
Mission Lessons I have Learned from Others

By Bob Munson

I should always learn from my own mistakes. You should learn from your own mistakes as well. It is 
tempting to externalize our failures, but alas, we learn best when we accept our responsibility in 
failings. But even better than learning from my own mistakes is to learn from the mistakes of others. 
With regard to dating and courtship, it has been said, “If you want to find a prince (or princess?), 
you have to kiss a lot of frogs.” But really, isn’t it better to let others do the “frog kissing”? Observe 
them making the mistakes, and seek the best. Why waste time recreating the mistakes of others? 
Learning lessons from the mistakes of others is the easy way--- if you are disciplined enough to look, 
listen, and learn..

The  Philippines  is  often  a  great  place  to  learn—both from the  positive  and the  negative.  The 
Philippines  is  a  great  place  for  American  Missionaries.  The  people  are  friendly,  tolerant  of 
foreigners,  and  generally  pro-American.  The  country  is  relatively  stable.  English  is  commonly 
understood.  Religious  freedom is  treasured.  Missionary  visas  are  available.  The  majority  of  the 
populace are at least nominally Christian. Also there is a large variety of mission target groups. There 
are Muslim communities,  Animist communities,  rich cosmopolitan communities,  and desperately 
poor communities. That can, however, mean that people come to the Philippine  as missionaries 
who are not ready to work anywhere else. I like to say that anyone with something to say (Christian, 
cultic, or other), regardless of how outrageous or ill-considered, eventually seeks to bring his or her 
message to the Philippines.

Sadly, this makes the Philippines the dumping ground of bad doctrines, bad missionaries, and bad 
“Christian” media, particularly from American and Korean churches. The positive side is that, as a 
missionary, one gets to see mission work in many of its varieties. It is a great place to learn. 

Most of the lessons I have listed here are “no-brainers”. But seeing mistakes in action does help 
make the lesson hit home.  Here are a few things I learned (One or two of these I have been guilty 
of, but I won’t divulge which ones). Some of these sound redundant, but a lot of problems do tend 
to focus on certain things involving relationships and money. I am skipping standard moral lessons. 
Moral failings in the mission field are almost clichéd (as they are in the pastorate). The risks are real 
and need to be meditated upon, but they don’t need to be rehashed here. 
 
Lesson 1:  Avoid short-cuts in starting a ministry. 

Missionary John moved into a new mission site.  He has big plans and he wants to have instant 
impact. He is new, so he calls a bunch of local leaders together. What does he do? He makes a lot of 
big promises about what he can do for them. They are interested… enticed. He has instant impact, 
right?  

No. He got instant attention. Instant attention is not instant impact. Running naked through the 
streets  of town gives you instant attention,  but it  does not mean you have the ability  to make 
positive impact in the community. In fact, problems soon come. His promises were too big and 
based on the unlikely partnership of others who had not been consulted. He cannot deliver. He is 
embarrassed, and he has lost credibility with the local people. Even if he was able to deliver, since he 



is a stranger to them, he has simply become a gravy train for them. They just want him to be a 
supplier of stuff.

People get promised too much with too little delivered too often (watch “Christian TV” sometime 
and you will see a lot of this). People want to find someone or something they can rely on. Christian 
missions has often been a game of “bait and switch”—promise one thing, and give another. Some 
missionaries believe they can get away with that, but damage is inevitable. I have seen numerous 
missionaries that have “lost face” and “lost faith” with the people they were working with, because 
they sought to do things quick.

Missionaries need to make small promises, and then keep them. Ask forgiveness when a promise 
does  not  come true.  But  spend more  time on building  relationships  than  in  making promises. 
Remember, people usually forgive friends sooner than strangers.

Good missions involves time. It involves working with people (not really for people, or over people) 
and demonstrating (some) vision, (more) competence, and (absolute) trustworthiness.

Lesson 2.  Money Ain’t Missions. Cherish relationships. 

