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  ow brothers and sisters, you
know that members of the 

        household of Stephanas were
the first converts in Achaia, and
they have devoted themselves to
the service of the saints; I urge
you to put yourselves at the ser-
vice of such people, and of every-
one who works and toils with
them. I rejoice at the coming of
Stephanas and Fortunatus and
Achaicus, because they have
made up for your absence; for
they refreshed my spirit as well
as yours—so give recognition to
such persons. (NRSV 1 Cor.
16:15-18 )

It was probably the spring of AD.

55 when the apostle Paul, in the midst of

what was to be his final missionary

journey, penned 1 Corinthians (Gundry,

1981, p. 364). He wrote from Ephe-

sus, a city in which he had spent over two

years spreading the Gospel and minis-

tering to the local church. In fact, Paul

spent more time in Ephesus than in

any of the more than 25 cities in which he

planted churches. It was to that city

that the household of Stephanas traveled

some 300 miles to refresh the spirit of

Paul. There, near the eastern coast of the

Aegean Sea, a contingent of people

came from Corinth to minister to Paul,

and in so doing established a prece-

dent of service to the saints.

Call it member care, pastoral

care, coaching, mental health and mis-

sions, personnel management, or sim-

ply missionary development, but regard-

less of its name, the apostle Paul

found himself on the receiving end of an

innovative ministry, initiated by

believers young in their faith but mature

in their vision. In acting out their

commitment to the Lord, they found

themselves compelled to support

Paul—a man on the frontiers of mission

work—making him a more effective

vessel for spreading the good news of

Jesus Christ. A closer look at 1 Cor.

16:15-18 will help us to understand this

first century example of member care

on the frontiers and its implications for

today’s mission community. 

Exegesis of the Text

They devoted themselves. Unfortu-

nately we know little of the household of

Stephanas, except that they were bap-

tized by Paul (1 Cor. 1:16), were among

the first fruits of Achaia, and that they

had devoted themselves to the service of

the saints (16:15-18). This last clause

literally reads, “they have appointed them-

selves for service for the saints.” It is

significant that they were not appointed

by Paul, nor by the church, but in a

spirit of service and humility they

appointed themselves. (Barrett

1968:296) Barrett goes so far as to sug-

gest that they were appointed directly

by God. He argues that it was God who

made them aware of the opportunity

for service and equipped them with the

various gifts they needed. What can

be stated for certain, is that Stephanas and

his household discerned that Paul had

a need which they then took upon them-

selves to meet.

The service of the saints. Hess (1978:

546) explains that the Greek word

translated “service” in 1 Cor. 16:15, (dia-

koneo), when used in the New Testa-

ment, primarily refers to the personal help

of others. In Acts 6:1, diakoneo is

used to describe the daily distribution of

food to the poor. The word is also

reminiscent of service that takes place at

the dinner table, where one will serve

the others at the table. The closest modern

example of this type of attitude would

be that of the personal valet or servant;

one whose task is to take a lowly position

attending to the less glamorous tasks

which are nonetheless significant.

Although Fee (1987:829) believes

that the word is broad enough to cover a

number of services, one thing seems

clear to him, “Here are people who in

self-dedication took it upon them-

selves to minister to others.”

They Refreshed My Spirit. Paul vis-

ited Corinth twice during his various jour-

neys. In his initial visit, lasting one

and a half years, he experienced tremen-

dous success, with the Gospel pene-

trating deeply into the heart of Corinthian

society. Preaching at the house of

Titus Justus, making tents with Priscilla

and Aquila, witnessing in the syna-

gogue, and converting the synagogue

ruler, Crispus, were just some of the

opportunities that the Lord provided. By

any measure, Paul’s ministry in

Corinth was vastly fruitful.

Any casual reading of the Corin-

thian Epistles, however, makes the reader

quickly aware that the congregation

faced numerous trials, most of which

came from within the church. Paul

received word of infighting, backsliding,

false teaching, and dissension among

the Corinthian believers. Most scholars

recognize these difficulties as the

occasion for Paul’s writing. Distress and

worry for Paul were constant compan-

ions upon remembering the church

planted in Achaia. Writing in 2 Cor.

12:20, 21 Paul states: 

I fear that when I come, I may find
you not as I wish, and that you
may find me not as you wish; I
fear that there may perhaps be
quarreling, jealousy, anger, self-
ishness, slander, gossip, conceit,
and disorder. I fear that when I
come again my God may humble
me before you, and that I may
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have to mourn over many who
previously sinned and have not
repented of the impurity, sexual
immorality, and licentiousness
that they have practiced. (NRSV) 

Note also 2 Cor. 11:28, “I am
under daily pressure because of my anx-

iety for all the churches.” Despite

impressive accomplishments in Corinth,

resulting in a viable witness for

Christ, Paul’s heart ached as he thought

about their sinful condition. 

It is in this context that Paul states

that Stephanas and his household

“refreshed” his spirit. The Greek word,

anapauo, translated by the NRSV as

“refreshed” is translated by J. B. Philips

(1972) as “relieved my anxiety”.

Philip’s translation seems to be closer to

the intent of the original Greek and

also reflects more closely what we know

about the church at Corinth. Accord-

ing to Hensel and Brown (1978:256),

“anapauo means to calm someone

who has become disturbed.” The verb is

the same one used when the Lord

gives rest to those who are “weary and

carrying heavy burdens.” (Mat.

11:28)

They Made Up for Your Absence.

Helpful in understanding Paul’s situation

in Ephesus is a passage from the book

of Acts which introduces us to the Ephe-

sian elders. These are people with

deep feelings for Paul and for whom Paul

had a mutually strong attachment.

Consider the account of their last visit

together: 

When [Paul] had finished speak-
ing, he knelt down with them all
and prayed. There was much
weeping among them all, they
embraced Paul and kissed him,
grieving especially because of
what he had said, that they would
not see him again. (Acts 20:36-38).

It is clear that many of the Ephesian’s

loved Paul very much. Yet despite the

abundance of their love, it seems that Paul

was left lacking something which

could only be provided for by others. It is

clear therefore, that it was not a lack

of people who were devoted to the apostle

or cared about him that caused him such

grief. On the contrary, we know that

he was loved deeply and passionately and

that this was insufficient in easing his

pain.

Additionally, two of Paul’s clos-

est friends from Corinth, Priscilla and

Aquila, accompanied him on his jour-

ney to Ephesus and resided with him

there. So it is interesting that as Paul

writes of his longing for the Corinthians,

it is not due to an absence of people

from there–he already had Corinthian

believers living under his roof. For

some reason, Paul was experiencing a

void that could only be filled by oth-

ers, and specifically by the household of

Stephanas.

When one has been absent from a

place that holds significance, one’s

spirit can long for a type of filling not

available through other means. Die-

trich Bonhoeffer, on Christmas Eve of

1943 noted from prison that nothing

can make up for the absence of those from

whom we are separated: 

...and it would be wrong to find a
substitute; we must simply hold
out and see it through. That
sounds very hard at first, but at
the same time it is a great consola-
tion, for the gap, as long as it
remains unfilled, preserves the
bonds between us. It is nonsense
to say that God fills the gap; He
does not fill it, but on the contrary,
He keeps it empty and so helps us
to keep alive our former commun-
ion with each other, even at the
cost of pain. (1972, p. 176) 

The phrase “they made up for your

absence” speaks to Bonhoeffer’s idea

on the reality and pain of separation and

loss of others. Stephanas was doing

this very thing–making up for the absence

of loved ones. Coming 300 miles

from Corinth, which back then must not

have been an easy trip, these people

provided something nobody else did:

They relieved pain that inevitably

came from Paul’s separation from the first

fruits of his labor in Corinth.

It is likely that the household of Ste-

phanas carried with them word as to

the condition of the Corinthian church as

well as personal greetings from those

whom Paul cared for. In providing this

information, Paul could have his

spirit calmed, while he received firsthand

accounts of the state of the church in

Corinth. He no longer had to rely on old

information or his own fears to know

the church’s condition.

Additionally, Paul would have

found refreshment from Stephanas’

household because they were part of a

small handful whom he personally bap-

tized. One should not draw conclu-

sions as to the apostle’s emotional stabil-

ity solely on the basis of one word.

However, the context, along with support-

ing texts, points to the visit of Stepha-

nas being not just appreciated by Paul, but

also timely for his own emotional and

personal well-being.

Give Recognition to Such Persons.

Apparently it was not clear to the church

at Corinth that the work of Stephanas’

household warranted support. Paul’s need

to make this statement on their behalf

further illustrates the difficulties faced

with this church. The Corinthian com-

munity required admonishing so that Ste-

phanas and his household could freely

minister in the capacity to which they

were called. They were to recognize

and support Stephanas and others who

were engaged in such a ministry of

service. 

Applications to Missions Today

Receiving Ministry from Others. In allow-

ing himself to be ministered to by

those whom had originally been recipients

of his ministry, Paul blessed Stepha-

nas and his household. He also defended

the legitimacy of this work from

voices of resistance in Corinth. Paul, the

mentor and spiritual parent of these

Christians, took an accepting and open

stance, receiving from them, and

allowing them to further define their place

in God’s kingdom. Paul’s vulnerabil-

ity to and affirmation of this service func-

tions as an example to us all.
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Important lessons can be learned

from Paul’s response to the visit from

the household of Stephanas.

First, Paul demonstrated that a

significant part of discipleship is encour-

aging new Christians to find their

niche in the service of the Lord. Young

believers must be challenged to obe-

diently respond to God’s calling

for their lives, even if obe-

dience means the Lord would

have them minister to the

ministers.

Second, interdepen-

dency needs to be strong in the

life of the Body of Christ. 1

Cor. 12:12 teaches the impor-

tance of “body life” when it

states, “For just as the body is

one and has many members,

and all the members of the

body, though many, are one

body, so it is with Christ.” 

Third, one must know

oneself well enough to recog-

nize when one is in need

and requires encouragement.

Christ modeled the appro-

priateness of being needy when

he asked Peter and James to

join Him while he was in

anguish in Gethsemane. (Mat. 26:39)

Finally, when God chooses to bestow

his grace through another person, one

must never reject that gift. This final item

can be most difficult for those of us

who have spent our lives making sacri-

fices to minister to others with the

Gospel. The Lord regularly puts people in

our path, not only to be ministered to

by us, but also for us to receive ministry

in return. God blesses us not only

because we obey Him or help Him in

some way, but primarily because He

loves us.

Paul’s statement, “they made up

for your absence” also highlights the

important role that special visitors can

play in the lives of frontier missionaries.

Be they retired missionaries, mem-

bers from the sending church, teachers, or

just friends, opportunities exist for short

term visits from persons whose hearts

are to encourage, listen, serve, and share

news from home. Short-term visits by

the right person at the right time, go a

long way toward bridging the chasm

created when one leaves the home com-

munity and ventures into the chal-

lenges of the frontiers. Prayer, phone

calls, letters and faxes only go so far

in filling the need. Nothing replaces car-

ing human contact.

Member Care Relevance and Advocacy.

Regrettably, that which we now call

member care, finds itself often faced with

a dilemma similar to the household of

Stephanas. Individuals seeking to serve

missionaries find themselves needing

a modern day Paul to come to their

defense and justify their ministry.

Mission boards are generally doing more

than ever in the arena of providing

resources to their workers. Others how-

ever, still require convincing that help

is required. Unfortunately the problem of

naiveté can extend well beyond the

board rooms of mission agencies and per-

meate deep into some sending

churches. It is regrettable that lengthy

defense for member care services

may be required before the purse strings

of the sending churches and mission

organizations are loosed for the sake of

member care for their workers.

It seems that much of the shortsight-

edness described above is attributable

to the idealization when believ-

ers think of missionaries.

The fact is that although service

to the saints was something

Paul supported enough to war-

rant its defense, one-sided

history lessons show the frontier

missions endeavor making

tremendous strides these two-

thousand years without

much member care-related

assistance. This does not

mean however, that a need for

these types of services did

not and does not still exist. One

need look no further than

some of the patrons of frontier

missions to see what a posi-

tive function persons like those

of Stephanas’ household

could have served. 

