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Preface

a

Ever since I was a young child, I have always loved stories. I loved to 
listen to them and I loved telling them. I liked to write my own stories 
and share them with my family, friends and classmates. Most stories I 

wrote as a school-aged child had a purpose. I never liked telling a story without 
a moral; there needed to be a message or a call to action.

Moving into the realm of  universities and academia, the stories ended on 
the backburner. Being a geologist, all writing must be accurate and concise. 
Story telling is limited in taking the expert reader on a journey from why this 
study? what did we find? and what does it mean? There is no space for painting 
a picture of  the scene in which the story is situated (other than a factual 
geologic background section with lots of  references to the scientific literature), 
or describing emotions; something that would make the text more relatable.

With this book, I want to pick up the art of  story telling again, and just 
like before, I like to convey a message through my stories. There is no better 
message than to spur people on to be people of  encouragement. With this 
book I would like to encourage and inspire our generation, and the next, to be 
known as encouragers, those that went out of  their way to make life better for 
those around them.

Please note, it is not an academic piece of  work. It is solely written to inspire 
and encourage regardless of  educational or religious background. However, 
I did include footnotes, as I believe that when referring to other stories, or 
someone else’s ideas, it is good to provide the sources of  that material. I 
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strongly believe that the reader should always be able to check and judge how 
true and valid the text and its sources are – maybe this is the academic side in 
me popping up.

I hope you enjoy reading this book with its stories and personal reflections 
just as much as I did writing it.

Jozua van Otterloo, May 2020
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Introduction

a

“I expect to pass through this life but once. If, therefore, there be any kindness I can show, 
or any good thing I can do to any fellow being, let me do it now, for I shall not pass this 

way again.”
William Penn

Unexpected encouragement. How often have we found ourselves in a 
situation where we felt stuck, overwhelmed, or completely opposite, 
ready to go venture out and make a mark on the world? How often 

have we found ourselves in such a situation, but those around us didn’t seem to 
care, or didn’t seem to understand the weight or significance of  it all. To them, 
it seemed, it all was just a small effort, a little thing, nothing to be bothered 
about.

In those moments, when we seemed to tackle life on our own, how different 
were the words of  encouragement spoken to us, unexpectedly? How different 
were those acts that told us that, what was on our plate, was significant. What 
we were facing, it mattered.

Those encouraging words or acts were like little pockets packed with 
unimaginably powerful energy. They touched us and something changed within 
us. We found a charge. The mountain no longer seemed unsurmountable. The 
valley no longer seemed so deep. 

Encouragement – it is one of  the most powerful forces at work in our lives. 
But what is it? As a scientist, I’d love to measure, pinpoint and describe exactly 
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what, where and how much. However, encouragement doesn’t let itself  be 
measured, pinned down or described numerically. It is a matter between hearts 
of  a people; it is a force existing in the exchange between people.

It can be freely created and given, and it can be withheld and withdrawn. 
Only the giver and receiver totally understand the depth and strength of  the 
exchange. Everyone else standing by can only merely guess.

Encouragement – it is a powerful force existing in the exchange between 
people. But what is it, exactly?

It is a word originating from Latin and passed into English by the French. 
Encouragement – it has the words en (within) and courage (from the Latin cor, 
‘heart’). It essentially means literally ‘to place/build courage within’ or even ‘to 
place a heart within in’, to hearten.

Although Latin and Roman thought have shaped Western thinking in an 
undeniably significant way, Latin-speaking Romans were influenced by other 
languages and cultural philosophies. They massively drew from the Greeks, 
albeit that they lost the subtlety of  the eastern Mediterranean cultures in the 
process.

In Koine Greek, the language at the time of  the most productive exchange 
between the Greeks and the Romans, encouragement is known as paraklein. 
This word is deeper than just ‘placing courage within’, it means to ‘come 
alongside someone’. It is not static, but it is organic. It is relational. It occurs 
when someone chooses to make someone else important enough to at least 
journey together for a short period of  time.