Missionary Ann came into her country without a clear plan. Fortunately, she had money. She found 
a small local church there. She went to the local pastor and said that she wanted to support the 
church financially. The church just had to change its name to the name of the supporting church, 
and their financial troubles would be over. And she was right! The church’s money worries were 
over. Ann had a church to take pictures of to send back to her country to show what great things 
she was doing.

Money is big in missions. If you don’t have it, not much work can happen.  I have seen a lot of 
missionaries do this. They come into an area and start throwing money around (another great way of 
trying to get instant attention). The local church leader and church become “bought” by the foreign 
missionary. Sounds like a win-win situation. 

But problems often occur. Who is doing the mission work?  The local church workers. Who is 
getting the credit? The missionary. The missionary takes a lot of pictures and starts sending them 
back to her home country, taking credit for what is done. Some local ministers will (grudgingly) 
accept this situation… becoming more and more dependent. Others will  throw off the shackles 
leaving the missionary looking around for someone else to throw money at. Missionaries whose 
primary mission is to distribute money often use the ones they support, and those they support 
often use them.

The missionaries who are respected, treat local people as equals. They minimize relationships that 
center on being a “financial benefactor”.  Money is always a challenge for a missionary to handle. 
People are always coming with great ideas or great needs and want to be supported. Some are good 
people, but some are beggars and manipulators. Unfortunately, missionaries often use money to 
manipulate as well. Even missionaries who seek to take a supporting (rather than leading) role in 
missions soon discover that if they have control of the money, they can get their way.

Missionaries need to understand that local leaders understand their people better than foreigners do. 
Missionaries develop friendships. They seek partnerships with local people--- not a boss/servant 



relationship. Relationships that are built off of mutuality tend to avoid many of the problems listed 
above. 

It is okay for missionaries to send back photos and reports of what their partners have been doing. 
But  honesty  and  fairness  are  necessary.  Missionaries  who  share  success  with  others  are  not 
begrudged in enjoying some of the same fruits (and credit) of success. 

Lesson 3:  Missions is a Team Sport. 

Missionary Fred has been well-trained. He learned about homogeneous units, UPGs, CPMs, and the 
10/40 window.  He knows how to  do the  Camel  Method,  and  the  Bridge  Illustration.  He  can 
strategize, formulate, implement, evaluate, and contextualize. He can preach, teach, and sing. He 
may even know how to lead. But there is one sad thing he never learned. He never learned to 
network. He is the single-strand cord waiting to break when placed under stress.

The Lone Ranger wasn’t really alone. He had Tonto. Yet missions still exists where one person or 
one family is sent off. Sometimes that is necessary, but missionaries need a support system, both 
from home and in the field. This is needed for at least two reasons. First, missions can be quite 
stressful, and missionaries need a good support system to weather storms. Second, no one is very 
effective alone. Billy Graham may have looked alone standing on the podium preaching, but there 
were thousands of paid and unpaid personnel working to make his evangelistic crusades successful.

A missionary on the street corner handing out tracts is not very effective. A missionary that pays 
others to do mission work for him, is incompetent. A missionary without emotional and prayer (as 
well  as financial)  support  from back home is  like a  kite without someone holding the string… 
preparing for a crash. A missionary without a local team, will never get off the ground in the first 
place.  

Lesson 4:  It is not about you, it is about them.  

Missionary  Ron  is  a  great  organizer  and  a  great  planner.  He  has  a  good local  network  and  is 
discipling  them to  be  effective  parts  of  the  team.  Good things  are  happening.  The  ministry  is 
growing and missionary Ron is fulfilled in leading such a fine group.

But one day, Missionary Ron is gone. The captain has left the ship. Who is ready to take over 
navigating?  No  one.  The  finances  are  hurt  or  destroyed.  The  organization  was  centered  on 
missionary Ron, and the rest of the group has been given no tools or training to fill  the power 
vacuum. The connections are lost. The authority figure is gone. 

