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From the snow to the jungles  
 
I was born in Indiana on a snowy day in 1954 (or so they tell me).  It was an 

inauspicious beginning as Time Magazine soon rated the 
Murphy Medical Center where I was born the worst hospital 
in the nation.  Since my father, Bill Burk, worked as a 
newscaster while attending seminary, he took the liberty to 
announce his sonôs birth on the 11:00p.m. news to 
whatever farmers or factory workers happened to be 
listening at that time of night.  
 

One hopes the angels held a little more robust celebration 

than the sleepy community did.  
 
In May my dad was graduated and the family of four, including my 
older sister, Linda, took to the road for a whirlwind visit to grandparents 
in California.  Then we caught a ship from New York, arriving at Belem, 
in the mouth of the Amazon River on August 15, 1954. 
 
 

Tarantulas, carpentry and a big river  
 
Dad and Mom tackled language school in the time honored grueling manner of 
adults, while the Brazilian baby sitters taught Linda and me Portuguese rather 
effortlessly.  
 
After a year and a half, Dad started building a new home in Icoaraci.  It was on a hill 
overlooking the river that would dominate our lives for the next decade.  There was a 
patio around the entire perimeter of the house and this became the primary play area 
for Linda and me and the neighbor kids.  
 

Memories from this time include getting ringworm from playing in the 
sand pile used for construction and shared by the cats; getting spanked 
for the magnificent mural that appeared on the north wall shortly after I 
got a precious box of eight crayons; walking down the hill with Dad to 
go to the shipyard where Dad was having a motorboat built; and playing 
with the pets.  
 
There we had a dog, a goat (who ran away so many times he ended up 
getting eaten ï by us), toucans (who died when they ate the grease 
Mom was saving to make soap with), a monkey (who died when it got in 
an argument with a tarantula who got dismembered on its way to 
victory) and fish ï who survived in spite of biting me! 
 
During that time, the basement of the ñBig Houseò where our missionary 
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neighbors lived was a source of joy and terror for me.  ñUncle Keithò (as the 
missionary kids called the adults) had the worldôs most wondrous carpentry shop at 
the far end of the basement.  He always had time for kids and often made fun stuff for 
us.   Mostly I loved to sit in the shavings and just be around his calm and gentle spirit.  
 
However, on the way down the long hallway to joy, there was a spot that invoked 
sheer terror for me.  Sometimes I would get up my courage and race down the hall so 
as to blow by the terror zone and arrive at the joy zone.  Other days I lacked the 
courage to risk, so did without time in the carpenterôs shop.   
 
Decades later, I realized that even as a child I had discernment.  I had accurately 
identified several areas that were defiled and felt dangerous to me.  At that time our 
theology had no room for demons or discernment, so I lived life carefully dodging 
unseen terror and sharing my concerns with no one.  
 
Dadôs motor boat was completed some time after the house was and he began 
traveling the islands in the mouth of the Amazon River.  On days when he was out, 
we kids would sit on the porch overlooking the river, trying to see who could be the 
first to identify the little spec of motion, coming out from between the islands.  After 
the joyous shout, we would watch him bounce his way across the ten miles of chop to 
the boat shack on our shore. 
 
 

Grandparents, multiplication and the island house  
 
We returned to the States for furlough when I was about four and lived with Grandma 
and Grandpa Burk.  Linda and I had our tonsils out and Dad proudly displayed them 

in a small bottle of alcohol on Grandmaôs 
piano along with our bronzed baby shoes.   
 
One of my memories from that furlough was 
sitting in Grandpa Westonôs lap in the big 
swing under the tree at the ranch.  I 
remember how safe I felt in his arms and how 
calm he was.  I cherish that memory. Weeks 
later he died in a construction accident.   
 
We returned to the same house in Brazil and 
shortly thereafter we welcomed Tim, my first 

brother.  I started first grade at the age of four because my second born 
competitiveness deeply resented Lindaôs being in school and my being excluded.  
Mom capitulated to my jealousy and began home schooling me just a tad early.   
 
Jealousy turned out to be massively overrated when I encountered the multiplication 
tables.  Hours upon hours of flash card drill overcame my ignorance, but did nothing 
to endear the topic of math to me.  
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When I was seven and Kenny Paul was a month old, we 
moved from the big brick house on the mainland to a very 
basic wood house on the Exhorter island of Cotijuba.  
From that second story front porch we looked out across 
20 miles of water to the island of Marajo which is about the 
size of Switzerland.  It was a glorious place to have family 
devotions in the evening.  
 
