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In November 2013, they moved to their new home 

in South Sudan. Now, they are learning to live a life 

more difficult than they’ve ever experienced. They 

see it as a risk worth taking if it means following God 

in obedience to reach the Dinka Rek people group, 

who number nearly 3 million.

“We need to be ready for hardship, ready for dif-

ficulty, ready to be used as a sacrifice for Christ as 

we try to make His name famous,” Robert explains.

The Lanes, along with their teammates, Selvin and 

Laurel Jeremiadoss, attend language classes five 

days a week and immerse themselves in the cul-

ture every day—building relationships with tutors, 

neighbors and local church leaders.

The Lanes admit life is not easy in South Sudan 

because of the hot climate, political conflict, water 

scarcity and high food prices. Raising two young 

sons, Shepherd and Roscoe, in such an environ-

ment requires a lot of prayer and a strong marriage, 

Robert says.

“It’s a challenge to live and work in a country where 

even the local people find it, at times, too difficult 

and move away,” he says.

A monumental challenge they face is trying to teach 

a warlike people group to love. The Dinka take 

pride in their cattle, raiding other groups to expand 

their herds and defending their own by force.

 

Southern Baptists are responding to the South Suda-

nese with the only hope they can count on: Jesus.

Worth the risk

When the Lanes visited South Sudan in 2010, their 

hearts became burdened for the unreached peo-

ples of the nation. South Sudan, which became 

independent of Sudan in 2011, has more than 

400,000 people unreached by the gospel.

The Lanes’ journey began with two years of prepa-

ration in neighboring Uganda. Gunshot echoes 

and cattle raids were common, but the couple also 

learned about other realities, such as cooking from 

scratch with local ingredients and learning which 

gospel-sharing methods work best with cattle-cul-

ture people groups.

By Stephanie Lane and Marie Curtis

M oving to South Sudan, a war ground of turmoil and strife in 

northeast Africa, has been a major risk for IMB missionar-

ies Robert and Maridith Lane. They telephone their team-

mates in Uganda daily to assure them that they are alive.

In this young African country, people face constant threats of violence 

and find little hope for prosperity or peace. Halfway around the world 

in the U.S., South Sudanese refugees face not only the struggle to sur-

vive in a different country, but also heartbreak for their homeland, 

which remains a battleground.

How might God be leading you to join in His mission to take the gospel to the nations—those next door and 

around the world? Visit IMB.org/Lanes to learn more about praying for, giving toward or joining God’s mission 

in South Sudan. View a video of the missions efforts of the Lane family and their team.

Robert Lane shares a community 

meal and Lord’s Supper with the 

Echelon Team. For two hours, the 

team focuses conversation on 

Jesus and what is on each person’s 

heart. This is what church looks like 

for the team. 
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Globalization brings the gospel to the nations — 
those living next door and around the world
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However, the Lanes have no doubt South Sudan is 

where God has called them. Getting into the coun-

try is usually difficult, Robert says, but they were 

able to gain access, set up a house and build rela-

tionships with local people relatively quickly.

“It’s not been easy by any stretch of the imagina-

tion, but in a lot of ways we’ve been able to do 

something that should really be impossible, and I 

see that as a big confirmation of God’s will to have 

us in South Sudan,” Robert explains.

“It’s taken a strong dependence on Jesus Christ 

and understanding the truth and reality of the mes-

sage. The only reason we do what we do is because 

there’s such a great, wonderful, beautiful, eternal 

reward, not simply for us but for the glory of God.”

Not a ‘lost boy’ anymore
When I met James Aguto at a local Omaha 

pancake house, I knew he had been one of 

Sudan’s “lost boys”—a common term used for the thou-

sands of Sudanese boys forced out of their country by 

the civil war from 1983-2005. Many were orphaned 

when their villages were burned and their families 

were killed while they tended cattle in the mountains.

I offered to buy James a meal while we talked, but he 

said he didn’t really eat before evening. In Africa he 

had gone days, even weeks, without food.

“How old are you now?” I ask.

“Here’s what it is. I don’t know how old I am,” he an-

swers me. 

Few in the villages of South Sudan know their exact 

ages because they do not have formal birth certifi-

cates. When James and his friends were processed as 

refugees, they were given the birthdate Jan. 1, 1981. 