A pastor of a church I used to attend believed that any Christian organization grows and succeeds 
by a single leader, and that same organization is destined to wane and collapse once that leader is 
gone. And, in truth, many do. Yet I see little evidence that it is destiny. In fact, the same leader 
whose great drive and vision made the organization great, was the same leader whose hubris and 
short-sightedness took that same organization down. Many groups have grown, and even thrived, 
through generational changes of leadership. The Salvation Army is a good example for over 100 
years. The fact that it is organized in such a way to train up successors is not unrelated. 

One of the primary jobs of a missionary should be exit strategy. But that exit strategy should come 
into play from Day 1. Successors must be trained up, and systems need to be oriented to make the 



missionary eventually unnecessary. Ideally, the missionary should slowly transition from leader to 
support laborer.

But this is hard. Missionaries look competent when they are in charge of things. It is hard to step 
back. It is harder to walk away. Yet it is healthy. Ultimately, the missionary will be gone at some 
point in time. The question is not whether the missionary will be gone, but rather whether the team 
is ready for that transition or not.  

Lesson 5:  Avoid Being a Parasite (a bit obvious isn’t it) 

Missionary Tom comes in and wants to start up a new ministry. Where does he go to get manned 
with the most competent, driven people? To other local ministries, of course. Tom has more money 
and so can lure the best people away from other local ministries. Maybe Tom’s group is effective, 
maybe it isn’t. It doesn’t matter. Even if he succeeds, he has done so at the expense of other groups.

A mission strategy used in some parts of the world (useful in some places, a waste of time in others) 
is power encounter. A missionary goes into an area and shows that God is more powerful than 
whatever local gods or spirits the people have. Sadly, some missionaries go in and employ their own 
form of power encounter with local Christian ministries. They use money, local connections, and 
international connections to draw away people (or even resources) from local ministries for their 
own work. Missionaries develop a parasitic relationship to local ministries.

Missionaries should build up good local  ministries.  They should encourage their  growth and be 
willing to take on a helping (rather than governing) role in their development. Working with local 
ministries  can  build  them up.  Discipling  believers  and  training  them to  serve  can  increase  the 
missionaries own work without drawing down on other’s resources.

Missionaries are supposed to fill a need, not try to justify their existence. Hurting other ministries to 
ensure your personal success is completely without justification.

Lesson 6:  Don’t Use, and Don’t Be Used.  

Missionary Herb loves to help. People come to him with great needs. He likes to support struggling 
Christian workers. He helps fund several in their ministry. One he is particularly proud of, Andre. 
That individual brings back glowing reports of what God is doing. It is exciting. 

But one day, Herb discovers a discrepancy between what Andre has been saying and what is real. 
Herb decides to investigate and discovers that almost everything he has been told is a lie. Andre has 
been using him. 

But part of the sadness of this discovery is that Herb was also using Andre. Andre was using Herb 
by taking money and resources out of false pretenses… for personal gain. However, Herb was using 
Andre as well, since he was giving support without providing necessary guidance, mentoring, and 
accountability. 

Andre asked for forgiveness and for another chance. Herb said he would forgive Andre, but would 
not give another chance.  Why? because the working relationship cannot exist  unless  built  on a 
certain minimal level of trust. And trust must be built on a track record of trustworthiness. 



It happens. People we trust prove untrustworthy. The healthy response is not to “trust no one”. But 
trust without demonstrated trustworthiness is foolish and destructive. 

Partnerships should lead to growth, not co-dependency. This can be difficult. There are some in 
missiology who believe that it is better that Christians from developed countries NOT give money 
to those in developing countries. Money has caused so many problems that some figure it is better 
just not to get involved in it. I don’t have all of the answers in this. However, there is nothing 
magical or unique about money. If it is okay, sometimes, to help people in recognizable ways, then it 
seems like there should be times it is okay to help with money. Likewise, if it is always wrong to help 
with money, it seems like it should be wrong to help in pretty much all measurable ways.