The third word giving meaning to encouragement comes from further 
east than ancient Greece: the Levantine region. It still is important to us since 
Western thought is grounded in the roots of  Judeao-Christian principles. 
Hebrew is the formative language of  these principles. 

Ancient Hebrew didn’t contain a specific noun that we can overlay the 
modern concept of  encouragement with, however, it did contain a word that 
among other meanings, also provided the meaning of  this. The word is chazaq 
(pronounced khawzak) and means ‘to strengthen, to hold firm or to encourage’. 
In its root form it only has three letters: chet, zayin and qoph.

Hebrew, an ancient and intricate language was written down long before 
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any of  the European languages were. The letters don’t just give us sounds, but 
they are pictures that tell stories in and of  themselves. 

•	 The chet is the picture of  a fence, which divides and separates but also 
protects and keeps inside. 

•	 The zayin is the picture of  a plough or a weapon, which carries with it 
hard work to till the land, or fighting force to defend it. 

•	 Lastly, the qoph is more personable, as it is the picture of  the back 
of  someone’s head, like a head turning. The qoph tells us something 
about moving away, changing focus, following a different direction.

Chet – zayin – qoph. Fence – plough/weapon – back of  a head. 

It tells us the deeper story of  a person working hard, or even fighting, to 
hold on, to protect, by changing focus, by following a different direction, or 
even the guidance of  another person. Something or someone speaks into our 
lives and helps us to hold on, to work hard and to fight for the cause placed in 
our care, whatever this may be.

This book is all about that. It is about inspiring us to become encouragers 
to others, whomever we find on our path. To place courage within them, by coming 
along side them and inspiring them to hold on, to work hard, to fight for the cause placed in 
their care.

Just as encouragement doesn’t let itself  be measured or described using 
modern science. I have decided to divert from modern reasoning and to apply 
a more ancient form of  exchange and explanation. I like to inspire us through 
the ancient art of  storytelling.

Stories have inspired so many of  us for thousands of  years, and they 
continue to do so. Some stories are merely to entertain or place a smile on 
someone’s face. However, most stories have deeper meaning, as they were 
passed on with a greater purpose1.

Some stories have been shared on their own around a campfire. Others 
have been shared like poems from a sage teaching younger disciples. Some 
stories carried news from kingdoms far away, others conveyed thoughts that 
dealt with realms beyond our own observations.

There are many different types of  stories. One particular type of  story is 
the parable. It can be a longer story, or is just a short one-sentence comparison. 
Nonetheless, it brings an image to someone’s mind, whether it be simple or 
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highly intricate. This image, then, takes us to a familiar place and draws us to a 
deeper meaning that is often unfamiliar or hard to describe.

Aristotle and Plato used parables to explain greater wisdom to their pupils2. 
Ancient Hebrew prophets, and, in their tradition, later Jewish Rabbis used 
parables to pass on or explain a message from God3. 

Jesus of  Nazareth is probably the best-known teller of  parables. Sometimes 
his parables have been meticulously pieced apart to find metaphors with deeper 
hidden meanings that were not warranted by the actual stories. Later scholars, 
therefore, have rejected any form of  allegorizing4 but in the process lost their 
way in what parables were actually meant to do, to draw us using familiar 
images into a deeper but often unfamiliar truth.

I am not likening myself  to Jesus, or my stories to his parables. However, 
I think he was onto something. He managed to describe and inspire such deep 
motivation by using such a simple tool. He showed us the power of  storytelling 
and, in particular, the telling of  parables.

My short stories in a sense are like parables. Using these, I want to describe 
different forms of  encouragement, and inspire us to harness and use its power 
to build up others around us.

Importantly, when reading or hearing parables, you should always keep an 
eye on these questions5:

•	 Where would I fit in the story? Could I be one of  the people, if  so 
who, or am I a bystander like the narrator?

•	 What stands out to me in the story? Is it weird, shocking, or enlightening?
•	 What is the meaning of  the story? What is its specific purpose?
•	 What would it want me to do? What is the inspiration or call to action?
As no parable should stand on its own, I also give a personal reflection on 

each story. I share a few of  my personal thoughts and experiences, but I won’t 
leave the matter ungrounded. I also share some findings from others who have 
studied various aspects at a deeper level than I.