He suspects he was born around 1975 and was proba-

bly 10 when he was taken from his family and forced 

to walk to Ethiopia with hundreds of other boys.

James understands that the term “lost boys of Sudan” 

is common, but that doesn’t mean he likes it.

“I don’t like the name because it’s not meaningful,” 

James says. “That’s what I can say because we were 

not lost.” He prefers simply “refugee,” and that’s cer-

tainly descriptive of how he’s lived his life.

James became a Christian through a church at a 

refugee camp in Ethiopia, and his spiritual growth  

has continued.

“If you believe in God, it can lead you to a better life,” 

James says. “You can suffer, but you know that one 

day you will not suffer. God can turn it around for 

good. That’s what I’ve been believing.”

In 2001, he was given the opportunity to come to the 

U.S. with four others as part of the lost boys resettle-

ment program. Their group was sponsored by First 

Baptist Church, Bellevue, Neb., who provided apart-

ments and helped them establish life in the U.S. 

Though life was initially difficult, James has done 

well. He’s kept the first job he found in the United 

States on the cleaning crew of a local hospital, and he 

graduated with top honors from a local community 

college where he earned his associates degree. He 

even managed to save enough money for a South 

Sudanese bride.

“How much is a bride price?”

“Thirty-one,” he responds. 

“Thirty-one … dollars?” I ask.

“Cows,” says James.

James is a success story. Life still isn’t easy for him, 

but he has his faith, family and Christian friends who 

continue to provide encouragement. 

I could say many things about James that I learned in 

just a short time. He’s hardworking, dedicated, smart, 

faithful. But one thing is certain—he isn’t lost.

–Marie Curtis

As the Lanes work to make a home in South Sudan, thousands of South 

Sudanese refugees try to make a home in the United States. Nearly 

10,000 of these refugees have settled in Omaha, Neb.

The Arabic Community Church of 

Omaha, Neb., meets in the Omaha 

Baptist Center. 
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James and Sarah Gwek are one of those South 

Sudanese families. The couple was in Lebanon, 

where James was studying at the Arab Baptist 

Theological Seminary, when their country was dev-

astated by war. They could not return and had to 

accept refugee status and come to the U.S.

James says he looks for the hand of God in their cir-

cumstances, though the adjustment to Omaha and 

U.S. culture has been difficult.

“We need to see that God has opened doors,” he 

reminds his family and other South Sudanese. “The 

God who brought us here will take care of us.”

When Elliott and leaders at LifeSpring got to know 

James and witness his call to the ministry, they 

asked him to pray about planting a church among 

the South Sudanese in Omaha.

Under the guidance of caring Christians, and with 

support from the North American Mission Board 

and the Kansas-Nebraska Convention of Southern 

Baptists, the Sudanese Evangelical Church was 

founded. Though James works long hours at a local 

retail store to support his family, his primary pas-

sion is to lead his people to hope in Christ and urge 

them not to abandon their faith.

They’ve come from places of starvation, survival in 

the bush, torture and refugee camps. They now face 

family strife, financial burdens and cultural clashes. 

Though their suffering is never far from their minds, 

James says he trusts the hand of God. He wants 

others to do the same.

“Are we really faithful?” James asks his congrega-

tion during Sunday worship. “It’s a question I have 

to ask myself every day.”

After pointing out the many blessings in their lives, 

he encourages them, “Be a faithful servant, so Jesus 

will welcome you home.”

The Lanes decided to give their lives to do what-

ever it takes to share the gospel with those who 

have never heard, and believers in Omaha work to 

welcome refugees from South Sudan. Globalization 

is creating new bridges for the gospel, all around 

the world.    

Stephanie Lane served as a semester missionary with 

IMB. Marie Curtis is a writer and editor with IMB.

As the team forms ministry plans, they recognize 

the best method is to bring in trainers from Uganda 

who can adequately equip believers in church lead-

ership. Trainers will not only help the local believ-

ers build their confidence as leaders, but it will also 

strengthen their faith and their understanding of 

church. The hope is that these leaders will one day 

plant churches among their own people.

