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To Carol, 

who said yes when I asked her to marry me fifty years ago.

And also said yes to the challenges of moving halfway around  

the world, learning a new language, and adapting to a new culture,

doing it all with amazing grace, captivating charm, and  

affectionate love.
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PrefaCe

ThroughouT hisTory, god has seemed to take pleasure in 
departing from patterns we expect of him. He often does something 
very different using unlikely people. 

For example, that fanatical pharisee named Saul was knocked 
off his horse while on a mission to protect the purity of first-century 
Judaism. He changed his name to paul, did a theological u-turn, and 
became the first missionary to take the message of Jesus to the non-
Jewish world.

or that small-town German monk who wrote out some notes from 
his Bible studies and nailed them to the door of his church. He unwit-
tingly triggered a movement that changed the course of history.

and then there’s the story of a young man in Southern California 
who began meeting one-on-one with sailors serving in the u.S. navy in 
the 1930s. By the end of World War ii, dawson Trotman was involved 
with men who called themselves navigators on more than a thousand 
ships and military bases. as i write this, i am one of 4,200 navigator 
missionaries of sixty-four different nationalities laboring in 103 coun-
tries of the world.

it should come as no surprise that this same pattern is evident 
throughout the earthly ministry of Jesus. He stunned his disciples 
when he engaged a Samaritan woman in conversation. He was labeled 
a glutton and a drunkard by religious leaders because of his association 
with the “wrong crowd.” He trashed the commerce that profited from 
the temple in Jerusalem. 

9
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Then there’s that amazing story in mark’s gospel (4:35–5:20) when 
Jesus, “leaving the crowd behind,” crossed the Sea of Galilee to the 
Gentile side of the lake. after weathering a frightening storm, the dis-
ciples must have watched in wonder as their master encountered and 
healed a scary but needy individual. after instructing the man to “tell 
[your family] how much the Lord has done for you,” Jesus and his dis-
ciples sailed back across the lake.

in a similar fashion, this is a story about some very unlikely people 
who find themselves involved in an extraordinary adventure. Carol and 
i were raised in small towns in very conservative religious homes, as 
were Jim and marge petersen. in the mid-1960s the four of us were 
selected by The navigators to move to Brazil and begin a ministry 
among university students. For us “leaving the crowd behind” meant 
saying good-bye to our evangelical upbringings, our colleagues with 
The navigators, our families and friends and going “to the Gentile side 
of the lake.” That’s what this book is about.

Thus began an adventure that has shaped our lives and the lives 
of our children and grandchildren. it gave us fresh insight into the 
gospel, a broader understanding of Christ’s Great Commission and the 
nature of the church. But most of all it allowed us to be participants in 
God’s redemptive and transforming work in the lives of people in some 
remarkably unique ways. 

it is my hope that in reading this story you will be encouraged in 
your personal adventure with God, that you will find yourself partici-
pating in one of these experiences where ordinary people are involved 
in his extraordinary work. But let me warn you: Such an experience 
might involve leaving the familiarity of your crowd and crossing to the 
other side of the street. it might require moving out of your comfort 
zone and taking initiatives to make some new friends.

w i l l  T h i s  r o c k  i n  r i o ?
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w i l l  T h i s  r o c k  i n  r i o ?
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w i l l  T h i s  r o c k  i n  r i o ?
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i n T r o d u c T i o n 

Feijoada  — more than 
Just a meal

iT wAs noon, Saturday, november 28, 1964, our third day in 
Brazil. i was in a noisy restaurant in downtown Campinas. Seated next 
to me was daví, a young Brazilian whom i had met the day before at 
the Sears store where he worked. He had invited me to meet some of his 
friends for lunch. my mind was spinning like a ship’s radar, picking up 
the sights, sounds, and smells.

Waiters in white jackets streamed from the kitchen burdened 
with platters of rice, dishes of collard greens fried in bacon grease, and 
steaming clay pots filled with black beans and assorted pieces of meat, 
including spicy sausage, pig’s ears and tail. plates of peeled orange slices 
added a dash of color. i was about to be introduced to a feijoada, Brazil’s 
national dish.

