Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Mission Field
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God’s Calling:  [image: image3.jpg]


My “calling” to mission ministry cannot be separated from my “testimony” since it was God’s call that led to my conversion. In 1997 I felt an inflexible nudging to return to a church in order to seek a relationship with God, a relationship I had seriously neglected since 1984, my senior year of high school.  Though I knew of Jesus and had asked Him to be my Savior while in third grade, I had never decided to trust Jesus with the reigns to my life.  Christianity and church was merely a social avenue I exploited prior my college days.  However, once “God” was not providing that which I desired and according to my timetable, I ventured elsewhere for popularity and affection.  That journey led me into a very worldly lifestyle immersed in alcohol, socialized drugs, unhealthy romantic relationships and the pursuit of success and money.  

This lifestyle proved beneficial from the world’s standards.  Yet with every success, every raise and bonus, every romantic conquest, each added another link to the chain of my bondage. Once I graduated from college, only by God’s grace did I easily walk away from the drugs that were part of the academic crowd, however, alcohol proved to have established its hold on me.  I married my “drinking buddy” and after three years the marriage ended.  In my loneliness and shame I turned to more alcohol and started dating an outspoken atheist.  It was at this point in 1997, surprisingly, I first experienced God’s calling.
After attending my new church, Fellowship Bible Church Dallas, for a little under half-a-year, I listened to the Singles Class pastor talk of his upcoming mission trip to a restricted access area in India.  The trip was closed.  That evening, I remember saying to myself that one day I would like to be involved and go on a mission trip, but that would have to wait until I could clean up my sinful lifestyle and win God’s approval.  I passed out to sleep that night after my usual two bottles of wine.  However, around 2:00 a.m., I woke sober and very much aware that God revealed to me in my dream that He wanted to use me, despite my sin.  There was no doubt, no questioning as to whether the experience was real.  It was so real that I sat up and wept tears of immense joy from the realization that God was reaching out to me and forgiving me, not by my initiative but rather completely a pursuit by Him for me.  I felt in that moment a glimpse of a real and tangible relationship.  God wanted me in a daily relationship with Him and to be an instrument in His hands for His purpose.
The next day I called a friend since high school, Tiffany, who had watched me walk away from God and into the arms of the world.  We had stayed in touch over the passing thirteen years and she continued to nudge me and encourage me to seek Jesus.  When I told her of my dream, she immediately responded with, “Linda, if you will go, I will fund your trip.”  There was the confirmation; one phone call and I had raised my support.  In less than a month the logistics came together like clockwork – passport, restricted access visa, shots, permission to take time from work and next thing I know I am on a plane bound for India all with the help of new friends from my new church all rallying behind me.
In India, I tagged along with an experienced missionary and listened as he shared the gospel message.  It was though I was hearing it for the first time.  I know I had heard the gospel many times before but it never sank in.  Now I found myself reciting the gospel message to Hindus and realized I was a salesperson trying to sell a product I had never personally tried.  Imagine me selling a tube of toothpaste and stating, “I hear it brightens your teeth and tastes good.  I personally haven’t tried it, but I want you to buy it anyway.” 

During this trip I heard a symbolic story that ignited the light bulb of my understanding as to the difference between “belief” and “trust” and launched a critical turning point for me that went something like this…
[image: image4.wmf]A man asked a crowd, gathered near the edge of a vast canyon, if they believed he could walk the tightrope that stretched the canyon to arrive safely on the other side.  Anxious for some entertainment, the crowd said, “sure” not really believing one way or another.  When the man crossed the rope effortlessly and returned the crowd erupted in cheers.  The man, now having proven his skill asked the crowd, “Do you believe I can cross the tightrope pushing this wheelbarrow?”  The crowd assured the man of their belief in him and he received praises and cheers as he again crossed the miles of rope safely to the other side and back.  Next the man asked the crowd, “Do you believe I can manage the trip again but this time while carting someone in the wheelbarrow?”  “Well of course” the crowd cheered and encouraged the man further.  But when the man asked for a volunteer to sit in the wheelbarrow the crowd fell silent and walked away.
At this pivotal moment, I knew God was asking me to step into the wheelbarrow and trust Him.  I returned from India and with the help of Fellowship Dallas, dedicated my life to Christ, was baptized, discipled, and by the grace of God experienced an accelerated track of transformation.
By my third mission trip in 2000, this time to the Amazon River basin, I realized that I was a full-blown alcoholic and though I had tried numerous times over the past three years to quit, had confessed within my church, and sought help through pastoral counselors, the result was that I had become more of a closet alcoholic.  As I left for the trip, I promised God I would check myself into a rehabilitation center when I returned.  During the trip I spent all my personal devotional time seeking scripture that would help me understand the Holy Spirit.  I admitted to God that I felt I had a growing relationship with God the Father and the Son, but yet the Spirit as such a mystery to me.  I repented that I was stifling the Spirit within me by my drunkenness and grieved of lost opportunities to serve Him and experience greater depth in our relationship. 
The last morning of the trip, as we puttered the river’s long return journey, I woke before everyone else and spent time in fellowship with God while I admired His masterpiece in the sunrise.  I remember feeling a freedom internally but I had no idea why.  It took a week for me to realize fully and give credence to the fact that God had completely and miraculously delivered me from a fifteen-year addiction to alcohol.  No more Alcoholics Anonymous, no more fighting with my conscious, just gone – no desire, no effort, no struggle, and no discipline.  By God’s grace I have remained alcohol-free since that May 25, 2000.
Within a month I found myself applying to Dallas Theological Seminary, having seeds planted during the Amazon trip by others considering applying.  I never intended to attend Seminary.  It was not part of my career plan as a successful CPA and Executive over Tax and Financial Accounting.  Yet once freed from the bondage of alcohol I discovered an unquenchable hunger for the meat of God’s word.  Lay ministry studies were not sufficient so I sought a scholastic environment.  My desire was only to learn and not pursue anything more than a certificate of studies.  However the class hours for a certificate came and went and suddenly I was bound for a Masters.  The decision of a tract was simple, cross-cultural ministry no doubt.  I now understood God to be designing within me, and had been all along, the makings of a missionary.
In October 2001, I took the greatest leap of faith yet.  I resigned from my corporate career to become the Finance Director of Evangecube Global Ministry, a new ministry at the time under Global Mission Fellowship.  However funds fell short of the goal and I found myself walking through unexpected doors to land in an administrative position in my church as the Missions Minister’s assistant.  I went from an executive salary exceeding $150,000 to a secretarial staff position paying $25,000.  The experience was incredibly humbling but mostly helped me to realize more accurately the gifts and desires God had designed within me.  I discovered a passion for mobilizing, for promoting God’s mission purpose for His church and for organizing structural support systems for field missionaries.
[image: image5.wmf]Every turn, every unexpected wall and redirection convinced me that God’s calling and leading is similar to hiking a mountain.  When a hiker arrives above timberline the trail is seldom visible.  You continue to climb toward a peak, whether it is visible or obscured by clouds.  When the trail is not obvious, you often rely on cairns, small piles of rocks as guiding markers left by hikers who forged the trail before you.  The comfort comes when you look behind you, down the rocky steep grade, and see what was previously hidden.  Nothing is more comforting than the sweet assurance that indeed you are on the right path.

