The Issue with Missions

I recall experiences from my years in college when I spent my summers on summer missionary trips to Peru. This was my experience of learning first hand the mechanical wheel of foreign missions.

I remember the yearly visits to my campus by foreign missionaries on furlough. Pictures of varying degrees of abject poverty, and those with the sick and dying were displayed. Missionary nurses and doctors were tending to festering wounds, and inoculating against diseases still impacting 3rd world nations. 

The Bamboo and Iron Curtains were still mission fields desperately needing to be reached with the gospel of Jesus Christ. Third world countries were suffering from malnutrition and diseases long irradiated in the USA.

Always during and after such visits, I felt guilty and found it difficult to eat with such images crowded in my mind. When asked to fast for a meal so the cost of the meal can be donated to missions, I found it difficult not participating in such an event without feeling guilty. As hungry as I might have been, I often participated, not only because I was motivated by compassion, but also because I would feel guilty if I didn’t. 

How could I be so dispassionate to the needs of the world and forsake the issues of foreign mission fields. This question seemed only to have one answer. I lacked a passion for Christ or I wasn’t truly saved. 
After all it was our responsibility to reach the world. We had so much more than we needed. As Americans, we were told, we should carry the burdens of the world. That’s what I heard and so I was compelled to answer the call to summer missions.

I remember my first images of Peru. Children selling gum and various assortments of Peruvian candies invaded the airport. Scores of shoeshine boys were offering to shine even your tennis shoes. I knew instantaneously, the missionaries were right, yet something told me, though they were right; nothing of essential was being done or had been done.

Arriving in the jungle town of Pucallpa, I knew for certain what the issue was with missions. The compound our team resided in for the next two months was pretty much an image that repeated itself everywhere we visited. From town to town, mission compounds were vacant, to some degree, rundown and pretty much unused. Ours were the one exception I noted, it was used most years for summer youth teams that visited. 

These were compounds that housed missionary kids from the periods during the 60’s and early 70’s when there was an influx of missionaries. The children had now grown up and returned to their country of origin/parental origin for higher education, the teachers and house parents, as well, had also departed. This was the same situation pretty much for most missions from every country and denomination represented.

They seemed to be only one missionary organization that remained viable on my visits. That was the Wycliffe Bible Translation Institute. It was this organization that appeared to me, to be the only one contributing anything of substance to missions. Translating the Bible into indigenous language was paramount to spreading the gospel.

The last two decades it would seem, every missionary society had a compound represented in Peru. For years missionaries labored in the fields, yet I was not able to define the work accomplished. Churches were scant and few. 

It would appear to me that the missionaries took on the responsibility of not only evangelizing the populace, but maintained the responsibility of church building, training and evangelizing. I knew too soon what was missing.

There were too few Peruvian pastors, evangelist and Bible instructors. The locals were not encouraged and trained to carry on the work or to even take on the responsibility of the efforts of the last two decades. The vacated compounds were not turned over to any established church; although the monies that built these compounds were specific for outreach to the populace.

What a crippling affect this left on the ability of the church to grow. I recall from the book of Acts and the Pauline epistles that Paul never remained in any newly evangelized city for more than three years.

Paul took the gospel to new regions. He also made every effort to train pastors, teachers, deacons and other vital church workers to continue the local work of disciplining and evangelizing.

When Paul had long departed, the work continued and it was usually only necessary for Paul to send a letter to expound on his previous teachings. Pretty much Paul had the foresight to realize the necessity of leaving evangelism up to the locals.

The local believers knew the populace, they fears, beliefs, customs and what it would take to convey Christ to such a culture. Yet we find that around the world the issue with missions is repeated over and over again; specifically the issue is long-term missions.

Missionary societies are still sending missionaries on a long-term basis with little planning in the event they are expelled or fail to convert enough people to maintain a viable church in that country.
This is the issue with missions. Jesus stated emphatically that we are to go into the entire world. Yet we miss the mark of this call as we fail to be taught correctly that “go” should correctly be translated, “as ye go”. In other words, as we go about our daily lives and routines, preach the gospel. As we do this, one life touches another and another life impacts another and therefore as we go we find the world is reached, one person at a time. 

Not only are we told to go, we must realize, likewise, that we were never told to stay. Paul was our example of what a missionary should and should not do. He demonstrated to us the process of missions. Go, make disciples, baptize, and teach. Jesus concludes this command by stating, “I will be with you always”. Not just with those who go, but those who are left to continue the work.

The issue with missions is plain, the task must be redefined, the work must be left behind, and support provided as issues arise, but ultimately, missions must be identified as a short-term effort by any society establishing itself in a foreign nation or community.

No more should the nationals be utilized as nannies, housekeepers, groundskeepers, or in such menial task without the training to continue the work, or taking over the responsibilities of operating the newly established churches and  compounds as foreign missionaries depart, leaving the work in the hands of the locals.

Until this matter is addressed, missionary societies will continue to fail to turn their attention to the needs of evangelism in their own countries. Then local churches will finally have to get their act together and face their own issue of empty pews.
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