“Let me serve up your plate,” daví said in his heavily accented 
english. There was a mischievous twinkle in his eye as he picked up my 
plate and spooned on a layer of rice. next he ladled some beans and a 
few pieces of meat over the rice. He continued stirring the pot, search-
ing, and then deftly placed a final piece of meat in the middle of the 
plate. at first i couldn’t believe my eyes. it was a pig’s snout! 

as i looked up from my plate, i realized every set of eyes around 
that table was watching me, including those of my american colleague, 
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Jim petersen, seated across from me. daví completed my plate with a 
mound of collard greens and an orange slice, and then he filled his 
own plate in the same way. meanwhile the rest of the guys were filling 
their plates, and someone called out bom apetite, which was the signal 
to begin eating. i lifted a forkful toward my mouth, not knowing what 
to expect.

That day, that restaurant, that table filled with young Brazilians, 
and that steaming plate of feijoada — it was more than just a meal; it 
became something of a cultural continental divide. i was crossing over 
into a whole new world, leaving behind all that was familiar and com-
fortable. it was the beginning of an adventure that was to profoundly 
affect every area of my life, including my understanding of the gospel 
and my relationship with God.

That first mouthful of feijoada set off an explosion of new tastes 
in my mouth. The beans, the meat, and the spices had simmered for 
hours, creating a rich dark sauce that blended with the rice. The beans, 
rice, and collard greens combined into a unique culinary experience 
that i have never forgotten. even now as i write these words, i sali-
vate, thinking about the taste of a feijoada. it’s a calorie-counter’s worst 
nightmare, but if you are curious, you can find a recipe for feijoada on 
the internet. 

However, if you want the real thing, you will have to travel with me 
to Brazil, gather with a few of my friends around a table on a Saturday 
afternoon, and let one of them serve up your plate. 

in the meantime, turn the page, and travel with me as i tell you 
stories of what life was like in Brazil. i’ll describe some of the things 
we learned, introduce you to a few of our fascinating Brazilian friends, 
and take you along on some of our wonderful adventures of leaving the 
crowd behind and crossing over to the other side of the lake.

in the process you may discover that God wants to open up some 
new relationships with people who are not part of your normal traffic 
patterns, people who rarely, if ever, show up at your church and have 
little or no interest in what goes on there.

w i l l  T h i s  r o c k  i n  r i o ?
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P a r t   o n e

1964  –1968
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c h A p T e r  1

Praying on the 
PeoPle street

we ThreAded our way through the nighttime crowds on 
Curitiba’s “people street.” as Jim and i walked, we looked into the faces 
of the men, some standing in the coffee bars, others gathered in circles 
engaged in animated conversation. and we prayed. 

“God, those are the kinds of men we want to see come to faith in 
Jesus.”

“Lord, we want to find ourselves in a circle like that talking about 
your kingdom.”

it was december 1964. The Lottis and petersen families were cel-
ebrating their first Christmas together in Brazil, which was also some-
thing of a reunion. eleven years earlier, in the fall of 1953, Jim petersen, 
marge pyne, Carol Bauer, and i were all living in minneapolis. Jim was 
an art major at the university of minnesota. marge, Carol, and i were 
studying at northwestern College and would frequently sit together in 
class or in the student cafeteria. Carol and marge had part-time jobs in 
the same hospital. 

Jim and i were part of a group of guys who liked jazz and would 
attend Jazz at the philharmonic concerts. i had my initial involvement 
with The navigators during those years. Jim and marge were married 
in July of 1954 while they were both still in college. after Carol and 
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i graduated, we wound up working together with The north america 
indian mission in British Columbia, Canada. We became engaged and 
were married in october of 1958. 

in 1960 we left the mission in Canada, reconnected with The 
navigators, and started a student ministry on the campus of northern 
illinois university. That’s where we were when we learned that Jim and 
marge were preparing to move to Brazil and that we were on Jim’s “list” 
to join them. 

So when the four of us, along with our five children, gathered 
around that Brazilian Christmas tree in 1964, we were very aware that 
this was no coincidence. God had something special planned for us.

Jim and marge, along with their daughter, michelle, age three, 
had arrived in Brazil in august of 1963. They settled temporarily in 
Campinas to begin language study. during the year that they were in 
school, Jim began to survey different cities where we might launch our 
ministry among university students. He began receiving advice from 
Brazilian pastors and other missionaries regarding the campus environ-
ments. The essence of what they were saying was, “attempting to reach 
students is a waste of time. Students are very politically oriented and will 
not be interested in discussing the Bible with north americans.” it was 
apparent we were on a collision course with these widely held opinions. 
This raised the question, Were we being foolish to ignore this advice?