At the end of  this book, I have also placed a few tools that can practically 
help us in becoming people of  encouragement.

My hope and intent are that this book as a whole, but also each story, 
reflection and poem individually, touches you, inspires you and empowers 
you to become a true encourager. My personal wish is that this world will be 
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filled with more encouragers. After all, all it takes is a single encourager that can 
make the difference in another’s person life, and support and motivate them to 
develop and bring about a medicine, a technology, a scientific discovery, that 
can alter the lives of  many for good.

Will you join me and become an encourager?

“Little deeds of  kindness,
Little words of  love,

Help to make earth happy
Like the heaven above.”
Julia Fletcher Carney

“Therefore encourage one another and build each other up, just as in fact you are doing.” 
1 Thessalonians 5:11, NIV.



SAMPLE

– 6 – 

UNEXPECTED



SAMPLE

– 7 – 

Food for Thought

a

“Everybody has problems, but everybody also has blessings in life.” 
Robert W. Bly, Count Your Blessings

Unexpected. Encouragement is like a river flowing under a bridge, like 
those you would see in most cities around the world. A wide bridge, 
with a major road on top running into or out of  the city, as well as 

paths for cyclists and pedestrians. Under its archways the river is contained by 
steep, concrete banks alongside one of  these banks a pathway runs from one 
side of  the bridge to the other. Some greenery on either side makes the place 
more serene and gives it a sense of  being hidden from the every-day business 
happening just thirty feet above. 

The river, made up of  millions upon millions of  water droplets, flows 
under this bridge. Some of  it touches the concrete banks, but most of  it flows 
fast following the river channel laid out before it. Where the river goes is 
unknown from this point of  view, except some high-rise estate and industrial 
chimneys in the distance may give a clue. What the river will touch in that 
distance, is hidden from sight.

It is here, under the bridge, where along the river bank, just off  the path, a 
man stares in the distance, seeing nothing. A young guy, probably somewhere 
in his early twenties, pushing his bicycle passes by. 

‘H’llo,’ the friendly youngster says in a way most strangers would greet, if  
they’d ever greet.

‘Hi,’ the staring man replies in automatic fashion. He doesn’t actually take 
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any notice of  the stranger with his bike.
The young man walks past him, not thinking for a second about the despair 

emanating from the staring man. Only when he’s already twenty passes ahead, 
he turns around. ‘Are you alright?’

No reply. 
Probably someone who likes to keep to himself  despite the miserable look 

in his eyes. Just let him be… but what if… no way, he’s not going to jump… is 
he? ‘Sir is everything okay?’

‘Uh, what?’
‘I said, is everything okay? I mean, uh,’ how to say this? ‘I mean, you look 

like you’re having a tough day.’ Having a tough day? How on earth could he 
say that. He should have better said: ‘I couldn’t help myself  but notice that you 
seem troubled.’

‘Tough day?’ The older man disturbed from his stoic deep thinking, or 
whatever he was doing as he stared in the distance, looked up. He now glanced 
at the younger man with his bike. ‘Tough day? The toughest I’ve ever been.’

‘I’m sorry about that,’ the young cyclist responds, still twenty passes away. 
‘Anything I can help?’

‘Help? I’ve been waiting for help my whole life! Help. No one helped me 
then, no one can help me now.’

This doesn’t seem promising. The younger guy became concerned. What 
is he getting himself  into now? 

‘Uhm… Sorry about that. I thought… I just wanted to… uhm… make 
sure you wouldn’t do anything stupid.’ Anything stupid? Come on, man, you 
can do better than that!

‘Stupid? Like jump? No mate, not today.’ The older man paused, turned 
and looked back at the river. For the first time he noticed how fast it flowed 
under the bridge. Food wrappers and twigs floating in the water would pass the 
wide bridge in mere seconds. ‘Although…,’ he sighed.