Money is a measurable form of  power,  Giving then would presumably be a form of empowerment. 
However, all too often the opposite occurs. It often promotes “learned helplessness”. It encourages 
the individual to gain power by appearing and becoming powerless. Combined with that, a majority 
of people have not learned how to handle money. It is amazing how many say they want money, yet 
have never learned how to handle money. Either the money becomes squandered or it begins to 
take control of the time and priorities of the recipient.

Support  should,  then,  be done with great  care.  An individual  learns to drive a  car  under ideal, 
carefully controlled, conditions . As he gains proficiency, he can experience bad road conditions, 
complicated traffic patterns, or even auto racing. Giving an individual (even a well-meaning, earnest 
individual) money who has not learned to handle it is like making a person drive a car for the first 
time while on an interstate highway during a blizzard at rush hour.

Lesson 7:  Be in the world

Missionaries Joe and Joanne love their new mission home. It nicer than the home they left behind in 
the states. It is in a beautiful compound with other American missionaries. They have a local helper 
who comes in to cook and do laundry. The helper also goes out and does shopping for them. They 
are part of an International Church that they enjoy. Occasionally, they leave the compound in their 
own car to visit a church or go to a restaurant with friends.

It sounds idyllic. But missions is more than creating an environment of expatriate comfort. Yet the 
opposite is not necessarily ideal either.   Determining what level to live at is no easy matter. Most 
American missionaries come from the middle-class (some upper middle and others lower middle). 
When they go to another country that often changes. In some countries, they now qualify as being 
rich. Even if that is not true, their position as missionaries, pastors, or teachers may put them in a 
new category. A missionary who could not get an audience with the local mayor back home, may 
have access to governors and business leaders now. These changes in status cause a lot of confusion. 

Living in luxury removes the missionary from access to the common people. On the other hand, 
living in the squatter’s villages may reduce the ability of the missionary to use the access he now has 
to the upper classes. Both Americans and Koreans are assumed to have money, so living too far 
removed from expectations can lead to misunderstandings as well. 

There are no easy answers. However, for me, living outside a missionary compound is good at this 
point in time. Living in a nice house that is consistent with being a missionary, yet is comfortable for 
both the rich and poor to visit is nice. But the tension of fitting into a number of different social 
strata will always make this balancing act difficult.



Lesson 8:  Be There, or Beware.  

Missionary Arnold realizes that he cannot reach everyone in the mission field. Language barriers 
make him less effective in outreach. Arnold also realizes that he can only be in one place. So he set 
up a network of churchplanters. With him as the head organizer and sponsor, things are going great. 
He has several churchplanters working in far off provinces. 

One day, a friend of Misisonary Arnold, Pastor Estrada, was going off into one of these distant 
provinces and wanted to see how things were going there. He came back with bad news. Only one 
was doing any real churchplanting work. The others were doing just enough to maintain existing 
ministry. One had completely given up all pretense of ministry.

Businesses  have  discovered  it.  Faxes  are  nice.  Email  is  better.  Phone  calls  are  excellent. 
Videoconferencing makes you feel like you are there. But you are not. Businesses understand that 
there is nothing like being there. On site meetings, inspections, tests, and training work on a level 
that there is no substitute for. 

Some say that cross-cultural missions should be eradicated and only use national missions. In truth 
national missionaries are more effective in some ways, while cross-cultural missionaries are more 
effective in others. It is not an either-or situation, but a both-and situation.  However, the interface 
has to involve more than just long-distant connections. Even if one only believes in utilizing locals 
in  missions,  it  is  foolish  and destructive  to  have no on-site  accountability.  It  is  not  simply  for 
financial  accountability.  It  is  doing a  favor to the local  missionary to have someone to provide 
guidance  (if  done  properly).  Letters  don’t  substitute  for  face-to-face  accountability.  Written 
descriptions  of  a  situation  will  never  substitute  for  on-site  experiences.   Further,  cross-cultural 
missionaries  provide  the  bridge  between  believers  in  different  parts  of  the  world.  They  are 
ambassadors that provide the conduit of information, prayers, networking, and love. They are the 
spokesman for those without a voice.