To further complicate things, in march of 1964, years of political 
tension erupted into an armed revolution. The civilian government was 
replaced by a military dictatorship, setting off harsh repression of some 
of the defeated political factions. rumors circulated that the u.S. navy 
had been off the coast of Brazil, ready to lend support to Brazil’s armed 
forces. While the military intervention turned the country away from 
a possible takeover by the Brazilian Communist party, it also raised 
the level of anti-american sentiment among university students to new 
heights. We learned the significance of that the moment we set foot on 
a university campus. We were operating under a sinister cloud of suspi-
cion that we were Cia agents.

w i l l  T h i s  r o c k  i n  r i o ?
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Jim described what happened in the course of that year based on 
notes from his journal dated august 1964:

after our year in language school, marge and i took a break 
and went to Guarujá beach. i was struggling with the apparent 
absurdity of what we were doing. Here we were, a man with 
a pregnant wife and a three-year-old daughter, in a country 
of 100 million people. What madness led us to believe our 
presence would make any difference to anyone or anything?

i had been reading in the book of isaiah and on that day 
found myself in isaiah 45. in it, God addresses the persian 
king Cyrus and says,

I will go before you and will level the mountains; I will 
break down gates of bronze and cut through bars of iron. 
I will give you the treasures of darkness . . . so that you 
may know that I am the Lord. . . .  I will strengthen 
you . . . so that from the rising of the sun to the place of 
its setting men may know there is none besides me. . . . 
I will raise up Cyrus in my righteousness: I will make 
all his ways straight. He will rebuild my city and set my 
exiles free, but not for a price or reward, says the Lord

Almighty. 
This is what the Lord says: “The products of Egypt and 

the merchandise of Cush, and those tall Sabeans — they 
will come over to you . . . coming over to you in chains. 
They will bow down before you and plead with you, 
saying, ‘Surely God is with you, and there is no other; 
there is no other god.’” (verses 2-3,5-6,13-14)

as i read this, i thought, This is what we need God to do for 
us. We need him to cut a path through all these obstacles that loom 
before us, to straighten out our road. We need him to bring people 
to us, able people who are engaged in the affairs of this country. 

p r A y i n g  o n  T h e  p e o p l e  s T r e e T
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But, unfortunately, this was not written to me; it was written 
to Cyrus, a persian king who lived some 2,600 years ago. i put 
my Bible away.

Three days later this passage was still roaring around in 
my head. i thought, If God wanted to say something to me today, 
how would he do it? Would i hear a voice coming out of the 
wall? That was doubtful. or, would the Holy Spirit call my 
attention to something he had already said in a different time 
and place, and tell me, “What i told Cyrus through isaiah is 
what i am telling you today.” That would be more likely.

Was i being subjective? yes, of course i was. Was i conjuring 
up something that wasn’t really happening? of course i could 
have been. only time would tell. Galatians 3:29 helped me at 
this point: “if you belong to Christ, then you are abraham’s 
seed, and heirs according to the promise.” i felt the freedom to 
accept this isaiah passage as God’s personal word to us.

The effects were immediate. in the next days i wrote in 
my journal, 

God has prepared people for us and he will bring them 
to us. . . . I am looking forward to the future because the 
results have already been assured. Men of stature with 
prepared hearts will be given to us. To have a promise 
like this is like reading the last chapter of a mystery first. 
You not only know if it will work out, you know how.

recently, in looking back to those experiences, Jim reflected on 
their significance during our initial years: 

This chapter in isaiah has been a guide for us over these 
succeeding 40 years in many ways. it has defined our sphere of 
ministry and kept us on track. This is the only time in our lives 
God used a passage of Scripture to direct us in this way. The 

w i l l  T h i s  r o c k  i n  r i o ?
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immediate application was obvious; we were to go to people 
in chains. That means people who are captives in Satan’s 
dominion, the lost. They were to be our starting point. 

Obviously, if one wants to inherit a promise, one must 
be obedient to it. This distinction narrowed our options to 
a single conclusion; our starting point must be among lost 
people, people who were not already within the community 
of the church.

Four months after Jim wrote those words in his journal, in the 
evenings of that holiday season after our five small children had been 
fed, bathed, and bedded down, Jim and I would drive into downtown 
Curitiba to walk the streets and pray. The words from those verses in 
Isaiah 45 emboldened us to pray for the kind of people described as 
“the products of Egypt and the merchandise of Cush, and those tall 
Sabeans.” We weren’t sure what that meant, but we soon found out as 
God began to answer those prayers. 

P r a y i n g  o n  t h e  P e o P l e  S t r e e t
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Ken lottis and Jim Petersen pause for a cafezinho in one of Curitiba’s 
ubiquitous coffee bars on the “people street.”
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