BLARE! 
A large truck crossed the bridge, and something must have upset the driver 

to honk his horn so loudly. Both men were startled and looked up.
The truck passed and only the normal sound of  traffic across the bridge 

remained. If  one listened carefully one could even hear the wind hustle through 
the trees.

‘I’m sorry, uhm… I overreacted,’ the older man said softly. His mouth 
curled a little as if  he’d become shy. He didn’t want to punish someone, 
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definitely not the first person who’d cared to ask.
The young man walked up to the older one. He noticed the thinning black 

hair with streaks of  silver. The man’s overcoat was black and thinning, too, 
to the extent that small holes could be seen. Under his coat, the man wore 
a knitted brown, gray and army green scarf. His face was worn and showed 
wrinkles, in particular around the eyes. The eyebrows were bushy and black 
with longer gray hairs; he sported a couple of  days’ worth of  gray stubble on 
his chin and cheeks. 

The most important feature the young man couldn’t help but notice 
were the older man’s eyes. These gray-green eyes were filled with a sense of  
melancholy and helplessness. With these eyes, the man stared across the river, 
but he didn’t seem to really look at anything. All he seemed to see was this void, 
this depth, this place in his mind he couldn’t get away from.

‘Uh… what did you mean with no one can help me now?’ Still holding his 
bicycle with one hand, the young man paused and tried to choose his words 
better this time. ‘To be honest, probably I can’t help… uhm, but I can at least 
listen… uhm, if  that is what you want of  course, I mean, uhm, if  you want to 
share anything and want me to listen.’ 

Choosing better words? It sounded more like rambling.
The older man lifted his shoulders a little as he took a deep breath in. He 

sighed. ‘Well,’ he said as he turned his head slightly towards to young stranger, 
‘I’m not sure you’re up for this.’

He shrugged his shoulders again and lifted one hand out of  his pocket 
to gesture for the young man to come closer. His eyes looked sternly, but he 
still showed a half  smile. ‘I’m certainly not asking you to stay, or listen, for 
that matter, to my load of  rubbish,’ he continued, ‘but if  you really want to, I 
certainly do appreciate that.’

‘Well, okay.’ The man put down his bicycle in the grass next to the path. He 
stepped closer next to the stranger he just met. Both men stood side by side, 
gazing over the water, staring across the river.

Both men were silent. All anyone could hear was the sound of  the wind 
in the trees as the wind became stronger and turned, and the noise of  traffic 
moving across the bridge as it grew fainter by the turning of  the wind. For at 
least a few minutes, no one spoke.

The river didn’t stop flowing. The wind kept growing stronger and blew 
even some dust and leaves in the river. The leaves were quickly picked up by 
the water and floated along with twigs, plastic bags and confectionary wrappers 
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downstream. Golden and brown leaves were carried by the brown-looking 
river towards the high-rise buildings and industrial terrain. Will they ever reach 
that distant area, or will they even be taken to distant lands, or even the sea? 
Or will these dried leaves become water-logged and decay, sinking deep to the 
riverbed, never to be seen again?

As the young man let his eyes follow some of  the leaves that were blown 
past them in front of  them, he saw a glimpse of  the older man’s cheek. A tear 
rolled across this cheek.

The older man coughed and cleared his throat.  ‘I’m sorry.’ He shuffled 
his feet in embarrassment as he continued, ‘you really don’t have to do this. I 
appreciate your concern, but it really isn’t necessary.’

‘It’s okay. Even if  I completely don’t understand your situation, I can at 
least show interest in a fellow human being who’s obviously doing it tough.’ He 
smiled and looked straight at the older man.

The older man sighed. He cleared his throat again.
‘Well…, the short version is, I ain’t got nothing left. I had lots, just a couple 

of  years ago, when I still used to work up there.’ With his head he pointed 
across the river, towards the bridge. Obviously, that’s where the city center is 
with its business district.

‘Okay…, what happened?’ The young man’s voice broke just as he tried 
to ask that question. He straightaway tried to clear his throat to repeat the 
question, but the older man interrupted him.

‘What happened? I lost everything. I lost my investments, my job, my 
family. Everything.’