Lesson 9:  Trust and Verify

Missionary Angela is no fool. She has been burned before from people seeking help. And she wants 
to help, but she will not be fooled again. She will make sure that she will not waste any more time 
and money on those who are unworthy, unreliable, unfaithful. A local pastor, Pastor Salonga, came 
to her to discuss his  vision and plans.  During the conversation he mentioned his  finances and 
financial  plans.   “Aha!” thinks Missionary Angela to herself.  “He is  just in the ministry  for the 
money. Why can’t he learn to live by faith, like I have.” (Of course, she has financial supporters 
herself.) Another time, Pastor Gomez comes by to talk about his ministry. He talks about a lot of 
vision and plans, but never discusses money. “Hmmm…,” thinks Missionary Angela,  “I wonder 
where he is getting his money from. If he was honest and straightforward, he wouldn’t be afraid to 
talk about money. He must be hiding something.”  Yet another comes and talks about his plans. He 
expresses  his  finances,  but  specifically  does  not  ask  for  financial  support.  He  will  try  to  live 
bivocationally, and do his work the best he can. “How sad,” thinks Missionary Angela. “His vision is 
too small. He has given in to a tiny ministry. I can’t work with him.”

She talks with more and more. Everyone has some reason to be rejected or mistrusted. Talking 
about money shows an unhealthy preoccupation. Talking too little about money causes suspicion 
about hidden agendas. She lives in a world of distrust and becomes increasingly useless. 



Doom may seem to lurk on all sides for the missionary. Too much trust and a missionary will fall 
prey to the deceitful, the unscrupulous, the user. Too little trust and the missionary becomes a loner 
and useless, a non-entity in the harvest fields. Worse, this missionary may begin to try to spread that 
attitude to others--- breaking down networks.

Relationships are built on acceptable risks. Work is done through partnerships. Partnerships are built 
off of a certain amount of mutual risk. A Polish proverb states something to the effect that one 
should “Trust everyone. Then verify.”  

Help, support, trust--- but work within a structure that provides accountability. Trust is one side of a 
two-sided coin. The other side of the coin is trustworthiness. One should not trust when the other is 
untrustworthy. However, if the other proves trustworthy, one should trust. Everyone gets fooled 
once in awhile. To never be fooled, is to never risk. To never risk is to never gain. But the risk must 
always be balanced with Godly wisdom.

Lesson 10: It’s the Lives, not the Numbers

Missionary Mary is involved in Evangelistic Events. She finds it very fulfilling and rewarding. Her 
supporters love her. She is able to send back videos, photos, and statistics that demonstrate huge 
success. Dozens, hundreds walking forward in rallies. Pictures of hundreds raising their hands. 

Mary is not a liar, really. But the reports are essentially fraudulent. Most of the responses she reports 
on are simply people being friendly. Some have not accepted Christ, but are showing a positive 
response as a way of saying “Thank You” for whatever gift or service they were given. Others are 
already  believers  and  are  simply  responding  again  either  due  to  bad  theology,  or  as  a  way  to 
encourage the missionary. 

Positive responses are a good thing. It is not bad to have someone say they have committed their 
lives to Christ when they really did not (or did not really understand what was expected). In some 
way the individuals are opening their hearts (and maybe their homes) to a new message. With proper 
follow-up, friendly behavior may lead to regenerated lives. 

Missionaries need to, on some level, understand the variety of responses that they will get and how 
to respond to them. If 40,000 professions of faith lead to 5 Bible studies and 1 new church, the 
numbers  should  be  presented  in  a  more  real  way.   Statistics  are  meaningless  without  context. 
Providing context to statistics not only makes them meaningful, but also makes them useful. If a 
missionary sends statistics without any context, the only real use for the statistics is to misinform the 
supporters. Such misinformation is arguably deceitful. 