Take, for instance, the

life of Dorothy Carey. Strug-

gling with the impact of life abroad

on her children, she suffered a mental

breakdown in India and was

described later in her life as “wholly

deranged”. Seldom do we hear her

side of this missiological experience.

Tucker and Andrews (1992:24-35)

describe other stories from the history of

Protestant missions, including those

who have suffered mental disorders, emo-

tional distress, and breakdowns.

Theirs is a list of successful, anointed

workers who have suffered great

emotional pain for the sake of the missio-

logical call. But their list is far from

complete!

Reflect on your own mission

experience. Remember the team member

who single-handedly brought to an

end several years worth of work. What

...one must know oneself
well enough to

recognize when one is in
need and requires 

encouragement. 
Christ modeled the 

appropriateness of being
needy when He asked 

Peter and James 
to join him while 
he was in anguish 

in Gethsemane.
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ber of missionaries with the fewest mem-

ber care workers is an expedient and

prudent strategy. This however is not only

not true but unwise. It is a far more

expedient use of resources to group mem-

ber care workers into teams. Experi-

ence shows that the care of the care-giver

is vital to the care-giver’s ability to

minister to others. The best way to pre-

vent damage to those who are minis-

tering is to surround the “minister” with

people who share the same mission.

(cf. Ecc. 4:9-12). 

Conclusion 

What we now call member care is not

new or original to twentieth century

Christian missions nor to local congrega-

tions. Scripture is replete with illus-

trations of people actively caring for

Christ’s flock. At the end of 1 Corin-

thians, we come face to face with a spe-

cific example of what caring for fron-

tier missionaries can look like: A team of

Christians who have found their niche

in the Great Commission by traveling to

the field and serving the saints. The

household of Stephanas did not wait for

Paul to return to Corinth so they

could serve him. Rather, they took the ini-

tiative to go and serve. During his

final missionary journey, Paul became the

benefactor of what we now call mem-

ber care. It is heartening to read Paul’s

response, “I rejoiced at their arrival

for they refreshed my spirit.” 

Such “spirit refreshing” ought

not to become a lost art. It is as needed

today on the frontiers, as much as it

was nearly two thousand years ago. Con-

sidering the demands and complexi-

ties of modern mission to the frontiers, it

is needed more so today!

Questions for Discussion

1. The author states that Paul was in
need of and freely received ministry
from others. Where else did this happen
apart from his experience with the
household of Stephanas?

2. What are some of the advan-
tages and disadvantages of forming and

about the couple whose fighting was

negating efforts to spread the Gospel.

The husband, who in adapting to a culture

where the men socialize over drinks,

finds himself addicted to alcohol. The

wife who decides that she can’t take it

anymore so she packs up the kids and

flies home. Add to this list your own

story. The mission community abounds

with stories of well-intentioned, good

people, who loved the Lord, but find

themselves in such significant per-

sonal pain they can no longer serve. Add

to this the pain and the shame that

comes with being considered a missionary

casualty.

Much can be done to keep crises on

the field from becoming ongoing

nightmares. When others, like Stephanas,

are encouraged to come along side

and bring refreshment, the flare-ups on

the field become more manageable.

Failure to provide or seek out this type of

member care hurts more than the par-

ties directly involved. The fallout reaches

across oceans and continents and

impacts people in the organization,

nationals, families, and churches.

Member care workers and others commit-

ted to the support of missionary per-

sonnel must be released to freely fulfill

their varied callings, bringing refresh-

ment and relief to those in need.

The Legacy of Stephanas. 

It is significant that Paul left the door

wide open for others who may also

feel compelled to perform this work: “put

yourselves at the service of such peo-

ple, and of everyone who works and toils

with them.” Currently we are seeing a

resurgence in the numbers of people who

desire to help maintain missionaries.

There are many young people in graduate

school, for example, desiring to serve

the Lord by preparing to care for front-

line workers. Pastors are taking time

away from the pulpit to bring refreshment

to the saints. Career missionaries are

refocusing their ministry efforts in order

to pastor those in need. This call

seems to be happening globally, to per-

sons of all races, denominations, and

ages. It is my firm conviction that the

open-ended and inclusive nature of

this passage is intended as affirmation for

those who feel a vocational calling to

serve the saints. With the further imple-

mentation and maturation of member

care, we can expect to see frontier mis-

sionaries more resilient, making them

able to spend more time reaching the

unreached and less time healing the

wounds of broken relationships, team

fragmentation, and personal crises.

Member Care Teams. 

Beyond Fortunatus and Achai-

cus, we will never know if there were

other members of Stephanas’ house-

hold. The text is silent as to the roles

which the various members played as

it is regarding their relationships to one

another. What we can say for certain

is that Stephanas and his associates minis-

tered together as a team. Particularly

relevant for today’s frontier missions con-

text is the importance and efficacy of

ministering together. Lareau Lindquist,

president of Barnabas International,

once said:“I try to never go on an

extended trip without Evie [his wife].

I have found over the years that I am more

than twice as productive having the

support and encouragement of my wife

near by”.

Member care resources are usually

best delivered through teams rather

than persons acting on their own. The

Bible clearly teaches that collectively

Christians represent Christ’s Body (cf. 1

Cor. 14) and that as individuals we

represent only a small portion of this

Body. The wisdom and discernment

needed to fully expedite member care

resources is best accomplished as a

group of individuals bring their own expe-

riences and spiritual gifts to the spe-

cific task. 

Concern for good stewardship

could lead individuals and organizations

to think that reaching the largest num-



176

VOL 12:4 OCT. -DEC. 1995

Jeffrey S. Ellis 

using member care teams?

3. What types of skills and gifts
are needed on a member care team?

4. In what ways is your organi-
zation or agency fulfilling the legacy of
the household of Stephanas as it
cares for its mission members?

5. When was the last time your
“spirit was refreshed” as the result of a
timely visit from Christian friends?
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As Russia advanced to secure trade routes

and farmland as well as to exploit the

rich natural resources of the area, Kazakhs

became a minority in their own land.

With forced collectivization, half of the

Kazakh population was literally

starved into submission by the Commu-

nists.

Forced to abandon their nomadic life-

style, Kazakhs moved toward indus-

trialization. Such changes came at great

costs to the people and the land. The

rivers supplying the Aral Sea, once the

fourth largest inland sea in the world,

were diverted to grow cotton. This

resulted in the destruction of the sea’s

fishing trade. Deadly chemicals spilled on

the sea’s bottom, and seriously

effected local villages.

Other areas suffered from intense

radiation contamination due to nuclear

testing. The independent Kazakhstan,

so declared in 1991, inherited these and a

host of other woes from their Com-

munist lords.

Economic Plague

Kazakh hospitality is renowned. Yet

crippling economic conditions have

forced them to abandon some of their

most valued traditions of hospitality.

A Kazakh proverb

states, “The more

guests you have, the

richer you are!”

Once participat-

ing in super

power status, Kazakhs

now suffer humili-

ating poverty as they

    J anderbek, a young Kazakh,

seemed to fly across the grass-

lands, galloping his horse at top speed.

Excitement raced through his veins as

the music of his people, glorying in their

rich heritage, blared from a cassette

player tied to his saddle. Janderbek was a

descendant of fabled horsemen from

the Mongolian hordes of Genghis Khan

who had conquered Central Asia in

the 13th century and intermingled with

the Turkish ancestors in what is now

Kazakhstan. For a moment, the youth

imagined himself as a handsome hero

from the legends of his heritage. In his

mind’s eye, he carried weapons for

hunting and warding off enemies bent on

stealing his clan’s precious livestock.

Abruptly Janderbek was forced to

rein in his horse. A fence stood before

him, a stark reminder that nomadic life

had been replaced by highly mecha-

nized collective farms where grains are

raised instead of livestock. Janderbek,

on a short summer vacation in the coun-

try, is like many of his tribesmen who

live in high rise apartments and work in

factories. Other Kazakhs have been

trained in the skills of a modern industri-

alized world. Like his peers, Jander-

bek searches for meaning in his glorious

past to compensate for the confusion

of his present existence.

From Nomad to Communist

For over a thousand years his ances-

tors grazed their herds of sheep, cat-

tle, horses, and camels on the vast Central

Asia steppes stretching from the Cas-

pian Sea to China. But two centuries of

Russian domination changed all that.

transition to a semi-free market economy.

The Mafia has moved in with suffo-

cating and deadly power to control all

commerce. Many are forced to sell

prized personal belongings in order to put

food on their  tables. Some lament, “It

was better under Communism. At least

we had bread, houses and some

respect in the world. Now we have noth-

ing.”

A woman named Sholpan had severe

stomach pain. She had to bribe a doc-

tor in order to obtain an appointment with

money borrowed from relatives. The

doctor told her that she needed surgery

and gave her a list of needed items for

the operation. Daily she and her relatives

scour the outdoor bazaars looking for

the needed supplies, including anesthesia

and sutures. If she can collect all of

the supplies, she will return to the doctor

with another bribe. This illustrates the

The Kazakhs:
Searching for an Identity

Communism and ecological catastrophes, matched 
with Islam, have greatly altered the culture and life of the Kazakhs.

INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF FRONTIER MISSIONS, VOL 12:4 OCT.-DEC. 1995

by Adopt-A-People Clearinghouse



178 The Kazakhs: Searching for an Identity

where cults abound, pedaling their philos-

ophies in an attempt to fill the

Kazakhs’ incredible spiritual vacuum.

Most Christian workers are con-

centrated in the capital city of Alma Ata.

(See map.) Though the number of

believers is small, there appears to be

great interest in the Gospel. Cur-

rently, only portions of the Bible have

been translated. Unfortunately, Chris-

tianity is seen by many Kazakhs as the

foreign religion of the Russians. In a

deep way, Kazakhs are searching for an

identity.

Pray for the Kazakhs

*Pray for the completion of the trans-

lation of the Kazakh Scriptures.

* Pray for the planting of Kazakh

churches in every city of Kazakhstan.

* Pray for the Gospel to penetrate and

spread into the rural areas where 50% of

the Kazakhs live.

* Pray that centuries of spiritual bondage

lack of the most basic needs such as cloth-

ing and medical attention.

Religious Vacuum

While historically Muslim, Com-

munist domination not only eroded a sense

of Kazakh religious identity, but it also

eroded a sense of spirituality. In the cities,

many profess to be atheists, claiming

that they can only trust themselves, now

that everything else has failed.

Yet, throughout Kazakhstan interest in

spiritual matters is at a peak. In

mosques built with Saudi money, local

Islamic clerics preach that one must be

Muslim to be Kazakh. In the villages, folk

Islam, with its “faith-healers” captures

the attention of the local people. Every-

would be broken, and that the veil of

deception would be removed from

the eyes of the Kazakh people.

* Pray that God would raise up mis-

sionaries and  church-planters with sensi-

tivity and wisdom and skill, to go to

Kazakhstan to preach the Gospel of the

Kingdom.

* Pray for the proclamation of the Gospel

to be accompanied with power, dem-

onstrating God’s superiority over

demonic spirits.

* Pray that the Kazakh government will

maintain its current posture of inter-

national openness and not succumb to

Islamic fundamentalism.

* Pray that Russian believers will be

able to reach out in love and power

to the Kazakhs.

* Pray that the Kazakh people may

find their identity in the Lord Jesus

Christ. May the search for their iden-

tity be fulfilled in Him!

For information and additional prayers cards on Unreached Peoples contact the:

Adopt-A-People Clearinghouse

P.O. Box 17490

Colorado Springs, CO 80935 U.S.A. Tel. 719-574-7001; Fax: 719-574-7005

Kazakh Facts
Religion: A mix of Sunny and folk

 Islam in rural areas. Urban areas are

 turning to astrology and spirit-

ism. Many atheists in the cities due

to Communist atheistic influ-

ence.