The prime piece of property on the island was a hilltop on 
one end of a mile long beach.  No one lived on the hill or the beach because it was 
haunted and because there was a witch doctor who lived on the other end. Since 
haunts didnôt exist in our theology, we joyously appropriated the hill and the beach, 
scorning the superstitions of the supposedly powerless witchdoctor.  
 

 
 
It was there I learned to trap birds and 
fish for sting rays.  There we learned to 
swim and to kill snakes.  There Dad 
began to hunt with his 22 rifle.  There our 
family dynamics were battered time and 
again in just two years.  There Dad nearly 
died of malaria (twice) while planting 
three churches.  Two of the churches 
died while we were on furlough. 
 

 
 
 

The chicken ranch and atom bombs  
 
I was nine years old when I started sixth grade in a Christian school in California 
during our second furlough.  Fortunately Mrs. Rundall, my teacher, was the most 
wonderful of grandmotherly women and she helped me make it 
through a challenging time.  I had asthma most of that year.  We 
kids shared chicken pox for Christmas, measles for Easter, a car 
accident in Michigan and were delighted to return to the jungles of 
Brazil where it was safe to live.  
 
This time we moved to Quatipuru, a small town down the Atlantic 
coast from the Amazon.  Dad built a house and two new boats.  I 
built a tree house, borrowed money from Mom to start a chicken 
ranch, learned to roller skate, learned how to trap and trade song 
birds, became the premier bird cage architect and builder in the 
village, learned how to make and fly kites and flunked algebra.  
Twice.  My Mercy Mom uncharacteristically foreclosed on my 
chicken ranch and made the family eat my investment.  
 
Those teenage years were a maelstrom of activity.   
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Dad learned from the failures of the previous churches and became an avid reader of 
Roland Allenôs book, ñThe Spontaneous Expansion of the Indigenous Churchò and 
ñMissionary Methods; St. Paulôs or Ours?ò  Trailblazer that he was, he became the 
leading proponent of discarding the colonial church planting methods which had been 
in vogue for 150 years.  While history has judged him to be a brilliant pioneer, his 
peers used some other terms for him at the time. 
 
The local merchants were not excited about an American who taught people to get 
out of debt and to stop drinking.  They started rumors about his smuggling radioactive 
sand to the U.S. to make atomic bombs.  This being the Cold War era, Interpol 
moved into our village and shadowed us relentlessly for months.  They even went to 
the point of bringing in a submarine to monitor Dadôs movements among the 
fishermen on the coast in his catamaran powered by twin 18 horsepower Johnson 
outboards.  Obviously he was a real threat. 
 
They searched the boat once and the Jeep once.  It was all very exciting and 
melodramatic to us until they searched our mail and never returned my eighth grade 
final exams.  I eventually had to do them over, some months later.  My reactions 
were more along the line of dramatic than mellow.   
 
That term Dad established three churches, all of which are not only still in existence, 
but they are reproducing.  He added a daughter, Lois, to the family just before we 
came home for another furlough.  
 
 

A geek, geometry and the Guama River  
 
My senior year in high school was rough emotionally.  In Brazil, I was the big man in 
town.  No one had as many interesting toys as I did so everyone played what I 
wanted to play when I wanted to play it.  In California, I started my senior year at 15, 
didnôt know a first down from a first base and was clueless about the Beatles, sex, 
drugs, Mustangs and the flower children all of which were essential to the Christian 
school cool culture.  Alas.  I was a geek.   
 
Academically I was as deficient as I was socially.  To my amazement however, I 
excelled at geometry and actually enjoyed it.  We puzzled over my disastrous 
experience with algebra and my stellar performance with geometry.  Mom nobly 
blamed herself for having been a poor algebra teacher and rejoiced that Miss Royer 
was doing a stellar job with me in geometry.  Later we found out that it was simply a 
case of laterality ï I am massively right brained in a left brained family.  Geometry 
was a natural fit.  
 
Somehow I managed to cobble together enough 
Cs to graduate from high school, but my parents 
opted to have me return to Brazil instead of 
immediately going to college.  
 
We moved into a new region on the Guama 
River and this time I was old enough to survey 
the area with Dad and walk with him through the 
process of establishing a base.  He purchased 


