe that we have 
been in God’s hands all along. Here we 
have learned the heart of God. Here we 
have come to better understand who He 
is. Here — and wherever He calls us to 
serve — we live daily with His promise: 
“Trust Me.”

[Above] Tim teaching a Konkomba during one of our church services. 
Beginning churches will often meet on the steps of a building (as this one), 
under a tree, or at someone’s home until they are able to build their own 
structure. In Ghana it was essential to speak the language as very few 
Konkombas spoke English.

[Left] Our main church in Gueckedou, Guinea. At one time it was almost 
totally made up of refugees from Liberia and Sierra Leone. Today the 
congregation is mostly local Guineans. The group on the left is the choir.
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