Population: 8,138,000 Kazakhstan,

10-12 million globally 

Language: Kazakh and Russian

Diet: Meat (horse, chicken, beef, mut-

ton), cheeses, sheep milk, fer-

mented mare’s milk, (a national

favorite). Rice and bread, grapes,

melons, eggplant, tomatoes and other

fruit and vegetables.

Health Care: 37 doctors per l0,000

 people. Many problems related

to pollution and radiation.

Literacy: 99%

Art Forms: Oral storytelling and

poetry.



 W ith the globalization of missions,

   the use of multi-cultural

teams is becoming common. This is cer-

tainly true for those teams serving in

frontier areas. Along with advantages,

potential conflicts exist which may

destroy the team’s “sense of community”

and correspondingly, its fruitful min-

istry. Based on our experience with such

teams, we begin this article with a

summary of multi-cultural team strengths.

We then discuss selected areas of

potential weakness of an imaginary but

not unlikely team comprised of Kore-

ans, Brazilians, and Americans.  

Our focus is on understanding

how teams can be impacted by different

underlying values–the long-enduring

judgments appraising the worth of an

idea, object, person, place, or practice

(Dodd 1991:85)–as well as on under-

standing the observed behavior of

missionaries from Brazil, Korea, and the

USA. We know that all Americans,

Brazilians, or Koreans will not act pre-

cisely in the ways we suggest. Yet it

is our hope that both the cultural tenden-

cies we discuss and the process of

discussion itself will stimulate useful dia-

logue involving these and other

nationality mixes on frontier teams.

A Sense of Community

Key to the survival of multi-national

teams in frontier missions is fostering

what community psychologists over the

last 20 years have called a “sense of

community”. This can be defined as

“...the perception of similarity to oth-

ers, an acknowledged interdependence

with others, a willingness to maintain

this interdependence by giving or doing

for others what one expects from

them, (and) the feeling that one is part of

a larger dependable and stable structure”

(Sarasson 1974:157). 

McMillan and Chavis (1986, cited in

Stoner, 1993) define four elements

necessary for a high sense of community

within a particular reference group.

1.  The element of membership: The feel-

ing of belonging or sharing a sense of

personal relatedness.

2.  The element of influence: The

sense of having influence over a group

and being influenced by that group.

3.  The element of fulfillment of needs:

The belief that one’s needs can be

and are being met through the collective

resources of the group.

4.  The element of shared emotional con-

nection: The commitment and cohe-

sion that grows out of the experience of

shared history.

It can be quite a challenging and

time-consuming process for Multi-

cultural teams–or any teams–to develop

this sense of community. But when

team members commit themselves to

grow together through this process,

the benefits can be great.

Strengths of Multi-cultural Teams

Multi-cultural teams can model the

diversity of the Body of Christ in

microcosm better than mono-cultural

teams. A mono-cultural team does

not readily demonstrate the international

nature of Christianity. For example,

an African Minister of Education once

told the crew of Operation Mobiliza-

tion’s ship “Logos,” “you are like the

United Nations except for one thing,

you really are united!”       

Multi-cultural teams can be a

demonstration of God’s transforming

power in intercultural relations. Peo-

ple notice God’s healing power for the

nations when workers from powerful

nations joyfully serve under a leader from

a less powerful country. Unity among

erstwhile enemies—such as prayer

together among Argentine and British

missionary co-workers during the 1982

South Atlantic conflict—are a credit

to the Gospel and make a great impact on

outsiders.

Multi-cultural teams have an in-built,

heightened sensitivity as to what is

biblical and what is cultural about them-

selves. The team helps its members

see themselves and the host culture from

outside their individual cultures.

Norms of a given host culture, for

instance what constitutes a lie, might

be misunderstood by some team members

and cause offense. Diverse cultural

backgrounds provide perspective and help

the team as a unit to respond appro-

priately. 

The multi-cultural team, because

of its diverse mix, may be less likely con-

fused with political agents and so not

perceived as being subversive by the host

country. Americans are not the only

ones who may face such suspicions. 

Although each individual is

unique within his/her national local cul-

ture, each national group tends to

have certain typical characteristics which

can enrich the team. Brazilian

vibrancy, Korean discipline, and Ameri-

can organization can complement

each other to make the combined unit

much stronger than the individual

parts.

Finally, the home churches bene-

fit, enriched through the multi-national

team experience of those they send.

These churches which stay in close con-

tact with their missionaries will have
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a heightened understanding of the Body

of Christ and the nature of God’s mis-

sion. 

Problems In Multi-cultural Teams

Although the mix of cultures brings

great benefits, it is not without poten-

tial pitfalls. Proper orientation and an

ongoing attitude of learning and ser-

vanthood are necessary to resolve these

problems. Mackin (1992:156-57)

states that one of the ongoing challenges

is for the team to distinguish what is

clearly condemned and clearly approved

by Scripture, from those things which

are either neutral or else subject to vary-

ing interpretations (such as drinking

alcoholic beverages).

The following examples of

potential problems that we describe stem

principally from the neutral and gray

areas. As Mackin reminds her readers,

love, unity and wholesomeness must

be emphasized as the team works through

the various issues at hand.

Leadership-Related Problems

Starting with communication

style, an American team leader may cause

offense by using an open, direct style

both in giving direction and in correcting

problems. The leader who is most

comfortable with an “open” style of com-

munication may expect a similar style

of openness and frankness from the team

members in expressing their needs.

To be in touch with all the team members,

however, the American must develop

a network of listeners to help him under-

stand other team members. An exam-

ple would be finding out the needs of a

single Korean woman on a team

through a Korean couple who is aware of

her needs. In addition, failure to

spend time developing relationships with

team members could diminish the

team’s perception of the American

leader’s authority which the Ameri-

can presumes is based primarily on a job

description.    

A Korean leader may find egalitar-

ian-minded Americans too direct in

expressing disagreement with his/her

views. The informal style of language and

body posture of Americans and Bra-

zilians may not convey to him the respect

he desires. On the other hand, his/her

directive style may well offend Ameri-

cans and to some extent Brazilians. 

 Female leaders may be accepted by

Americans and perhaps by Brazilians.

Korean men, however, would find it hard

to submit to a woman unless she has

significant experience to set her above the

men. American women who are open

to assuming leadership positions may thus

feel stifled by Koreans and, to a cer-

tain extent Brazilians, who may not want

them to move above a middle level of

managerial position. 

Finally, leaders often become

engaged in counseling with team mem-

bers. The Korean educational system

molds Koreans to assume that the expert

does the talking and the learner the

listening. Thus a Korean leader may be

more inclined to tell his team mem-

bers what to do rather than to listen to

their needs. But the American or Bra-

zilian leader who does not give clearly-

defined guidelines in counseling may

be perceived to be a weak leader by

Korean team members.

Lifestyle Issues.

Some of the most emotionally-

charged pitfalls of multi-cultural teams lie

in the area of lifestyle. These issues

move beyond one’s job to questions of

one’s personal and deeply-held val-

ues and feelings. 

The team language will likely be

English. Brazilians and Koreans will be

hampered by this. In particular the

Koreans will find it difficult to express

deep feelings, the language gap being

complicated by a generally reserved

nature as compared to their American

and Brazilian colleagues. Personal frustra-

tions and superficial relationships

may result. A danger exists of forming

exclusive national cliques centered on

language differences.

As for family life, Americans, in

contrast with Brazilians and Koreans,

tend to delineate sharply between

family and ministry, between personal

time and ministry or work time. Con-

flict may arise when the American is con-

sidered to be too protective of his/her

time or, on the other hand, when the

American accuses his colleagues of

not caring properly for their families.       

The values and feelings of wives

on the team, raised in different cultures

and thus with differing values and

expectations, must be taken into account.

The same is true for the values and

feelings of the children being raised

together in a multi-cultural setting.

Korean parents may find it difficult when

their children who may be studying at

an American-controlled school, begin to

expect their parents to treat them in

an American way, not a Korean way.

Americans can be offended by

child rearing practices, in what they per-

ceive to be spoiled, undisciplined

Korean children, considering the chil-

dren’s parents to be failing in their

role. This applies even to very young chil-

dren such as three and four-year-olds

whom Korean parents do not yet disci-

pline. But elementary-age and older

Korean children may chafe at the stric-

tures on their time as compared to

their freer American and Brazilian play-

mates. And Koreans or Brazilians

may not understand how an American

mother can let a baby cry, for exam-

ple when the baby wakes at night. Team

members, therefore, must respect the

culturally-conditioned child-raising styles

of each set of parents but parents

must also be sensitive to the impact their

children’s behavior has on the team.

Although American and Brazilian fami-

lies might benefit by moving toward

Korean disciplines, such as in study and

music lessons, Korean parents should

be prepared for the inevitable influences

toward less structured use of chil-

dren’s time.
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Education of children is a major con-

cern for missionary parents. Families

from the USA and Great Britain tend to

have more options linked to their

homelands than missionaries from other

lands. Koreans and Brazilians will

likely not find schooling compatible with

the system in their home countries.

Attendance at an American or

British school will contrib-

ute to a loss of national identity

on the part of the children.

This contributes to a tendency

of Korean families to not

return to Korea for furlough

since their children do not

fit in to the educational struc-

ture.       

Traditional Korean values

perceive the act of lying to

be considered a matter of inten-

tional harm more than as a

failure to give a literal account

of the facts. It is not seen as

a black and white issue but a

continuum. If a Korean man

is unavailable to speak to some-

one on the telephone, he may in good

conscience tell his child to say that he is

not at home. An American would

consider this to be lying, even if it is a

“white lie.” Such underlying values

related to indirect speech and not desiring

to hurt the feelings of others versus a

value of direct honesty may cause divi-

sion on the team. Brazilian style pro-

vides a more middle way that may help

both Koreans and Americans feel

comfortable.

The dimensions of “time orienta-

tion” versus “event orientation” (Lingen-

felter and Mayers, 1986) can be espe-

cially troublesome. Americans may

become frustrated when Brazilians

are not “on time” for team meetings and

appointments. Americans need to

learn from Brazilians and Koreans about

the importance of focusing on the

people who are present, not those who are

absent. Brazilians and Koreans may

benefit from the Americans’ concern for

those who are absent. 

Koreans tend to be more group-

oriented than Americans and Brazilians.

Americans and Brazilians may feel

that their Korean teammates over-protect

one another from criticism. The Kore-

ans, however, will likely feel that their

actions display love and unity. Amer-

icans and Brazilians can learn from the

Koreans’ emphasis on unity so that it

positively affects the entire team. Koreans

can learn the value of a broader sense

of team from the others that is not cen-

tered on an ethnic cluster.

Use of space must also be consid-

ered: personal, intimate, and social

space as well as clean and holy areas. The

removal of shoes in homes or on

entering a church pulpit is characteristic

of Koreans. Mutual respect should be

shown in each others’ homes on this

issue. The comfort zones involving

physical distance vary. American men

tend to keep their distance from each

other while Korean or Brazilian men may

walk together arm in arm. Americans,

despite their typical openness to others ,

are more likely than Brazilians or

Koreans to try to prevent intruding on

their “personal” space, possessions,

and time.

Food can be another area of con-

flict. Korean food is quite distinct from

American and Brazilian food. Ameri-

can and Brazilian singles living with

Koreans, or families living next to

Koreans, may find the distinctive smells

offensive. Common meals based on

the host country diet may provide a solu-

tion to this problem.       

Finally, multi-cultural

teams involving singles

increase the likelihood of inter-

cultural romance and mar-

riage. Agreement should be

reached in advance on how

romance will be handled on the

team, and in particular if

intercultural relationships

should be developed. Team

leaders may need outside coun-

sel to help the couple. Kore-

ans may find intercultural

romance a particular diffi-

culty since marrying a non-

Korean will likely cause a

disruption in the ability to fit

into the Korean culture. The

challenges of intercultural mar-

riage are high for Brazilians and

Americans, but such marriage tends to be

more readily accepted in these coun-

tries than in Korea. 