‘But how?’
The older man sighed deeply before he continued. His eyes became blank 

and two more tears started rolling down his cheeks.
‘It started with these two investment projects. They were meant to change 

the world… I mean in a good way, they were meant to actually help people.’ 
The man turned his head to look straight at his younger companion. He sighed 
again.

‘I was never meant to lose all my money. When these people came and 
presented the projects – they were two separate ones – I was sure I could trust 
them. And they were trustworthy, they were in it for the right reasons.

‘I had this money sitting there anyway, and I thought if  I could do something 
good with it. Help people, make this world a better place, leave a better world 
for the next generation. You know what I mean?
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The young man walks past him, not thinking for a second about the despair 
emanating from the staring man. Only when he’s already twenty passes ahead, he 

turns around. ‘Are you alright?’
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When it comes to my personal thoughts in this story, I always look at 
what strikes to me, what stands out. Isn’t it strange that two strangers 

can have a deep conversation early on? In our present culture, we often pass 
by so many faces, but do we actually notice any of  them? Sometimes, we may 
see someone who stands out. The person with the weird jacket, for instance, 
or the colorful hat, or the more attractive person, or the one that hasn’t seen 
a bath in a while.

To engage with a complete stranger and not have an agenda with it, no 
hidden (or plain) motive, that we don’t often see. That is out of  the ordinary to 
me. I’m pretty sure I don’t easily walk up to someone and have a chat. But here, 
here we see a person taking interest in another just because there is the other, 
because the other may need someone with whom they can engage. Someone 
with whom they can share.

  The second thing that hits me, that I’m definitely not good at, is that the 
young cyclist manages to see the good in a situation that seems to work against 
him. Of  course, he probably had a hissy fit with his bike, or with whomever 
he thought he could blame. However, I’m pretty sure I’d have stayed in that 
negative situation for much longer. I’d have been so deep in my own negative 
thoughts, that I probably wouldn’t have noticed the other person.

How easy we can be distracted from the people around us and their needs, 
just because we are so focused on our own situation, our own needs and our 
own insecurities. I’m catching myself  with this, time and time again. When 
I, then, hear of  other people doing it tough, I’m reminded of  how little my 
situation compares to that of  others. (Sometimes it’s the other way around, 
but then I’m reminded to remain graceful to them, to not scoff  at them or 
put them down for their ignorance. I can’t go on this tangent, because this is 

a
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place! 
The disgrace wasn’t him inviting himself  over, it was the place he’d 

picked. He’d picked the one place in town to which any good person wouldn’t 
come close, unless they had to pay their taxes, of  course. He’d picked the tax 
collector’s house, the collaborator’s house, the corrupt and scandalous place!

The effect? The little man came down straight away. He felt so honored, 
so validated as a person (we really can’t imagine how important it was for 
these people to have guests!), so encouraged, he changed his behavior on the 
spot. He decided to quit his corrupt business and to reimburse everyone he’d 
mistreated in the past, with interest. The little man’s name? Zacchaeus of  
Jericho1.

Just a little stop to take interest in someone, and to share a few words 
of  value. This is encouragement. We don’t know what it will carry with it, or 
where it goes, but we do know where it can come from. Just as the river has a 
source and an outlet into the sea, encouragement can flow from us to another 
person to the next till it touches and impacts many.

Let’s be people who stop to notice others. Who think about other people’s 
needs. Let’s be people who share those few words or provide a listening ear. 
Who bring simple encouragement like a simple sandwich to the hungry. Maybe 
we extend someone a lifeline. Maybe we may save someone from starvation. 
Maybe someone else will do the same to us when we find ourselves in need.

As a river flowing beyond mountains,
Far over the horizon it flows.

No one knows where its water goes,
what it touches or where it comes close.

Encouragement can move mountains,
Mountains of  desperation and need.

Who would know its effect or its deed?
Who’d know the hungry it’ll feed?

“Like apples of  gold in settings of  silver is a word spoken in right circumstances.” 
Proverbs 25:11, NASB.
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