The Lanes are grateful for the strong support 

they have through their team in South Sudan and 

Uganda, along with the prayer and financial support 

of partnering churches back home. 

Outreach in Omaha

As the Lanes work to make a home in South Sudan, 

thousands of South Sudanese refugees try to make 

a home in the United States. Nearly 10,000 of these 

refugees have settled in Omaha, Neb.

Mark Elliott, director of missions of the Eastern 

Nebraska Baptist Association, says several churches 

responded to the need to reach out to the refugees. 

Bellevue First Baptist Church sponsored five “lost 

boys” in 2001. In 2003, LifeSpring Church began 

sponsoring families who were relocating to Omaha.

Sponsorship included setting up the refugees’ 

apartments, providing for their initial expenses, 

teaching them English and helping them find work.

“We pulled alongside them and walked with them 

through daily life,” says Carl Fletcher, an active mem-

ber of LifeSpring and participant in this ministry.

 It’s a challenge to live and work in a 

country where even the local people find it,  

at times, too difficult and move away.”  

Echelon team member Maridith 

Lane (right) holds a Karamajong 

woman’s baby as the woman holds 

Maridith’s son, Shepherd. 
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By K. Faith Morgan

“I started running track at the age of 6, I was com-

peting nationally at 8 and internationally at 15,” 

Olear says. She discovered her affinity for running 

not long after her family relocated from Nigeria to 

Los Angeles. “It was one of those God-given talents 

I didn’t deserve, and, looking back, I pretty much 

took for granted.

“My senior year of high school was the peak,” says 

Olear. Her high school seasons were marked by 

success after success, culminating when her U.S. 

National relay team broke the junior world record 

for the sprint relay and went on to win gold at the 

world Junior International Association of Athletics 

Federations Championship in Beijing. “They say 

pride goes before a fall, right? That was my pride.”

Shifting focus

Thanks to her strong natural gifting and impres-

sive stats, Olear was offered a track scholarship 

to the University of Southern California. But after 

a triumphant high school career, she began to hit 

roadblocks. 

“My fall was the injuries,” she says of her college 

In many ways, Liz Olear’s life stretched out in front of her like a track. 
She could see the defined lanes, the turns and the terrain all predict-
ably leading her to athletic stardom on an international level.

The race 
marked out
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A different kind of team

A couple years following graduation, Olear moved 

to Atlanta to join the Nigerian training camp in 

preparation for the 2012 Olympics. After three 

months of focused conditioning, she flew to Nige-

ria for the team trials. Another injury prevented her 

from qualifying for the Olympic team. Undeterred, 

she continued her training in Atlanta—moving to 

the metro area with no place to live, no job and few 

friends. She began attending Blueprint Church. 

“They’re just so intentional about living in commu-

nity with one another, and they took me in,” she 

says—both spiritually and literally. Church planter 

Dhati Lewis and his wife, Angie, invited her to live 

with them and their six children while she trained 

and looked for a job. “They weren’t just inviting me 

to stay in a room in their house; they were inviting 

me to be part of their family,” she says. So from fam-

ily nights to the food in the refrigerator, Olear shared 

their home and their daily lives in profound and per-

sonal ways. “I know I came here for track, but God 

connected me to people like never before.”

It was through her time with Blueprint and the Lew-

ises that Olear was first introduced to the North 

American Mission Board’s short-term mission strat-

egy for young adults, GenSend. One of the church’s 

pastors was the GenSend city coach for Atlanta. He 

journey. “My freshman year through my senior 

year—and ultimately even after that—I suffered 

eight injuries in seven years. It was constant.” That’s 

when the sport that had once been her idol took an 

unexpected turn toward Christ. 

Although Olear grew up in a devout Catholic family, 

her connection with God was minimal. “We went to 

church every Sunday, Bible study every Monday and 

youth group every Thursday. I could tell the stories 

and quote Scripture, but I didn’t necessarily know or 

trust any of it,” she says. “I didn’t have a relationship 

with Jesus. He was my good luck charm.” 

At the invitation of a friend, Olear attended an Ath-

letes in Action (AIA) meeting as a freshman. Through 

that ministry, she heard the gospel with fresh ears. 