Patterns of Ministry

The question of personal spirituality

is important in defining the team’s

ministry. Again, team members from dif-

fering cultures must learn from each

other. Presumption that one’s own view

of spirituality is normative for all–be

it an emphasis on daily devotional times

alone or as a group, getting a specific

“word of the Lord”, practicing rigorous

spiritual disciplines, and so on–may

cause division and lack of mutual respect.

Styles of worship are likely to

vary. A Brazilian Baptist may be more

effusive than an American Pentecos-

tal. But Koreans in their prayer times may

display a vocal style that Brazilians

and Americans find dominating. On join-

ing the team, new members should be

Although the mix of 
cultures brings great

benefits, it is not without
potential pitfalls. Proper

orientation and an ongoing
attitude of learning and

servanthood are necessary
to overcome these 

problems.
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main thing he wanted was time with his

family. The day he returned  he prom-

ised his wife and two young teens that

next Saturday was to be their special

day. On Saturday morning, as the family

was getting things together for a spe-

cial outing, Paulo, a Brazilian colleague,

arrived at the door with Kamal, a new

believer. Inside Martin groaned. If they

had gotten up a half hour sooner, they

would have been gone by now. Now the

only option was to invite Paulo and

Kamal in, prepare some tea, and talk at

least for a while hoping that nobody

else showed up for a visit. Martin and his

family have come to minister to peo-

ple like Kamal. But they also need time as

a family. How do you think that Mar-

tin and his wife should handle the imme-

diate and future situations involving

family time?

Case Study Four—A mission

agency’s executive committee faces a per-

plexing situation. One of their team

leaders living in a male-dominated Mus-

lim land has had to step down. A

replacement must be named soon. There

is one clear choice to succeed him in

terms of gifts, skills, and experience: Eli-

sabet, a single Brazilian woman. But

that is just it–she is a woman, and a single

woman at that. The issue for many is

her gender and marital status and not her

abilities. If nominated, doubtless she

would humbly decline but the committee

believes she would accept if they

encouraged her to take on the responsibil-

ity. But, even if she did accept, the

committee wonders if her multi-cultural

team would accept her as leader.

How would she relate to the handful of

leaders, all men, from the fledgling

national church? How do you think the

executive committee should proceed?

Assuming they appoint Elisabet, how can

they help her to succeed?

Case Study Five—It has been a real strug-

gle to accomplish much work during

the last three weekly meetings of a multi-

national team in China. One of the

single Brazilian men has fallen in love

oriented to these differences and asked to

be more observant than demonstra-

tive in public worship until they have a

sense of the team’s corporate style.

This style will develop over time, having

the potential of becoming a beautiful

display of the diverse worship traditions

represented.

Finally, there is potential conflict

over the way to go about evangelism

and church planting. The American will

tend to want to research the area with

social science tools and conduct outreach

according to a logically derived plan.

The Brazilian will more likely emphasize

the importance of building relation-

ships in the community. To the Korean,

zeal will be a dominant characteristic

with preaching and other direct evangel-

ism emphasized if language is not a

barrier. Prayer will also be a vital element

of the Korean’s strategy along with

total personal devotion to church planting

activities.

Conclusion       

Multi-cultural teams are an

important part of frontier missions strat-

egy. In fact, they may well be the

main work horses that God will use to

help plow, cultivate, and harvest fron-

tier fields. We have outlined some con-

crete areas that these teams need to

consider as they seek to establish a sense

of community among themselves as

well as ministry viability. Strong multi-

national teams take time to develop.

This strength comes from understanding

each others cultural values, along

with practicing the biblical values of serv-

ing one another, giving preference to

each other, and being willing to change

for the sake of mutual edification.

Case Studies for Discussion:

Case Study One—David Wilson, the

American field director for Central

Asia, is visiting one of his multi-national

teams. He knows that some of the

Koreans on the team do not yet speak

English very well although they make

a heroic effort to learn. During his per-

sonal interviews with all the team

members, he asks if there are any per-

sonal problems of which he should be

aware. He is particularly impressed with

how cheerful and pleasant Soo Jung

is, a newcomer, and comments on this to

the team leader. Later, the team

leader writes to David. As it turns out,

Soo had smiled but actually had

hardly understood a word that he had

said. In reality she was facing a per-

sonal crisis related to the illness of her

non-Christian father back home in

Korea. “But how was I to know?” pro-

tests David to himself. “I asked her

and she did not tell me anything!” What

could David do differently in the

future? Any advice for Soo or the team

leader?

Case Study Two—Jeremias Silva has

worked for nearly ten years among

Muslim peoples in Africa, far from his

native Sao Paulo home. Sometimes

he wonders if he would prefer to go back

to earlier years, when he and his wife

worked alone rather than on a team. The

Smiths (Americans) and the Kims

(Koreans), each with school-age children,

joined the Silvas two years ago. Both

couples were highly committed when

they came but now disunity has set-

tled into the team. Dave Smith believes

strongly that community develop-

ment work–drilling water wells and con-

ducting primary health care classes–

should play an equal role with direct wit-

ness in the team’s ministry. Won Ho

Kim, though, considers such development

activities to be second best. Both men

use arguments from Scripture to support

their position. But Jeremias wonders

if there are not underlying cultural issues

involved that are separating his co-

workers. What might some of these issues

be? How could Jeremias help resolve

any issues?

Case Study Three—On the flight back

to his Middle Eastern home, returning

from a mission executive meeting,

Martin, an American, told himself that the
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with a Korean team member, and this has

led to some division. The Korean

team leader and his wife believe it is bet-

ter not to encourage this relationship.

The other three members of the team, an

American couple and their 20 year

old son, see no serious problem with it,

provided they go slowly  and remain

accountable. The leader tries to instruct

the Brazilian man privately but they

end up arguing. The oldest American

tries to act as a mediator between

both parties as this issue is brought up

during the team meetings. The

Korean woman is confused, the team

leader feels his authority is being

overlooked, the Americans want to move

on and focus on ministry issues, and

the Brazilian is afraid that he will loose a

potential wife. Take the part of one

of the seven team members, and describe

what you might do to help resolve

this situation.
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  H     ave you ever seen“The Wizard of

            Oz?” It is an American fan-

tasy classic filmed in 1939. The film por-

trays the trials and adventures of a

young girl, Dorothy, who attempts to

return home from a magical land

lying “somewhere over the rainbow”.

Like many of our friends, we prob-

ably have seen  it a dozen times before

adolescence. During one scene, Doro-

thy and her companions enter a dark for-

est en route to Oz, the Emerald City.

Anxiously wondering what wild beasts

might lie within, they begin to simul-

taneously chant, “Lions, tigers, and bears,

oh my!”

For frontier missionaries and their

team mates, frequently beset with

analogous challenges, a similar refrain

can be heard: “Foxes, giants,and

wolves, oh my!” Who are these creatures,

and what do they have to do with the

life and task of pioneer missions? In brief,

they are biblical metaphors represent-

ing the struggles that we often experience

as we try to serve God in new ways

or in unfamiliar and difficult places.

Foxes try to distract us and cause

us to drift off our primary tasks (Song of

Sol. 2:15). Giants seek to destroy us

by exploiting our vulnerabilities (2 Sam.

21:15-22). Wolves, on the other hand,

endeavor to distress us, keeping our lives

out of balance (Matt. 10:16). Let’s

take a closer look at these creatures and

explore some ways to deal with them.

The following three sections can be used

as team building tools.

Capturing the Foxes

A few years ago we spent five

weeks in a Muslim country, experiencing

life in a Muslim culture and provid-

ing pastoral support to several expatriate

workers there. In so doing, we inadver-

tently stumbled upon an ultimate

four-footed menace.

Mistrust between national believ-

ers, conflicts with colleagues, poverty,

occult practices, persecution, illness:

are but a few of the obstacles that can

plague Christian workers in many

Muslim cultures. As menacing as these

obstacles can be, however, there is

something much subtler but potentially as

destructive to workers and their task.

We call them “foxes”.

Solomon said: “Capture the

foxes, the little foxes, that ruin the vine-

yard, while the vineyard is in blos-

som” (Song of Sol. 2:15). What are these

foxes? In the context of cross-cultural

work, we would say that they are meta-

phors for the everyday distractions

that take workers away from their pri-

mary tasks. They are the daily chores,

the frequent interruptions, the legal red

tape, the time needed to set up a tent-

making business, communication ineffi-

ciencies, and so on. These eat up

workers’energy, and often interfere with

the very reason they are ministering. 

We like to refer to this distracting

process as “worker drift”–the natural

tendency whereby life’s “currents” divert

one’s focus (time, activities,

resources, and heart direction) to areas

that are peripheral to his/her objec-

tives. In other words, workers, families,

teams, and even sending agencies

succumb to the inevitable trend to “major

on the minors”. It is not simply an

issue of time management, but something

far more challenging: “drift manage-

ment”. Let’s take a closer look at these

these little foxes to understand what

frontier workers are up against.

Doing Good

It has been aptly said that the

good can become the enemy of the best.

Many good things demand the atten-

tion of frontier workers—like playing

host or tour guide to visitors or enter-

taining nationals who are not members of

the people group you are trying to

reach. The challenge is to find the balance

between good activities (which may

or may not help one connect more with

the host culture) and pursuing one’s

primary call.

Demands of Living

Basic subsistence realities are a con-

stant energy-consumer. Some wives,

for example, can spend much of their day

driving their children to different

schools, shopping, and cooking, leaving

little time for language study and

other ministry-related activities. Tentmak-

ers are frequently stretched by the

need to blend together their work

demands with family life, social obli-

gations, and time with nationals. The

main problem is lack of time.

Developmental Push

This refers to the normal internal

tugs that we experience during different

seasons of our life. For example: the

male worker in mid-life wanting to

change careers and/or see something

concrete established as a result of his

work; the couple that meets in the

host country, falls in love, and decides to

return to the home country to get

married and live; the push to return home

to care for aging parents; the question

of whether to accompany adolescent chil-

dren back home as they enter into a

high school. These and other inner yearn-

ings must be acknowledged and

prayerfully resolved. 

Foxes, Giants, and Wolves
Facing our vulnerabilities with the Lord’s help often ushers in the desperately needed relief

in cross-cultural mission difficulties and stressful situations.
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Deployment Issues

Many workers call this the

“seven year itch”—the desire to move on,

try something new, seek fulfillment

by working in a different way. Some may

feel underemployed (the person with

graduate training who teaches only six

hours of English each week), under-

utilized (the faithful full-time Mom who

wishes she had more time with

nationals), or overworked (people in

demanding secular jobs). Wrestling

with the issue of personal fulfillment

through one’s work and embracing

the need for sacrifice are an ongoing

experience for many.

Defaulting to the Status Quo

There is a tendency in all of us to

gravitate towards the familiar and the

convenient. In a cross-cultural set-

ting, this can present itself as a desire to

speak/learn a trade language rather

than a more difficult heart language;

spending extra time with expatriates

rather than pursuing relationships with

nationals; or planning seemingly end-

less work strategies on a computer rather

than seeking out additional time with

nationals. It takes self-discipline, intrinsic

motivation, accountability, and com-

mitment to stay focused on difficult tasks.

Team Member Differences

Our individual variations reflect the

creative genius of God. But these

very differences in stressful situations

could appear as deviance, leading to

division and conflict. Differences in work

expectations, lifestyle, and relation-

ships, must be discussed, understood, and

harmonized as much as possible. No

one wins when differences are either cov-

ered up or left unresolved.

Discouragement.

Each of the previous six foxes

feed into this one, making it the most

menacing. Two reasons for discou-

ragement include slow progress in one’s

work and having to say farewell to

colleagues who move to another location.

Although mourning a loss is healthy,

unchecked discouragement frequently

results in an inordinate self-focus that dis-

torts one’s understanding of God’s

perspective and decreases one’s faith that

God will move. Discouragement can

also result in someone obsessively yearn-

ing for the proverbial greener pas-

tures lying out there somewhere. 