Of course, context without statistics can be a problem as well. Missionaries love to do this as well-- 
give one interesting anecdote and let supporters presume that the story has statistical relevance. Or a 
missionary sends back a picture of hundreds of people in a building raising there hands.  What 
about? Who knows. Maybe they were asked who likes fried chicken. This is no better.  Statistics are 
useful to compare methods, locations, and people.  Properly used statistics can demonstrate faithful 
diligence or areas for improvement. However, one needs to impart relevance to the statistics to 
make them useful. However, one most focus on the changed lives first of all, not the numbers.



Math Example (showing the problem of statistics) :
Situation A.  Missionary Mary gets 5000 people a year to make a profession of faith in Christ (quite 
impressive, yes?). Let’s assume that each one is sincere, however, there is no follow-up. Because of 
this, lets assume there are not 2nd generation believers (that is, none of the 5000 per year that receive 
Christ lead anyone else to Christ).

Situation B.  Churchplanter Jose has much less success. He leads two individuals to Christ a year. 
However, he disciples them effectively and the next year, they also are able to lead two individuals to 
Christ each and disciple them in the same manner. 

Total  Led  to  Christ  by 
Missionary Mary’s Team

Total  Led  to  Christ  by 
Churchplanter Jose’s Team

Year 1 5000 2
Year 2 5000 4
Year 3 5000 8
Year 4 5000 16
Year 5 5000 32
Year 6 5000 64
Year 7 5000 128
Year 8 5000 256
Year 9 5000 512
Year 10 5000 1024
Year 11 5000 2048
Year 12 5000 4096
Year 13 5000 8192
Year 14 5000 16384
Year 15 5000 32768
Year 16 5000 65536

TOTAL 80,000 131070
Churchplanter Jose is more effective in changing lives, but it is difficult to prove it mathematically. 
Equally telling, what happens when Mary and Jose leave. In Jose’s case, it doesn’t really matter, since 
the 131,070 individuals discipled are doing most of the work. However, in Mary’s case, if she is 
doing the evangelizing, will anyone take over when she is gone? Perhaps not.

Lesson 11: It is Kingdom Growth, not Personal Ambition

Missionary Sam was a machine. He could go into a new community, set up an event, form up the 
respondents, place a pastor in charge, and be onto the next community in a matter of weeks. After a 
few years of such stunning success, he wrote up his dissertation on his methodology, and “retired” 
to a life of being a church growth expert and professor.

Sadly, nearly all of his church plants failed within months of their creation. But it doesn’t matter. 
Sam  was  a  church  planter,  it  wasn’t  his  job  to  maintain  a  church.  His  job  now  is  to  teach 
missionaries  how  to  plant  churches,  not  develop  viable,  self-sustaining,  and  self-propagating 
churches. 

Missions is not just a ministry… it is also a career. A lot of great missionaries go through life with 
little  that can be used to demonstrate success.  Sadly,  many mediocre missionaries are extremely 
competent at the career side of missions. This is true with most jobs. With some effort it is possible 
to separate the self-promoter from the faithful servant, but the ones most capable of making the 
judgment are the missionary and those that work the closest with the missionary. If it  is  about 



God… if it is about His kingdom… if it is about the people that God misses most… if it is about 
Jesus and his call for faithful servants--- then it is NOT about awesome statistics… it is not about 
career tracks… it is not about accumulation of positions and awards.

The best missionaries often will live lives of obscurity and (apparent) mediocrity. But God knows 
the truth, as do many of those closest to them.

Lesson 12: Focus on Their Felt Need, Not My Personal Vision

Missionary Bill is a visionary. Where many saw a poor little village in a broad valley, Bill saw a prime 
location for a hospital—a place to draw in thousands from surrounding communities to provide 
medical care and act as a training and discipling center to totally revitalize the area.  Working with 
the local government and selling the idea to donors, he was able to collect millions of dollars and 
build a beautiful multi-story hospital in this little village.