I find immense joy and reassurance when I can reflect over past events and witness God’s hand as the sovereign master craftsman.  I cannot over emphasize the importance of these glimpses to see the dots connecting under God’s control because over the course of my life I have painfully learned that God knows far better than I what will bring me joy.  In my past, I have always been a planner and an achiever, meaning that I would set my sights on a goal and then pursue with a diligence void of seeking God’s will and reluctant to accept “no” as an answer.  Through the Spirit’s refining and the gift of a surrendered spirit, I now prefer to be a feather blowing in the wind directed only by God.  As a result I have intentionally avoided adopting a passion toward a specific mission field or people group or even an anticipated timeline.  My desire is to be adaptable and flexible, with an ability to be content in any circumstance.  Though not easy, and only by God’s grace, I desperately want to deny all aspects of self and be a useful instrument in God’s plan. 

I approached graduation from Seminary in the summer of 2005; I witnessed God’s leading regarding logistical specifics.  And it should be no surprise to anyone the way in which God would miraculously get my attention.  
During the last day of the World Evangelization Conference I met a recruiter for TEAM France.  I stumbled into a conversation with him and heard myself volunteer that I was a CPA.  He became excited and shared their urgent need to find a missionary with accounting skills to replace the only missionaries on the field accounting knowledge who were relocating.  This team in France had paid on their own to send Bill Boggess to recruit at the Seminary conference.  
I paid attention though with little passion at first.  After all, my desire to work with Muslims and my circumstances as single without children made me a great candidate for areas of the world that those with families would be less likely to tread.  Having already told God I was willing to go anywhere He would send me – Kosovo, Middle East, Africa, the thought of France seemed too lush, especially the French Alps.   

However, a bombardment of “coincidences,” or let us just call them “cairns,” grabbed my attention.  First, I was not planning to graduate until December 2005.  But I left the recruiter for a meeting with my advisor and learned that I could actually complete by July 1.  The miracle was that all but one of the four remaining courses were offered in the summer and did not conflict with each other.  The fourth course, my advisor suggested substituting for another world mission class.  That class just so happened to fit nestled in with the other three and just so happened to be “Ministry in European Contexts.”
The second and most critical cairn occurred when I ran into the recruiter again after my advisor meeting, though all other agents had packed up and left.  When referring to my church, Mr. Boggess asked, “Oh, do you go to the same church as D.A. Sharpe?”  No reason he would toss out that name and the answer to his question was “no.”  When I asked how he knew D.A. Sharpe he answered that his cousin married D.A.  The significance is that Mr. Boggess’ cousin, Suzanne, and D.A. Sharpe just so happen to be the parents of my friend, Tiffany, who paid for my first mission trip and launched this entire journey from the beginning. 
That got my attention.  Since that day numerous other cairns have continued to confirm God’s leading to a ministry in France.  And so … that is where now I serve.

Bottom-line, my encouragement to all wanderers is this:

Learn to love the feeling of hiking through fog in faith, knowing God is leading.  It is this amazing adventure that can only be enjoyed through trust.  It’s similar to trusting that the man pushing the wheelbarrow across a vast canyon is indeed in control and will not let us topple out to our demise.  
When we don’t trust the tightrope walker, then our wheelbarrow journey will be one of intense anxiety and nausea.  We will still get to the other side but the journey itself will be unnecessarily miserable.
When a woman who had lived a sinful life in that town learned that Jesus was eating at the Pharisee's house, she brought an alabaster jar of perfume, and as she stood behind him at his feet weeping, she began to wet his feet with her tears.  Then she wiped them with her hair, kissed them and poured perfume on them.  Luke 7:37-38





Then he turned toward the woman and said to Simon, "Do you see this woman?  I came into your house.  You did not give me any water for my feet, but she wet my feet with her tears and wiped them with her hair.  You did not give me a kiss, but this woman, from the time I entered, has not stopped kissing my feet.  You did not put oil on my head, but she has poured perfume on my feet.  Therefore, I tell you, her many sins have been forgiven--for she loved much.  But he who has been forgiven little loves little."  Luke 7:44-47