The above seven distractions in

and of themselves are neither wrong nor

necessarily problematic. What makes

them troublesome, is their unrecognized,

ongoing, cumulative affects, which

subtly prevent us from “fulfilling our

ministry” (2 Tim. 4:5).

So how do workers, their families,

and teams “capture these foxes”?

Awareness is an obvious first step.

Openly identifying and talking about

them with family, friends, and team mem-

bers is required. Second, it is impor-

tant to strategize and pray through solu-

tions to the natural drift process.

Accountability to one another for use of

time and work is a must. Finally, spir-

itual warfare is crucial. Distractions,

though natural, can be used in unnat-

ural ways by demonic forces. Satan is as

equally pleased to sabotage one’s

work through distracting foxes as he is

with ravenous wolves or fearsome

giants.

Applications. 

Have you ever seen a fox in the wild?

We have seen three of them over a

five year period, in the woods by our

house. They just seem to pop up and

then vanish before you can figure out

what happened. If you think its hard

to spot a fox, then just try catching one!

In the same way distractions–the little

foxes from the Song of Songs 2:15–can

be difficult to identify and even more

difficult to apprehend. Nonetheless there

are some ways to capture these foxes.

Here’s an exercise that can help.

Get together with a friend and

talk about the five items below. Discuss

whether you would want to hold each

other accountable for some of your “little

foxes”. Also consider doing this with

your team or family. Remember, respon-

sible self-disclosure, as opposed to

indiscriminate disclosure, which consid-

ers the well-being of everyone in a

group as one shares one’s own thoughts,

is a powerful means of staying united

as a team and staying focused on the task.

1. In what ways, if any, do you think

you have drifted off your primary tasks

over the past six months?

2. Which of the seven foxes previously

described seem to distract you the

most? Try your hand at drawing a quick

picture of one of them–make it realis-

tic or abstract.

3. Why do you suppose it may be

hard for you to catch your foxes?

4. What helps you to stay focused on

your work? List three practical steps you

can take to help yourself.

5. Are there any other thoughts and

insights you have about the “little

foxes”? If so, discuss your ideas with a

friend or colleague..

Giants: Facing our Vulnerabilities

There are troublemakers lurking out

there, waiting to take advantage of

our vulnerabilities. King David’s last bat-

tlefield experience illustrates this. 

Scripture tells us in 2 Sam. 21:15 that

once again there was war with Philis-

tia. And once again David and the men of

Israel made the familiar trek down to

fight at Gob, lying on the border area

between the two nations. 

However, this time things were dif-

ferent. First, David was probably an

older man, lacking the robust strength of

his youth. Second, a Philistine giant

called something like Ishbi-Benob, was

out to get David. The battle com-

menced and in the midst of the fighting,

David became exhausted. It would

seem that the giant had been waiting for

such a moment–when David was the

most vulnerable–in order to make his
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move. So his assault was likely a deliber-

ate, premeditated act. You might say

that Ishbi-Benob wanted to shish-kebab

David.

Interestingly, the text points out that

Ishbi-Benob was wearing something

“new” on his waist, perhaps a belt or a

sword. The interpretation of this is

not entirely clear, but its inclusion in the

account is significant. One possible

interpretation is that he was

wearing a belt of honor,

suggesting that he was a cham-

pion among the Philis-

tines. Another possibility is

that he wore a new sword,

which may have been forged

and dedicated for a spe-

cific purpose, such as killing

David. Abishai comes to

David’s aid though, surely at

the risk of his own life,

and smites the giant and kills

him.

Enters the important epi-

logue: David’s valiant men gather

around him and make him swear that he

will never go into battle again. Why?

Well, not just for David’s own safety.

Something even more important is at

stake. It was “in order that the lamp of

Israel might not go out”. 

What does this phrase mean? As we

understand it, David, as king, was

like a lamp that reflected the character

and purposes of God to Israel and the

surrounding peoples. To extinguish this

witness would be to endanger God’s

redemptive purposes for the nations.

Frontier missionaries likewise

are lamps to the particular nations and

people groups in which they work.

We are the light of the world, the Lord

tells us (Matt. 5:14). As with David,

the forces of darkness seek to prey upon

our vulnerabilities in order to dimin-

ish the intensity of our light–our witness–

among a people group. It’s an age-old

tactic whose only antidote is to fight the

giants and face our vulnerabilities

with the strength of the Lord and with the

help of close caring friends.

Applications

Let’s look at the biblical text again in

2 Sam. 21:15-17 and do some self-

exploration. Read through the eight items

below and answer each question.

Take time to discuss your responses with

a friend or family.

1. Like David, we all have vulnerabilities.

These become even more visible for

those who are in leadership positions.

Sometimes we may not be aware of

them until a crisis brings them to light.

What are some of your own areas of

vulnerability? 

2. Apart from their literal meaning,

what might the “giants” represent? Are

they metaphors for spiritual forces,

vulnerabilities, or what?

3. It has been stated that Ishbi-Benob

had a premeditated plan for killing David.

Do you think there is a similar spiri-

tual strategy to hinder God’s life in you

and His work through you? If so,

how?

4. David, as the leader of Israel, was

a lamp reflecting the character and pur-

poses of God. How is this true of

your life? List three ways that you are

practically doing the same. 

5. Let’s look at mutual support between

workers. What does this passage

imply about teamwork, our need for each

other, and our willingness to let oth-

ers speak into our lives?

6. David’s battlefield experience

started with a giant (Goliath) and ended

with a giant (Ishbi-Benob). But these

were not the last of the giants. Verses 18-

22 of chapter 21 goes on to talk about

other encounters with giants. Which types

of people and which type of gifts are

needed to subdue the various giants? Are

giants ever finally vanquished?

7. These giants did not just show

up one day on the battle line

in order to be promptly slain by a

God-appointed warrior.

Reading between the lines, there

must have been many casual-

ties inflicted on Israel’s army by

the giants. Are casualties

among workers inevitable?

Which personal wounds are

you aware of which have come

as a result of your battles

with giants? Take time to bring

these before the Lord in

prayer.

8 Regarding the giants in our lives,

can you make any other applications of

this passage for your life, your fam-

ily, or your team?

Prudence in the Presence of Wolves

Frontier workers must find prac-

tical ways to be “shrewd as serpents and

innocent as doves” in order not to

become prey to the stress-producing

“wolves” of missionary life. No one

would want to become “lamb chops”! Yet

that is basically what Jesus said

would happen to people if they did not

exercise prudence in their ministry.

Consider for instance, His warning in

Matt. 10:16: “Behold I send you out

as sheep in the midst of wolves.Therefore

be wise as serpents and innocent as

doves.” Notice that He did not send His

disciples (nor us) out as emboldened

lions, but as vulnerable sheep needing the

flock and needing the Shepherd. Why

such a solemn warning? Because mission

life is neither easy nor always safe.

“worker drift”–
the natural tendency

whereby life's “currents” 
divert one’s focus (time,

activities, resources, and heart 
direction) to areas that 

are peripheral to 
his/her objectives. 
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organization. As we deal with the stres-

sors we need to be reminded of Luke

12:32 “Do not fear, little flock, because

your Father is pleased to give you the

kingdom.”

Questions for Discussion

Stress is the response of the whole

person to the internal and external

demands that we experience. The follow-

ing questions will help you become

more familiar with how stress affects you.

It will also look at some ways that

you can use to deal with stress. Respond

to each of the five questions below

and then discuss them as a group. What

insights can you get from one

another?

1. How do you know when you are

experiencing stress? What signals do you

receive from your body, behavior,

and emotions? 

2. How does stress affect your inter-

personal relationships?

3. When was the last time you went

through a significant period of stress?

What was it like? Briefly describe it.

4. What did Jesus do to manage stress—

to deal with the wolves and potential

wolves of his ministry? There are at least

25 different things he did to manage

stress which are recorded in the Gospels.

How many can you identify?

5. What helps you to deal with stress, and

what helps you keep your life in bal-

ance,—keeping the wolves at bay? What

does not help?

Kelly O’Donnell and Michele
Lewis O’Donnell are psychologists
working with Youth With A Mission
and Member Care Associates, based in
England. They have edited two
books, Helping Missionaries Grow

(1988) and Missionary Care
(1992). They are actively involved in
developing the field of member
care in missions.

When we first started working in

missions as psychologists, we under-

stood that the main struggle for mission-

aries was in the area of cross-cultural

adjustment—“just persevere in language

and culture learning and you will

probably make it.” Well we were right–

sort of.

In practically no time, though, we

became painfully aware of another

significant stressor for missionaries, and

one which proved to be our own

greatest struggle during our first three

years overseas:–trying to harmonize

one’s background/preferences with the

organizational culture of one’s mis-

sion. Like many missionaries, we soon

realized the draining impact of unre-

solved interpersonal conflict. 

Next we became more keenly

aware of spiritual warfare.To make a long

story short, as we gained even more

experience on the field, we also began to

see a host of other “wolves”—

stressors–which affected us and others in

frontier missions. 

We soon saw the need to develop a

conceptual grid to help appraise the

various wolves that are part of missionary

life. “CCHHOOPPSS”, as in lamb

chops, is an acronym we have gradually

developed to help remember ten gen-

eral categories of stressors common to

missionaries. We have reproduced

this grid below and use it regularly as a

member care tool. 

Applications. 

Read through the ten categories

and then write down some of the stressors

that you have experienced over the

past several months. Put these under a

column labeled “struggles.” In a sec-

ond column, “successes,” list some of the

helpful ways you have dealt with

stress during the last several months. 

Finally, under a “strategies” col-

umn, jot down some of your ideas for bet-

ter managing stress in the future. Dis-

cuss your responses with a friend. The

categories are:

Cultural–getting your needs met in

unfamiliar ways: language learning, cul-

ture shock, reentry.

Crises–potentially traumatic events, often

unexpected: natural disasters, wars,

accidents, political instability.

Historical–unresolved past areas of

personal struggle: family of origin issues,

personal weaknesses.

Human–relationships with family mem-

bers, colleagues, nationals: raising

children, couple conflict, struggles with

team members, social opposition.

Occupational–job-specific challenges and

pressures: work load, travel schedule,

exposure to people with problems, job

satisfaction, more training, govern-

ment “red tape”.

Organizational–incongruence

between one’s background and the organ-

izational ethos: differing with com-

pany policies, work style, expectations.

Physical–overall health and factors

that affect it: nutrition, climate, illness,

aging, environment.

Psychological–overall emotional stability

and self-esteem: loneliness, frustra-

tion, depression, unwanted habits, devel-

opmental issues/stage of life issues.

Support–resources to sustain one’s work:

finances, housing, clerical and techni-

cal help, donor contact, leisure, children’s

education.

Spiritual—relationship with the Lord:

devotional life, subtle temptations,

time with other believers, spiritual war-

fare.

Stress assessment and management

must not occur solely at the level of

the individual missionary. Rather, it is

vital to identify and discuss the stres-

sors that affect missionary families,

teams, departments, the region, and

the overall mission agency itself. The

CCHHOOPPSS tool, if diligently

done at least once a year, is a useful

means to understand and minimize

stress at various levels of the mission



  T  his study describes a five day 

  intervention counseling visit by

co-therapists involving a missionary fam-

ily struggling in the field. Aspects of

the case illustrate a brief therapy model

for field interventions previously pre-

sented by the authors (Cerny and Smith,

1994). Two counselors flew to the

Middle East in order to work with this

family, purposefully lodging with

them in their home. Demographic and

personal details of this case have been

altered to maintain confidentiality.