“I had heard it, and I had recited it before, but this 

was eye-opening,” Olear explains. “That was a turn-

ing point for me.” She was later baptized on Man-

hattan Beach by one of her AIA friends.

Pride to platform

“God really used it,” Olear says of her athletic set-

backs. Sidelined by repeated injuries, she found 

herself without her usual excuse to stay away from 

church retreats and Bible studies. “Before, I would 

say, ‘I can’t because I have track practice,’ or ‘I have 

a track meet.’ He used injuries to draw me near to 

Him and forced me to depend on Him—not my 

sport.” And as she grew in her relationship with 

Christ, Olear began to recognize ways she could 

use her status in the track world to reach other stu-

dents and athletes. 

“I think what really happened, ultimately, was that 

instead of track being a god, God showed me that 

track was a gift from Him, and it was supposed to 

be a platform to glorify Him. In everything I did, 

whether it was running a race to show people that 

this is what God gave me, or not running a race 

because I was hurt and putting a smile on my face, 

so when people asked me why, I could say it was 

because of Him. 

“I want to help impact college athletes. I know that 

a lot of them find their identity in their sports. You 

get told that every day—you are what you do,” says 

Olear of her continued volunteer service with AIA. 

“A lot of them are just looking for who they are. 

That’s such a huge platform to share the gospel.”

 I could tell the stories and quote Scrip-

ture, but I didn’t necessarily know or trust 

any of it. I didn’t have a relationship with 

Jesus. He was my good luck charm.”  

Liz Olear worships with her church 

family at Blueprint Church in the 

urban heart of Atlanta, Ga.
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cally identify, invest, invite and increase. For me, it 

just changed how I view relationships with people.”

Running through  
the wilderness

Right after she completed her GenSend experi-

ence, God opened the door for Olear to once 

again immerse herself in the sports arena. She was 

offered her dream job in San Diego coaching ath-

letes of every discipline—from figure skaters to NFL 

prospects—helping them become faster. While she 

loved her work, the sparkle quickly faded from the 

life her career offered. 

“The problem with sports in general is your work 

hours are going to look very different from every-

body else’s.” Olear explains. With her reverse 

schedule of free mornings and nights and week-

ends spent coaching, she was starved of commu-

nity and ministry opportunities. “I don’t think that 

time was wasted, and God absolutely allowed me 

to have long hours with Him because nobody else 

would be around,” she says. “I was completely free 

in the morning, and I had the best quiet times. I 

would go for a run and then go sit on the porch and 

just read and write and spend time with Him. The 

problem was that I could never get into community, 

and after the connection I had with Blueprint and 

with the ministry of GenSend as the exclamation 

point at the end of that experience, it wasn’t some-

thing I could shake or ignore.”

After only five months, Olear gave up her prom-

ising career to return to the city she had grown 

to call home. She resigned from a prestigious 

position to accept a job as an assistant with the 

GenSend leadership team. It’s an occupation that 

allows her to live a purposeful, connected life on 

mission helping her peers identify and define the 

mission God has given them. 

asked Olear for her help picking up some of the 

participants at the airport when they first arrived for 

their assignment. 

“I remember asking, ‘What are you guys doing? Why 

are you here?’ And after hearing their responses I 

thought,  ‘I want to do that.’” Olear’s introduction 

to GenSend correlated with the final chapter of her 

professional running career. 

“In the summer of 2013, I got hurt again. It was my 

final injury,” she says. “I talked to my coach (who is 

a believer), and I had complete peace about being 

done.” Freed from her training responsibilities, Olear 

joined the next session of GenSend in Atlanta.

During her 10 weeks of service, Olear and her team 

learned what it meant to live a life on mission in a 

practical way. It was a mission that included every-

thing from intentional conversations with strangers 

on the bus to organizing a free community skate 

night at a local rink in an effort to foster relation-

ships that would build a bridge to the gospel and 

gospel community. 

“One thing that GenSend did for me was it kind of 

put a seal on top of what Blueprint had been try-

ing to impress on my life for the past two years,” 

she says. “It’s one thing to be intentional about who 

you’re spending time with and the type of conversa-

tions you’re having, and it’s another thing to specifi-

Defining a mission:
GenSend

“The GenSend city coach made us each come up with a 

vision statement for our life,” explains Liz Olear. “Mine 

basically stated that I exist for three reasons.”