Over the next few months problems began to show. This huge hospital never got above 1/3 of 
patient capacity. That was good in some ways, since there were not enough staff to handle more 
than ½ capacity anyway.  The hospital was assumed to mostly pay for itself, except for staff who 
were assumed to be medical missionaries being funded from external sources. However, unable to 
draw such missionaries and unable to draw paying patients meant that the hospital could not pay its 
bills, nor maintain its equipment. The hospital’s future looks bad.

Talking to the local people, one would discover a strange thing. They were not too worried about 
whether the hospital lives or dies. The local health centers in the area were adequate for a majority 
of the medical needs in the community, and transportation was adequate to take the seriously ill to 
the government hospital 45 minutes away. Instead of worrying about the future of the hospital, the 
locals would just look at the hospital, shake there heads, and wonder why such money was wasted 
on such a big building. They see their crops dying in the fields and wonder why the money wasn’t 
used to develop and maintain an irrigation system.

We do it to ourselves… really. Missionaries (and pastors and elders and whatever) are told they are 
leaders. They are told to be visionary. It sounds so right. In a technical sense it is right. But it is more 
important that  missionaries develop leaders  than it  is  for missionaries  to be leaders.  It  is  more 
important  for  missionaries  to  recognize  God’s  vision  in  others,  than  to  have  their  own vision 
directly from God.  

I  would  even be willing  to sound controversial  and say  that  a  good missionary  is  not  all  that 
visionary. Further, when missionaries are given the time to come up with great ideas, they tend to be 
pretty poor. Why? Because mission work is tied to making the message of God clear to a different 
culture. The people of that culture usually have a much better idea of what they value than does the 
missionary. Therefore, a wise missionary spends less time trying to be “visionary” and more time 
listening to the vision and the dreams of the people he is working with. Giving a person “A” when 
he values and understands “B” is ill-advised.

Unfortunately, sponsors often exacerbate this problem. Someone in the US or another country has 
money and wants to “change the world”. He wants to “make a difference”. He wants to “leave a 
legacy”. But how can he do it? By having something big built with his name on it, of course. And 
what big thing should he have built? Something he finds valuable. A four story Bible school in the 
middle of nowhere sounds great.  So does a big hospital.  A big fancy new church building in a 



developing country.  (Why should the Mormons be the only ones to have big,  beautiful,  empty 
buildings there?) A prayer mountain or children’s camp or a library seems nice. An irrigation system 
doesn’t seem so impressive. It is hard to hang a plaque on a community health program. A sewer 
system or potable water supply or an anti-malaria drainage network just lack that certain something. 
Even a church planting movement does really give the great photo-ops that a big building provides.

Missionaries need to listen to the people they minister to more, and listen to God more. Following 
the money or the “big show” will often result in sincere, impressive, yet misguided and wasteful 
attempts to reach one’s people with the good news of Christ.

Lesson 13. Look to Those Who are Respected   (A Positive Lesson)

The Missionaries Paul and Deb came to the Philippines to teach in a local seminary. However, they 
felt that they could and should do more. The used their weekends to travel around and start up local 
congregations of believers. After some years, it was time for them to move on and they went back to 
the United States to retire. 

Sixteen years after they returned to the US, we were talking with some local church planters and they 
showed us some churches that had been started by Paul and Deb. The local church planters were 
very concerned about one thing. They wanted to ensure that Paul and Deb knew that the churches 
they had started were not only continuing to exist, but were, in fact, multiplying. 

We have never met Paul and Deb. In fact, Paul died in the US just this year (2006). However, they 
made a permanent advancement of  the Kingdom of God. They trained and inspired people to 
continue and advance that work. They had engendered the respect of locals they partnered with. 

Most missionaries get something done. Less make a positive “permanent” change where they work. 
Fewer are respected by the local people. Respect is not a requirement for service. However, being 
given a “passing grade” by the people  one works with is  more important than a good “fitness 
review” by the sending mission organization.  “The Gospel Blimp” by Joseph Bayly describes a 
mission effort  that impressed many Christians and the “money people”,  but failed to positively 
impact  their  target.  In fact,  the project  became a hindrance to real  outreach.  The gospel  blimp 
became a joke and an annoyance. In the book, few Christians were able to recognize this failure. 