Field interventions can be very

beneficial in helping workers and their

families resolve problems and

develop effective coping skills within

their cross-cultural context. Counsel-

ing care is indicated when there are such

things as significant and ongoing mar-

ital conflict, unremitting team struggles,

serious personal problems, or crisis

events such as natural disasters or per-

sonal tragedies. The need to provide

professional care on the field is discussed

frequently in the member care litera-

ture (e.g., Dennett, 1990; Fitzel, 1992;

Jones, 1993; Lindquist, 1995; Noll

And Rohnert-Noll, 1995; Powell, 1992;

White, 1989; White, 1992). 

Therapy Model

Counseling models serve as

means of summarizing, organizing, inter-

preting, and communicating one’s life

experience and professional practice. In

developing such a model for the mis-

sion context we have considered the fol-

lowing factors: 1) needs of the patient

population, and factors of the treatment

setting including cultural milieu, 2)

therapeutic experience, professional train-

ing, educational background, personal

preferences, and limitations which the

developers of the model bring to the pro-

cess, and 3) the background research

and theoretical literature of the field

which provide a professional founda-

tion. 

The main points of the model we

are advocating (and still refining) are

summarized in Missionary Care Field

Intervention Model: Stages and Tasks.

What follows are its main points:

Stage One: Pre-visit Preparation 

1. Develop helping, supportive rela-

tionship with mission agency.

2. Receive request for help from mis-

sionary in the field.

3. Make preliminary needs assess-

ment with missionary and agency.

4. Coordinate financial and travel

arrangements with missionary and

agency. 

Stage Two: Field Intervention 

1. Engagement–Establish rapport and

cooperation quickly, clarify confidential-

ity issues, clarify felt needs.

2. Assessment–Rapidly assess spiritual

and psychological needs accurately,

discuss results and develop mutual under-

standing of needs and resources. 

3. Intervention–Discuss and develop lim-

ited intervention goals with mission-

aries, discuss and agree to intervention

strategy, accomplish limited goals

together.

4. Termination–Evaluate progress and

identify ongoing needs together, mutually

develop and send treatment report to

agency, process separation and make fol-

low-up agreement.

3. Follow-Up—Encourage and monitor

progress by fax or E-mail for six

months minimum. Provide longer term

reduced frequency follow-up as desired

and needed. Provide long term availa-

bility for consultation or additional ther-

apy.

The Case Study:

The story of this case begins with

the counseling session an American psy-

chologist, Dr. Luke Small, had with a

missionary couple at a mission confer-

ence. The couple’s names were Jahib,

age 48, from India, and Diane, age 40,

from Canada. They were tentmakers

in Turkey with their two adolescent sons,

Stephen (16) and Thomas (15). They

also had an older, adopted daughter,

Naomi, who was attending a univer-

sity in Europe. After doing an intense

marital consultation with Jahib and

Diane in which they expressed deeper

needs, Dr. Small felt impressed by the

Lord to offer to visit them in Turkey if at

some point they desired further fam-

ily counseling. 

Six months later Luke received a

fax from Diane and Jahib expressing great

concern over their son, Stephen, who

was failing in his Turkish-speaking high

school. They asked if Luke could

come and evaluate their son’s needs. Ste-

phen was asking to leave home and

transfer to an English-speaking high

school in Montreal, Canada where

Diane’s family lived. In the communica-

tion Diane seemed depressed and

expressed concerns about marital conflicts

with Jahib. Because Dr. Small did not

frequently work with adolescents, he con-

sulted about the family’s needs with a

colleague and Christian friend, Dr. Matt

Jenkins, a psychologist specializing in

adolescent treatment who lived close by

him in Seattle.     

After some ongoing communication

Intervention Counseling on the 
Frontiers: A Case Study
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with the family and their mission agency,

Luke and Matt agreed, at their own

expense, to visit the missionary family for

a five day period. The agency helped

Luke and Matt make proper logistical

arrangements for communication and

transportation. Prior to leaving, Matt and

Luke offered to transport any food-

stuffs or other items the family might

need from  America.

On the transatlantic flight Matt and

Luke further discussed their expecta-

tions for the trip. They committed them-

selves to communicate often with

each other and to safeguard their relation-

ship. They talked about potential

pressures of traveling, cross-cultural

stress, and how they would be getting

to know each other better through this

experience. They discussed their need

for private times together for prayer,

reflection, feedback, and planning

throughout the process of the trip and

intervention. Although not purposely

planned, their travel arrangements fortui-

tously provided for a two night layo-

ver in the European city where Jahib and

Diane’s mission agency was located.

The agency personnel director met

them at the airport and arranged for

their lodging. Expressing concern, the

personnel director informed them that

Diane was reported to be having suicidal

thoughts according to another mis-

sionary, Frank, who had recently visited

with the family. Luke and Matt also

had an opportunity to interview Frank.

Providing further background infor-

mation, the personnel director indicated

that, while Jahib and Diane were very

effective workers in their field, their

cross-cultural marriage had some

chronic problems. Also, their family had

been through a series of severely

stressful experiences in the past two years

which he described in detail. Armed

with helpful information about the fam-

ily’s needs and cross-cultural issues,

Matt and Luke embarked to the Middle

East. 

Day One

The night arrival at the Turkish air-

port was very cold and unfamiliar

with officials, inspections, and guns. After

clearing customs, Luke and Matt

were met by their host, Jahib. There was

initial awkwardness and formality.

Luke introduced Matt to Jahib and after-

wards loaded baggage into the car.

During the drive from the airport with

unfamiliar sights, going down dark-

ened streets, Luke acknowledged that as

North Americans there was much

they did not know about Turkish culture

and about Jahib’s Indian culture.

They expressed a desire to learn from

Jahib. They also asked Jahib to let

them know right away if there was any-

thing they said or did that would

create offense or that was hurtful instead

of helpful.

After a few minutes of silence Jahib,

with tears in his eyes, turned and said,

“You are like two angels God has sent to

help us with our son. I don’t know

how to thank you for leaving your fami-

lies and coming all this way to help

my family at your own expense.” Jahib

expressed his grateful words with so

much feeling that neither psychologist

knew how to respond at first. After a

few moments Luke thanked him for his

words and said that it was an honor to

come and work together to help his fam-

ily.

Upon arrival at the home they were

greeted by Diane who showed them

to their room and oriented them to the

house. After freshening up, Luke and

Matt joined Jahib and Diane for coffee

and a light dinner. Stephen and

Thomas were spending the night with

friends and would return home the

next day. Being away at university, their

adopted daughter, Naomi, did not par-

ticipate in the counseling intervention.

Although Jahib was very gra-

cious to his guests, Matt and Luke were

taken back by the gruff way he

treated Diane as she served dinner. After

giving them the mail, food items, and

gifts they had brought from North Amer-

ica, Matt and Luke each received the gift

of a Turkish coffee set from their

hosts. Then they were able to sit and

briefly discuss together their hosts’

concerns, expectations, and proposed

agenda for the visit. Before saying

good night, Jahib invited Matt and Luke

to join him for his early morning walk

which they accepted.

After retiring to their room, Matt

and Luke discussed the events of the day

including the feelings of being in

such a different culture and their initial

impressions of Jahib and Diane. They

developed a tentative schedule for Mon-

day, prayed, and slept. The late night

summarizing of the day’s progress, devel-

oping the treatment plan for the next

day, and praying together became a posi-

tive daily experience for Matt and

Luke. Over breakfast each day the pro-

posed treatment plan was discussed

with Jahib and Diane and revised to fit

their perceived needs.

Day Two

Monday Morning. The following

morning as Luke and Matt went walking

with Jahib, he told them of the history

of Turkey and spoke with great pride

about the heritage of his adopted

country. He was very confrontive about

some of the weaknesses and excesses

of Western Christianity. After returning to

the house and having morning coffee

together, Jahib became so anxious he lit-

erally seemed unable to sit and talk.

Suddenly, he jumped up and announced

that everyone was going to the sea-

side where they could all walk and talk.

Later as they walked on the beach

away from the crowds, the conflict and

pain in the relationship between Jahib

and Diane boiled to the surface. They

became very angry with each other.

Jahib seemed very controlling and domi-

nating while Diane seemed very

depressed and angry. At this point the

goals of the counseling visit began to

come into question. Jahib was offended

that Diane had asked for marital help

in the pre-visit fax communication. He
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felt humiliated, betrayed, and initially

refused to allow it. They were able to

agree, however, on getting help to evalu-

ate Stephen’s school failure, and both

agreed that Diane was depressed.

After listening for awhile longer,

Luke suggested that they stop together

and sit for a moment on a nearby log.

Alone on the beach by the sea, Matt and

Luke prayed aloud for Jahib

and Diane. Then each spouse

was able to utter a few

words asking for help without

blaming each other. The

couple then agreed to talk later

that day with Luke about

their painful conflict. 

That afternoon Jahib

retired for a nap. With his per-

mission, Luke did psycho-

logical testing with Diane to

evaluate her depression. He

administered some commonly

used clinical tests.

Later in the afternoon Luke had the

first formal session with Jahib and

Diane which was very stormy, but more

contained than the beach walk. Jahib

yelled in anger and Diane cried in pain.

Jahib spoke of his pain of feeling

rejected too by Diane. Diane expressed

her anger due to major disappoint-

ments with Jahib. Luke listened, tried to

understand, and felt their helpless-

ness. This was not going to be an easy

case. No one felt the session had gone

that well or was very helpful, but both

acknowledged they had a problem as

a couple and agreed it was a factor in

Diane’s stress level.    

Stephen, the 16 year old son, and

Matt spent the afternoon getting to

know each other through talking in his

room, walking, and playing soccer.

Matt did some assessment of the adoles-

cent via activities and games they

enjoyed together, alternating activity and

playfulness with serious talking.

Monday Evening. Luke was very

tired, but when Jahib invited him to

go to the coffee house, he was honored

and accepted. Luke found it interesting to

listen as Jahib talked with his friends

in Turkish even though only a little could

be understood. Meanwhile back

home, Matt observed Stephen manipulat-

ing his mother in the kitchen after

dinner and used the opportunity to interact

with each of them about his observa-

tions and their relationship.

Day Three

Tuesday Morning. Luke awakened

before sunrise and felt very discou-

raged. He sensed the hopelessness and

pain within the family and sadly felt

some of his own cross-cultural stress,

being so far from home and family.

Tears came to his eyes as he expressed to

Matt his deep appreciation for the

small prayer team back home that was

praying regularly for them, the host

family, and the success of the counseling

intervention.

 Luke and Matt took a morning walk

with Jahib. He talked freely about his

disdain for the political hypocrisy and

excesses of Western Christians. He

also expressed a deep compassion for the

poor and those less fortunate. Luke

and Matt mostly just listened and

reflected back some of Jahib’s con-

cerns. After the walk, and while drinking

morning coffee in the kitchen, Luke

spoke with the hosts about completing

Diane’s formal evaluation in the

morning and formally evaluating the boys

in the afternoon. Jahib refused to partici-

pate in any psychological evaluation

of himself and that decision was honored.

With Jahib’s permission, Luke

interviewed Diane that morning while

Jahib was out of the home doing busi-

ness. He first conducted a detailed mental

status examination and obtained a

thorough history. As they discussed the

past ministry and counsel-

ing she had received for early

childhood sexual abuse,

Diane had wondered whether

she needed to work through

aspects of her childhood abuse

that still troubled her. They

prayed together about this, and

then determined to focus

only on her depression and mar-

ital concerns during this

visit.

Luke met with Jahib

when he returned and discussed

the session he had with

Diane. It was agreed that Luke would

meet with both Diane and Jahib that

evening and give them the results of his

evaluation of her depression and spe-

cific recommendations for treatment. Dur-

ing the morning Matt was away from

the house with Stephen, playing tennis

and swimming while building rapport

and informally evaluating him.

Tuesday Afternoon. A small fam-

ily crisis erupted around noon when 15

year-old Thomas arrived late, having

refused to come in from the street when

Jahib ordered him to do so. Thomas

and his father started yelling at each other.

Jahib then struck him and Thomas ran

down the street with Jahib in close pursuit

and Stephen anxiously following.