1. “I exist to cultivate relationships.” 

2. “I exist to help visions come to life.” 

3. “I exist to live a life on mission.” 

GenSend is a church planting development experience—not 

just an internship. The goal of GenSend is to help individuals 

understand the city from a missionary perspective in hopes of 

one day planting more churches within that city. It’s a process 

that allows participants to grow in their understanding of who 

God has made them to be and how He wants them to love and 

serve His people during 6-10 weeks in an urban context. Explore 

more at sendnetwork.com/GenSend.

Olear’s experience as a young im-

migrant taught her how to connect 

with a broad range of people. “I 

can always find something in some-

body to relate to,” Olear says. “It 

may not be our skin color. It may 

not even be our language, but 

there is always some connection.”



46 47

“I’ve always felt like the Lord has called me to sacri-

fice something, and, this time, it was sports. I was will-

ing to put my career to the side because I just value 

ministry and community so much more,” she says.

Surveying the course

“One of the books we read in GenSend was called 

To Be Told,” says Olear. “It explains how God is 

writing a story of your life, and in order to know 

how the book is going to end, you should go back 

and read the first chapters.” It’s a concept that still 

defines her daily journey to identify God’s purpose 

and plan for her life. “God has written 26 years of 

my story. I can look back and see where He’s taken 

me, why He’s created me and what He’s shown me 

so far. Those experiences aren’t in vain. He’s allowed 

me to go through all of that for something. It helps 

me discern what He wants me to do now and in the 

future,” she explains.

“We’re all called to do ministry. It’s about finding 

your platform,” Olear says. “Track was my plat-

form at one point; He made me in a specific way, 

so I could do ministry in that context. Right now, 

my platform is NAMB, but I’m still called to do the 

same things. I’m still called to connect people; I’m 

still called to make visions happen; I’m still called 

to disciple and be discipled. It’s all part of the story 

God is writing.”  

K. Faith Morgan is a contributing editor for On Mission.

Watch Liz Olear share more of her story at namb.net/LizOlear.

GenSend is a student mission experience in an urban setting. Learn more at namb.net/Mobilize-Me or visit 

sendnetwork.com/GenSend.

Interested in finding the best way to use your life on mission? Start by identifying your natural strengths and 

talents using one of these free assessment tools: discpersonalitytesting.com or 16personalities.com. Then visit 

namb.net/Mobilize-Me to learn more about ministry opportunities in North America.

During her 10 weeks of GenSend service, Olear learned what it meant 

to live a life on mission in a practical way—from intentional conversa-

tions with strangers on the bus to organizing a free community skate 

night at a local rink in an effort to foster relationships that would build 

a bridge to the gospel and gospel community.
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By Joe Conway

Y
ou need go no further than the 

founding document of the South-

ern Baptist Convention (SBC) to 

find the expectation that giving 

to missions was at the heart of the 

fledgling confederation of churches.

Article II from the May 1845 proceedings outlines 

the desire of the founding delegates: “It shall be 

the design of this Convention to promote For-

eign and Domestic Missions, and other important 

objects connected with the Redeemer’s kingdom, 

and to combine for this purpose, such portions 

of the Baptist denomination in the United States, 

as may desire a general organization for Christian 

benevolence, which shall fully respect the indepen-

dence and equal rights of the Churches.”

During their inaugural gathering, those same del-

egates collected two missions offerings—one for 

foreign, and the other for domestic, missions. Fast 

forward 170 years, and you find missions generos-

ity still on the minds of Southern Baptists looking 

to fulfill the Great Commission. From talent to time 

to treasure, giving generously remains a hallmark of 

Southern Baptist cooperation.

But leaders of the two entities most responsible 

for coordinating SBC missions efforts, IMB and 

the North American Mission Board (NAMB), have 

expressed the need for greater cooperation, at all 

levels, and more efficient methods to accomplish 

their assigned task.

They will glorify God for your obedience to the confession of the gospel 
of Christ, and for your generosity in sharing with them and with others 
through the proof provided by this service (2 Cor. 9:13, HCSB).