It is hard to let go of something that seemed like a good idea. That is why tent revivals are still done 
today… even though it is now (in most parts of the world) an occasion for Christians to get together 
and put on the façade that they are involved in outreach. Mother Theresa got the respect of the 
community she ministered to in a way that a revival evangelist will never. The message of the former 
was made real to those that saw it (even to those who did not wholly accept the message), while the 
message of the latter was unreal, and generally unheard, by those that needed it.

William Carey has the legacy (somewhat deserved) as the “Father of Protestant Missions”. This is 
nice,  but  the  high  esteem he  has,  200  years  later,  in  his  mission  field  by  Christians  and  non-
Christians alike, says a lot about both his impact… and his heart.  The respect he has in Missiology 
classes is nice, but says much less about who he was as an ambassador of Christ to the people of 
India. 

Of course, respect is nice, but it only has relevance if it outflows from integrity and honest love for 
God and man.



Conclusion

I  really  must  be either a perfect  missionary,  or a  perfect  jerk.  To pontificate on the failings of 
coworkers in Christ’s harvest field is completely inappropriate, right? Right, in a sense. However, I 
have to include myself among the short-sighted, misguided, missionaries I am complaining about. 
However, both a romantic image of missionaries and the opposite are equally wrong. Some look at 
missionaries  as  incompetent  misfits  (“Them  who  can’t  do,  teach.  Them  who  can’t  teach, 
administrate. Them who can’t administrate, go overseas” where people won’t know the difference).  

Neither  spirituality  nor  carnality  define  a  missionary.  Neither  hard  work  nor  laziness  work  as 
descriptors either. Nor do competence or incompetence. I don’t even see the word “called” either. I 
don’t  think  God  “calls”  people  to  professions,  such  as  saying  “I  am  called  to  a  ‘full-time, 
professional ministry’ as a youth pastor.” I don’t see it as “I am called to be a full-time professional 
cross-cultural missionary.” I see calling as a path. When Jesus spoke to Peter, Andrew, and others on 
the Sea of Galilee, he did not say, “I am calling you to a job as a professional apostle.” Rather, he 
said “Follow me and I will make you fishers of men.” It is like Jesus was saying,

“Be with me. If I go here, you go here. If I go there, you go there. Wherever you are 
will be home because that is where I am. Do what I am doing, where I am doing it, 
and it is enough.”

I see missions as following Jesus,  not doing a job,  or doing some odd or special  “professional 
calling”.  With  this  in  mind,  the  characteristic  that  should  define  a  missionary  should  be 
“willingness”.  To  leave  culture  and  family  behind  since  one  is  following  Jesus,  requires 
willingness--- a faithfulness that expresses itself in letting go of many of the common structures that 
Christians build there lives on,  around, and through.   The second characteristic  flows from the 
other. That is “flexibility”. Mission boards, and denominational leaders can, sometimes, afford to 
be ossified in their beliefs and methods. However, missionaries must be always ready to learn, adapt, 
create, improve, and destroy. As such, missionaries will never be fully in accord with supporters at 
home. But they will also not be fully understood by the people they minister to either. Lingenfelter’s 
description of the 150% man applies. The missionary has become 75% enculturated and acceptable 
to the people they work with, and 75% enculturated and acceptable to the supporters back home. 
Missiologists call  this being “incarnational”.  However,  it  ultimately means that  a  fully grown up 
person has decided that, for the cause of Christ, he must be recreated losing much of what had 
formerly used to define himself, while taking on new characteristics that (at one time) would have 
appeared to only define strangers. 

As a missionary, this willingness and flexibility mean that I don’t know where I will be next year, 
don’t know what I will be doing next year, and (on some level) don’t know who I will be next year. 
To accept this as healthy, and part of earnestly following Christ, defines well a missionary.