Diane anxiously asked Matt and Luke to

intervene. They declined, saying to

her that Jahib was handling the situation

in his own way and they would all

talk about it together in retrospect. After

returning home about 30 minutes later

at the hand of his father, an angry Thomas

quickly recovered and was able to

greet Matt and Luke. He was willing to

Counseling care is 
indicated when there are

such things as significant and
ongoing marital conflict,

unremitting team struggles,
serious personal problems,

or crisis events such as natural
disasters or personal 

tragedies.
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Luke’s expressed interest.

Because of that appointment, the

evening family session started quite late.

Jahib started by angrily accusing

Diane of keeping him from his children.

One therapist coached Diane in using

empathic responses rather than arguing.

The other therapist supported Jahib in

exploring his feelings more fully. Diane

was able to affirm her desire for Jahib

to have a close relationship with his sons

while honoring and exploring his per-

ceptions. 

The key part of the session came

when Stephen told his father that he did

not feel loved or accepted by him.

Jahib repeatedly said that he checked up

on Stephen’s homework daily

because that is what a loving father does.

They went back and forth in their dis-

cussion, which though painful for both,

did not result in either one withdraw-

ing from the other. It became apparent

that Jahib and Stephen were really

stuck in their relationship. Jahib asked the

therapists for help. After much misun-

derstanding and struggle to persevere in

their talking, father and son were able

to understand each other better. Jahib

briefly held his son and affirmed him,

which Stephen was able to receive. They

talked of how they would miss each

other if Stephen went to Canada. It was

after midnight when everyone cried

together and celebrated a victory of love.

Day Five

Thursday Morning. This was the final

day of therapy. Luke and Matt’s flight

was scheduled to leave early Friday after-

noon. At the beginning of their visit

they had prepared the family by agreeing

that they would finish the work

together on Thursday evening so that their

time together Friday morning could

be unrushed and restful, packing and

enjoying each other while saying

good bye.

After the traditional early morn-

ing walk with Jahib the family ate break-

fast together. Matt and Luke shared a

discuss the experience with his parents

and the two curious therapists.

Matt and Luke spent most of the

afternoon testing both sons, continu-

ing to build rapport with them. Although

the main focus of the psychological

testing was to evaluate Stephen for possi-

ble placement in an English-speaking

school in Montreal, both youngsters were

administered the same testing proce-

dures and provided full results. Limits on

testing validity and cautions in inter-

pretation of results due to cross-cultural

considerations were discussed thor-

oughly with the adolescents and their par-

ents.

Tuesday Evening. While Matt

worked on scoring and interpreting

the testing data for the adolescents, Luke

briefed Jahib and Diane on the results

of her evaluation and the resulting diagno-

sis of “major depression”. He further

discussed with them the potential benefit

of a medical consultation for hormone

therapy and/or anti-depressant medica-

tion. Both spouses felt very negative

about medication but agreed to a consult

with Diane’s OBGYN physician, Dr.

Dubois, in Montreal, Canada who was

familiar with her medical history and

whom the family trusted. The two psy-

chologists sent a fax to him that night

which the physician did not receive right

away due to being out of town.

Day Four

Wednesday Morning. During

breakfast the hosts informed Luke and

Matt that Jahib had business that

morning, but Diane and the boys would

like to tour two of the local historical

sites with them for a few hours of relaxa-

tion. Matt and Luke offered to brief

Jahib and Diane on their sons’ evaluation

results after lunch and it was also

agreed to work in family therapy that

afternoon. The morning out was

enjoyable and everyone seemed to benefit

from the short time of relaxation.

Wednesday Afternoon. After lunch,

Matt with Luke briefed the parents of

their sons’ testing results. Matt drew a

parallel about how the oldest son, Ste-

phen, had a more sensitive and warm per-

sonality like his mother and how

Thomas was more verbally expressive and

socially adept like his father. The

evaluation of each adolescent showed

considerable evidence of depth, char-

acter, and spiritual awareness within the

context of normal adolescent develop-

mental issues.

Both sons demonstrated above

average intelligence despite the cross-

cultural limitations of the testing

instruments available. Matt explored rea-

sons why Thomas was succeeding in

the Turkish school system while Stephen

was not. Matt had determined that

English was Stephen’s primary language,

not Turkish. Although Stephen spoke

Turkish fluently in conversation, he had

not adapted to the culture enough to

succeed academically. After some consid-

erable discussion, the co-therapists

told the parents that they thought the

prognosis was favorable for Stephen

to do his schooling in Montreal. They also

freely discussed the implications of

his separation from the rest of the family.

Later, with the entire family

present, the discussion moved on to look

at the family’s relational style and

needs. Both sons expressed significant

concern about their mother’s depres-

sion and their parents’ fighting. The par-

ents also expressed their concerns

openly about the boys arguing with each

other, about Stephen’s failing in

school, and about Thomas’ disobedience

and fighting. In this initial family ses-

sion the therapists taught problem solving

skills and then provided an opportu-

nity for each family member to practice

those skills.

Wednesday Evening. Jahib had an

early business appointment that eve-

ning outside the home for which he

invited Luke to join him. During the

travel to and from the appointment Jahib

shared meaningful information about

his own family history in response to
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Field interventions can be very 
beneficial in helping workers and

their families resolve problems and
develop effective coping skills within

their cross-cultural context.

saying good byes. After boarding the

plane, tired but content, and feeling

the relief of traveling towards a much

more familiar home culture, Matt and

Luke talked about the courage and hard

work of the Kataria family whom

they had grown to respect and love.

Stage Three: Follow-Up

The first communi-

cation from Jahib

and Diane reported that

the day the therapy

team left, they had the

privilege of seeing

a person come to the

Lord in an area of

their ministry which

had previously

seen no fruit. Jahib mentioned that God

seemed to be affirming their willing-

ness to take a special time for focusing on

their family needs.

Diane and Jahib were very faithful to

the agreement to do at least six

months of follow-up work together.

Shortly after the therapists left, the

couple agreed to a trial of anti-depressant

medication. Within three weeks

Diane reported a significant change in her

mood.

In the follow-up process Diane’s

mood chart clearly showed a lowered

emotional state around the time of her

menses. This information was com-

municated to her physician and helped in

their finding the best means of medi-

cation adjustment for her. After six

months Diane tried discontinuing the

medication but with negative results.

After ten months she did discontinue

successfully. Despite periodic rough spots

Diane and Jahib reported finding their

written agreement to be quite helpful and

expressed increasing satisfaction in

their marriage.

Monthly exchanges of a fax or

letter continued for the first year and then

tapered off. During that time both

Luke and Matt participated in the follow-

up, helping with a number of prob-

devotional with the family out of Ephe-

sians, relating a number of points

from the Scripture to the family’s work

on the previous day. That morning

the family had its third and final family

session, discussing and summarizing

what had been accomplished and the

challenges that it would face in the

future.

Thursday

Afternoon. After lunch

Luke met with

Jahib and Diane for a

marital session

while Matt played soc-

cer with Stephen

and tennis with

Thomas. In the

session with Jahib and

Diane, the anti-depressant medication

issue was confronted.

Because they had not heard back

from the Canadian physician, Matt and

Diane had contacted Diane’s local

physician, with Jahib’s permission, to

determine what medication therapy

for depression was available. Matt com-

municated his clinical impressions to

the physician by phone, with Diane trans-

lating, and Diane set up a tentative

appointment to consult with the physician

for the following week. Jahib though

was still strongly opposed to her using

medication, saying, “Everybody I

know who has tried them has gotten

worse.” Rather than reacting angrily,

however, Diane was able to communicate

her own ambivalence and her fear of

the loss of his support. This helped. And

instead of becoming more rigid or

withdrawing, Jahib affirmed his love for

her and held her while at the same

time his negativity softened.

Diane expressed her sense of

hopelessness about the many problems

still between them and verbalized her

sadness about the co-therapists leaving

tomorrow. Luke reminded her of the

communication and problem solving

skills they had been practicing and

some of the fruit they had seen in these

past few days from their hard work

together.    

Luke suggested that rather than doing

more therapy at this time, Jahib and

Diane go to a safe and comfortable place

they both liked, talk about the future,

and develop a plan together using the

skills they have gained. They left and

Luke joined Matt in playing soccer with

the boys while at the same time pray-

ing and trusting that with God’s help,

Jahib and Diane would rise to the

challenge of their relationship.    

Thursday Evening. Jahib and

Diane returned from their outing, both

stating that the discussion went OK. It

was agreed that both therapists would

meet with Jahib and Diane after din-

ner for the final meeting in which they

would help write out the couple’s

plan for reducing Diane’s stress and

depression. Jahib and Diane commu-

nicated and worked well together during

the meeting.

The final task for the meeting was to

complete the intervention report for

their sending agency. Luke had written a

rough draft of the report that after-

noon summarizing the overall interven-

tion. It was then revised in consulta-

tion with Jahib and Diane so that its

accuracy was agreed on by all. Luke

also encouraged Jahib and Diane to write

a report to their agency about the co-

therapists work, which they did.

Day Six

Friday Departure. Matt shared devo-

tions with the family after breakfast.

The morning was spent packing, relaxing

together, expressing appreciation, and
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lems that were identified and largely

resolved. Luke and Matt responded

within the week to communications while

allowing Jahib and Diane to set the

pace of communication according to their

needs.

The therapists supported the Kataria

family in the transition of Stephen’s

leaving to attend school in Montreal.

Matt communicated the testing data

to Stephen’s new school. Generally, Ste-

phen’s adjustment to his new school

was positive. About a year later, the fam-

ily very much appreciated Luke and

Matt’s visiting Stephen in his new school

while attending a professional confer-

ence in that part of Canada.

A few years later Jahib and

Diane gave permission to share this case

study in a disguised form. They

reported still doing well and expressed

deep appreciation for Luke and

Matt’s initiative in reaching out to their

family. They also expressed a hope

that in sharing their story they might

encourage other Christian mental

health professionals to make their ser-

vices available to missionaries in the

field.

Questions for Discussion

1. Trace and discuss the flow of the

identified treatment stages and tasks

of the intervention. Do you see any addi-

tional steps that were not identified in

the model?

2. This model encourages the

use of co-therapists. What are some of

the possible advantages and disad-

vantages of using co-therapists in short-

term field interventions?

3. “Dual roles” are considered to be

unhealthy and unethical in profes-

sional counseling–e.g., a counselor relat-

ing to a client in both professional

and social roles simultaneously. Are such

dual roles inevitable and perhaps even

necessary outside the controlled environ-

ment of the counseling office when

doing field work with missionaries?

4. What were the key points of

change in the therapy process for the

Katarias? In what ways were the ther-

apists cross-culturally sensitive? 

5. How might this model and the

use of field counseling in general be use-

ful in your own mission setting?
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When we consider the human dimension

in missions, an often unpredictable

and complicating factor comes into play

which is best referred to as “the prob-

lems of the missionary on the field”.  

In the remainder of this article I

will address some of the common prob-

lems that I have observed within the

ranks of Latin American missionaries.

Without wanting to sound too sim-

plistic, I see three areas that contribute to

missionary ineffectiveness: personal

problems within the workers themselves,

problems in the sending church, and

problems in the mission agency.

1. Problems within the worker: These

are deterioration of personal relationships

with other workers, the inability to

adapt to a new culture and learn the lan-

guage, unresolved problems affecting

one’s emotional stability, and the lack of

tools for spiritual survival.

2. Problems in the participating church:

These consist of lack of adequate

financial resources, organizational differ-

ences, and an inability to help mis-

sionaries find meaningful work.

3. Problems in the mission agency:

These revolve around the lack of planning

and strategy development, and lack of

cooperation with other agencies.

Worker Related Problems

Working overseas requires hardy

individuals who are aware of their

strengths and weaknesses, who are able to

endure hardship and work harmoni-

ously with others, and who can maintain

their spiritual vitality.