Generosity 
A life on mission 
demonstrated
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A new way

Five years ago, NAMB president Kevin Ezell refo-

cused the organization to target the most unreached 

and underserved areas of North America through 

Send North America, an evangelistic church plant-

ing strategy. Through the cooperation of, primarily, 

southern state Baptist conventions, NAMB is help-

ing redirect millions of missions dollars into areas 

of greater need. In his first full year as president of 

IMB, David Platt shared a vision for expanding SBC 

international missions reach by “empowering limit-

less missionary teams.”

That desire for greater reach, and more effective 

missions with resources, has led Ezell and Platt to 

explore closer cooperation between the missions 

entities. If prayer is the fuel of missions, capital is 

perhaps the missions engine.

Giving is personal

Cardiologist Dale Touchstone has had an active life 

in international missions. Based out of his home in 

Meridian, Miss., Touchstone has found joy in meet-

ing the physical and spiritual needs of people while 

he served on short-term trips to Honduras, Peru and 

Haiti. A recent mission trip to Cuba provided oppor-

tunities for him to encourage Cuban physicians to 

share their faith in their own working environments.

“Jesus often met physical needs before meeting 

spiritual needs,” Touchstone says. “I look at medi-

cine as being a servant to the gospel, or helping 

encourage people to come to the gospel.”

For the doctor, a physical presence on the mission 

field is not his only method for reaching the world 

for Christ. Early in his career, he and his wife, Beth, 

realized they earned much more money than they 

needed for living. They realized their abundance 

could be used for God’s glory, both through savings 

and diversified investments.

“To do [missions], it takes resources, and those 

resources have to come from somewhere,” Touch-

stone says. “God could provide those resources by 

having dollars rain from heaven if He wanted to, but 

He doesn’t. He chooses to use His people.”

Some of the Touchstones’ donations have been 

through a planned giving model, called appreci-

ated stocks. This and other giving structures provide 

significant tax incentives, so more of their donations 

go toward intended kingdom causes.

“I think obedience is so much better than sacrifice, 

and we’ve tried to be obedient,” Touchstone adds.

God loves a cheerful giver

Churches are recognizing that caring for the forgot-

ten opens doors to an expanded gospel platform. 

Through NAMB, IMB, state conventions, associa-

tions and local churches, Southern Baptists dem-

onstrate the embodiment of 2 Cor. 9:13 through 

Disaster Relief, Global Hunger Relief, chaplaincy, 

church planting, missions volunteers and an invest-

ment in full time missionaries. Treasure is important 

to capital-intensive efforts, like bringing the gospel 

to locations with high costs of living.

Whether it is Shanghai, New York, Vancouver or 

London, should the relative cost of living in a loca-

tion dictate access to the gospel, or the lack of it? 

Because expensive cities call for greater invest-

ment, these are precisely the kinds of places where 

new methodology and new thinking can expand 

gospel reach and gospel community.

The desired future state of giving would bring mis-

sion support to a level such that NAMB or IMB 

would no longer have to say no to an opportunity. 

The mission entities strive to implement effective 

missions strategies that are targeted and focused to 

help reach the greatest pockets of lostness. Rather 

than simply throwing money at missions activities, 

NAMB and IMB are laser-focused. 

“We are incredibly thankful for how generously 

Southern Baptists continue to give to missions,” 

says Ezell. “But we also recognize that current levels 

of giving will not come close to keeping pace with 

the vast needs before us.”   

Joe Conway serves as managing editor for On  

Mission. John Jarvis, an IMB video producer,  

contributed to this story.

Your generosity opens doors to the gospel in the places of greatest need. Visit imb.org/Giving to donate to the 

IMB or AnnieArmstrong.com to give to NAMB.

Learn more about the Send North America strategy at namb.net/Mobilize-Me. Learn more about IMB’s 

international mission strategy at imb.org.

That desire for greater reach, and more effective missions with resources, 

has led NAMB President Kevin Ezell and IMB President David Platt to 

explore closer cooperation between the missions entities. If prayer is the 

fuel of missions, capital is perhaps the missions engine.

 God could provide those resources 

by having dollars rain from heaven if He 

wanted to, but He doesn’t. He chooses to 

use His people.”  
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