1. Deterioration of Personal Relation-

ships. It is often said that the greatest

problem for missionaries is getting along

well with one’s team mates and col-

  I write this article from the perspective

     of a Latin American missionary

who has served in missions over the past

20 years. I have been able to work in

a diversity of places–Mexico, the Middle

East, North Africa, and Spain–and

with a variety of organizations such as

Operation Mobilization, Wycliffe,

and Intervarsity. During the past 10 years

I have had the privilege to direct a

Latin American ministry, PM Interna-

tional. Our purpose in PM Interna-

tional is to place teams of Latin American

missionaries in the Muslim world for

the purpose of Church planting. More

recently, I have been involved in

interagency partnerships for North Africa,

Sub-Saharan Africa, and Central

Asia.

Co-Laborers with God

Serving the Lord in cross-cultural

frontier settings is a complex enter-

prise, humanly speaking. It requires the

formation of organizations, compe-

tent administrative support, personal and

spiritual maturity, local church

involvement, an enormous spirit of coop-

eration and service on the part of all

those involved in the work, and a broad

understanding of what the Lord is

doing in the world. Fortunately for us, it

is the Holy Spirit who carries the

final responsibility of accomplishing this

great task. The Lord of the harvest

knows where to sow, where to reap, and

what type of workers will have to be

sent to each situation.

Nevertheless, we have been

given the opportunity to work together

with the Lord through the use of our

own resources, thus leaving in our hands

a large part of the responsibility of

finishing the global evangelization task.

leagues. This is certainly true of Latin

missionaries. Although Latin Ameri-

cans are often grouped together under the

common term “Latins”, their cultures

can be very different.  Latin Amercians

are by no means a heterogeneous

group. Neither language similarities, geo-

graphic proximity, or a common

vision and creed necessarily guarantee

interpersonal harmony.

As with any group of missionaries,

problems within the team relationship

can discourage the whole team and can

sow roots of bitterness and division.

The apostle Paul understood the impor-

tance of relationships, which is why

he frequently admonishes the churches to

care for, encourage, and speak the

truth to each other—in short, to love one

another. 

Taking a look at our own organiza-

tion, the number of instances involv-

ing severe conflict among our personnel

have been minimal. We are grateful

to God that we have not seen one case of

the inevitable interpersonal friction

turn into the proverbial “blood bath”. A

key factor in preventing this has been

the emphasis of developing our personal

relationships with one another, and

having team leaders actively involved in

the pastoral care of those on their

teams.

2.  Inability to Adjust to the Host Cul-

ture and Learn the Language. Not every-

one who receives a “call” to the mis-

sion field will automatically receive a gift

to learn the new language or in some

cases various languages needed. Lan-

guage study requires much discipline

and perseverance, and some Latins do not

find language learning to be easy.

They have to make up for such an inabil-

ity by employing much effort and
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ness, money management, flexibility, and

the ability to forgive and ask forgive-

ness.

4. Lack of Tools for Spiritual Survi-

val. In situations where there is isolation

from spiritual resources, as is the case

in the majority of Islamic countries, it is

necessary to be self-disciplined in

Bible study, seek out spiritual support

from members of one’s team or other

workers in the area, have regular times of

prayer, and exercise faith under diffi-

cult circumstances. Workers must be able

to see as opportunities the variety of

obstacles that they will experience on the

field.

It amazes me to realize that on the

field there are a number of Bible

“illiterates”–those who do not know their

Bible! I am not advocating that Latin

workers need to be theologians or gradu-

ates from Bible schools, but the mini-

mum requirement for a candidate  should

be that they have read through the

Bible at least once and that they know

how to study it for themselves.

Let us remember that by and large we

are ministering to people that know

very little, if anything, about the Bible,

yet who have some very profound

questions about our faith. “What is the

Trinity?” “Is Jesus Christ the son of

God?” “Are the Scriptures corrupt?” Not

all Latins come prepared being able

to give a defense of their faith with wis-

dom and meekness.

Problems in the Sending Church  

The sending church plays a key

role in determining the effectiveness of

the Latin worker. The relationship

between the church, the worker, and the

mission agency is vital for the work

to be successful.

1. Limited Financial Resources. This

is a major problem that we have faced in

the development of our mission.

Churches, unfortunately, can “forget”

about their commitments–“out of

sight, out of mind” as the saying goes. At

determination. It is almost axiomatic to

say that if a worker does not make

significant in-roads into the language

within the first two years on the field,

then it will be extremely difficult for him/

her to learn it later.

We Latin’s have some evangelical

jokes about foreign missionaries that

come to our country and are not able to

speak Spanish well. Well, now it is

our turn to take on the role of the “village

idiot” as we stumble through Arabic

and other languages in our attempt to

relate to the people in the host cul-

ture. How ironic this is, and my, what a

sense of humor the Lord must have in

permitting us to go through such humiliat-

ing situations.

Learning a language well and adapt-

ing to a new culture will determine

whether a worker will be effective. It is

really more a question of one’s atti-

tude than it is merely of one’s actual abil-

ity to learn to interact with the new

environment. If one comes to the host

country with an attitude of superior-

ity, as some Latins have done, it will be

difficult to fit into the new culture

and master the language.

3. Unresolved Problems and Emo-

tional Instability. It is entirely possible for

people who are basically intact in

their Latin culture to struggle signifi-

cantly on the field. Frequently peo-

ple’s past problems do not come to light

while they are in their home country.

However, during a period of intensive

stress that one often experiences dur-

ing the first two years, it can be surprising

to see the unresolved issues that come

to the surface. Any deep emotional prob-

lem that has not previously been

worked through, could make it very diffi-

cult to endure the work and tensions

that one is likely to encounter on the field.

Some of the key areas to be

addressed include one’s family and indi-

vidual background, spiritual growth,

resolution of conflicts from previous team

situations, honesty in one’s relation-

ship with others and the Lord, faithful-

times the economic situation of Latin-

American countries does not permit

funds to be transferred outside the coun-

try. Or else the funds designated for

missions are diverted to other projects

back home.

Living in many Islamic countries is

more expensive than living in a

Latin-American country. The concern and

possible negative reaction of some

church leaders is understandable when

they realize that the cost of support-

ing one worker overseas is two to three

times the salary of the pastor back

home. The sending church’s lack of expe-

rience in cross-cultural work on the

one hand, and the lack of mission vision

on the other are usually the reasons

why Latin workers suffer from economic

privations.

What helps to connect the church

more with the workers? Field visits

from church leaders really help, so that

they can learn more about the work

on the field directly. Another strategy is

to get more people involved back

home by setting up a church committee

comprised of people who will dili-

gently coordinate fund raising efforts for

the worker.

2. Doctrinal-Organizational Differences.

No doubt, this is a touchy subject.

Although not the norm, sometimes the

local church can get caught up in the

teaching that it is to take on the primary

or exclusive role in missions. When

carried to an extreme, this can lead to a

break in the relationship between a

worker and an agency, with the disastrous

consequences that the worker ends up

laboring alone. Another problem is that

the local church can inappropriately

view the agency as just a stepping stone

in order to accomplish the programs

developed by the church and denomina-

tion, or vica versa!

The only way out of these potential

pitfalls that I have seen has been to

engage in an honest and direct dialogue

between the church, workers, and the
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agency. The place of each party must be

respected, and flexibility and freedom

must be allowed on matters of secondary

importance. 

3. Inability to Find Adequate Work . One

of the problems that can jeopardize a

person’s call to work in Muslim countries

is not finding

a valid job in the

country of ser-

vice. By a “valid

job” I mean

the type of

employment

one would obtain

in his or her

home country. It is a job based on one’s

abilities, according to ones academic

preparation and life experience. I also

believe that seeking out a work posi-

tion for which one does not have the qual-

ifications should usually not be used

as a pretext for securing a visa. Finding a

job to match one’s skills is not

always easy, getting training in another

area—which might mean forgoing a

sense of work-related fulfillment–is often

needed.

Problems in the Agency

Latin mission agencies have

much to offer and much to learn from

each other as they help to facilitate

the work of their missionaries.

1. Lack of Planning and Strategy

Development. Our experience over the

years has taught us time and time

again that improvisation is not the way to

work. “Point and go” approaches sel-

dom amount to anything, no matter how

zealous one is. Personnel who are

spiritually and academically qualified are

required if we desire to do our mis-

sion task well.

Further, too often the planning

process is overlooked through inexperi-

ence or else downplayed as not being

spiritual enough. The mission agency

itself must set the example in this

area, given the fact that it likely has more

cumulative field experience than the

local church or the new missionary. Here

are some core questions that the

agency, in conjunction with the potential

workers and their local church, must

answer to everyone’s mutual satisfaction.

Who is going? Are the workers

convinced of their call, competent in

terms of their character and ministry

ability, and experienced in Christian min-

istry? Where will they go? Is there

agreement and a sense of conviction con-

cerning the location to work and the

people group on which to focus?

With whom will they work ?

Will there be a team? How will the team

relate together? Will they be sent pri-

marily by a mission agency, local church,

or a denomination?

When will they be ready to go? What

preparation is needed and what logis-

tical arrangements must be made prior to

departure?

What will they do? What are their

short and long-term goals? What

methods have they agreed upon? How

long is their commitment?

How will they be maintained and by

whom? Who will provide the admin-

istrative help, work evaluations, and pas-

toral care to support the workers?

2. Lack of Interagency Cooperation.

Although we Latins are known to be

more people and event-oriented than task-

oriented, we do not always find it

easy to work together and submit our-

selves to one another. Distrust can lie

just beneath the surface. This is true in the

case of Latin-American churches that

launch out into missions on their own. I

have seen such churches not take

advantage of experienced mission agen-

cies that can act as intermediaries,

thus bypassing some important resources

necessary to work effectively over-

seas.

The Latin, generally speaking, is

a born individualist. Surprised to hear

this? We have reached this conclu-

sion as a mission agency, after having

observed this

trait or at least ten-

dency within

various Latin mis-

sion organiza-

tions. Some Latins

that have passed

through North

Africa, for

example, mistakenly think they now have

the right to initiate a new organiza-

tion–and one which likely is doing what

another dozen Latin organizations are

already doing! Western models do not

necessarily help either, where compe-

tition and the desire to be preeminent can

be two of the unwritten motives.

We must understand that God is call-

ing us to join together to advance the

cause of missions by means of global

cooperation.

How refreshing it is to sense the

cooperative attitude between mission

agencies that permeates some of the

newly established regional partner-

ships. It feels something like, “Hey, here I

am with a vision and some resources.

Is there a place for us with you all? Can

we be of help or help complement

some of what you are doing?” What

agency would not respond favorably

to such an attitude of servanthood, and

offer a helping hand in return?

Conclusions

The above struggles of Latin

missionaries seem to have a familiar ring

to them. In other words, both Western

and Latino mission workers have similar

challenges: personal growth, cross-

cultural adjustment, conflict resolution,

and agency cooperation. What

affected Paul also affects Pablo. 

As a Latin mission organization

We must understand that God is calling
us to join together to advance the

cause of missions by means of global
cooperation.
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that has just begun to take its first steps in

the Islamic world, we are understand-

ing how difficult it is to live in Muslim

cultures, especially when entire fami-

lies come abroad. Our work requires a

great deal of effort from all those

involved: sending churches, workers

themselves, and the agency that facil-

itates the ministry. The result of such a

cooperative effort will be a ministry

that models unity and promotes excel-

lence as we fulfill the Lord’s charge.

Questions for Discussion

1. Conventional wisdom often says

that it is easier for Latins than Westerners

to work in certain Muslim cultures,

primarily because their cultures and soci-

oeconomic backgrounds are more

similar. Would you agree with this idea?

2. What are some of the strengths of

Latin missionaries and administrative per-

sonnel?

3. What are some possible obstacles to

overcome in seeking to put together an

effective church planting team of

Latin Americans?

4. Are there any generalizations in

the article that you disagreed with? If so

which ones and why?

5. What about Latins serving in a West-

ern mission agency? In what ways

might their struggles be similar or differ-

ent from those serving in Latin agen-

cies?
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