Lessons from the Mission Field
How Did I get Here?
"Excuse me Leslie, can I ask your advice on something?  We have a young woman upstairs who is visiting and has collapsed. She believes she is demon possessed. How should I handle this"? 
This question was asked of me my first week at our new church abroad. "Hmmm...Demon possession. I've never had anyone ask me that question before, tell me more details..."
Needless to say, the conversation ended with me saying something like, "Let me get back to you".
If you’re worried about the young woman, don't be. The sisters helped her and took care of her (like the sisters do here). More about the young woman later.
How did we end up abroad you might ask? Well, let me back up just a little..
We were living a wonderful life serving in the ministry in the Virginia Beach, Virginia area. Living in the good ol' US of A, life was good! Wide and easy roads, where almost everyone follows the traffic laws, a  fantastic church, a great youth ministry for our kids, elders, deacons, great staff, best friends and my mom was even a 
disciple in our region, what could be better? Our kids were in top schools, we had beautiful green grass, a lovely neighborhood and we left our doors open without fear.  
So how did we end up here in Trinidad and Tobago, a developing country with a murder rate at that time of 485? To put it in perspective, the country was ranked 13th that year for homicides placing us in a higher ranking than countries such as South Africa, Columbia, and the Congo, which normally have very high murder rates.
Our new church was amazing, hard working and encouraging but the church, like the country, needed a lot of help to be rebuilt and strengthened.  At the time of our arrival there was no full time staff or elders. 
 We left our whole family and a safe community and now lived in a home that was secured like a maximum security prison. There were steel bar gates and doors, our windows and doors were secured with padlocks and there was a security guard at our gate. There were homeless people everywhere.  There was garbage on the roads, it seemed to me like a concrete jungle. Shanty towns, lots of traffic, loud music, and lots of bustling people. Very often we would experience electricity and water outages. There were gigantic bugs that seemed the size of a small infant in my eyes… it was surreal and needless to say... A MAJOR CULTURE SHOCK!
And… the list could go on and on!
While many Trinidadians were trying to get visas to go to America, we were getting our visas to move to Trinidad. All this for a woman who once told her discipling partner “If they ever need a sister to move and reach out to people in Beverly Hills, send me, affluent people need God too" God has a real sense of humor. 
This all started with a prayer. “God…I'm willing " 
That private prayer was whispered to God seven months prior, yet I was not sure of what it meant or why it poured from my heart and lips.  The next few weeks seemed like a blur but I remember, just out of the blue, saying to my husband Tony, "You know, if you ever want to go to a third world country like Trinidad and Tobago, I would go".  I remember not knowing where these words were coming from, but I see now that those words sped things into action. Little did I know that God was also stirring similar feelings in his heart.  To my surprise the church in Trinidad and Tobago was actually looking for an Evangelist and Women’s Ministry Leader. The two hundred member church had been without full time leadership for seven years and desperately needed help. 
Tony has Trinidadian roots; those were "his people", so needless to say he felt the call. After prayer, fasting, and lots of talks, Tony and I and our two children ages seven and nine, moved to the twin-island republic of Trinidad and Tobago. 
Trinidad and Tobago is the southernmost island in the Caribbean about seven miles off the coast of Venezuela with a population of about 1.3 million souls. 
As of writing this article, we have lived here for two years. I have come to love our country, and the chaos of it all. I have learned to love people deeper and trust God more. I have no idea what will happen from day to day and, actually..I like it! 
What I do know is that God has brought us here, that He has used us, guided us and protected us and I wouldn't have it any other way. 
With that said, if you are thinking about going on the mission field there are special things to consider especially as a woman. It doesn't matter if you are in Norway or Fiji, in a developed or developing nation. Moving from your home country to another country albeit exciting and God honoring, has some specific things to consider.  
"5 Thoughts to Explore before going on the Mission field"
1. Loneliness
"..Never will I leave you.  Never will I forsake you."- Hebrews 15:5b
This by far is a significant emotional challenge and is felt by single and married missionaries alike.  For me, I found that the emotional and spiritual demands on Tony's time and energy initially restricted our closeness.  And let’s face it, sometimes some things just require coffee time with another woman and with so many changes I was going through, I needed to vent. 
 Pray for God to give you trusted local friends to fill that emotional gap. Pursue and make time for relationships in your life. Your emotional health is very important if you’re going to be able to stay on the mission field. Intimate and close relationships take time however so prepare yourself for loneliness.  When it hits, try to surrender to it. Accept the loneliness and view this time as an opportunity to get your security from “Him” alone. This can become a time for God to become your best friend.  
2.  You will experience spiritual warfare
" For our struggle is not against flesh and blood, but against the rulers, against the authorities, against the powers of this dark world and against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly realms therefore put on the full armor of God " Ephesians 6:12
This may come in many ways.  But in a nutshell Satan is not happy that you chose to leave your country and sacrifice yourself in the name of God in order to help others repent and be saved.  He will do anything to discourage you.
In Trinidad the main religions are Catholicism and Hinduism, there are also many Muslims. We happen to live in the neighborhood of the Muslim headquarters. As a result, most of my neighbors are Muslim or Hindu.  It seems as if everywhere I look there is idolatry and worship of men and various forms of paganism.  Also voodoo and witchcraft is commonly practiced and accepted here. I feel a spiritual affront on my soul on a daily basis here that I am not used to.
There is also daily general hardship that can discourage you, arguments with your husband if you’re married, purity struggles that may be triggered by the loneliness if you’re single and the sheer physicality of living in a new place can all be very challenging.  For me, the heat and mountains sapped my strength daily and driving seemed like an extreme sport.   Other issues that unexpectedly affected me were the amount of times our electricity and water stopped working without notice. "Trini ( short for Trinidadian) time" issues …what would take an hour in America takes a day here, what would take a day in America takes a week here and so on. Problems with our Visa and Immigration issues which took hours at a time be resolved, health issues, landlord issues, learning how to drive on the other side of the road and on the other side of the car, not understanding what people are saying because of the accent, not understanding what people mean at times, not knowing how to cook and shop because of the different type of foods and not understanding the school system and I haven't even began to talk about health care.  
If you have children, you have to help them adjust; one child may love their new country while another child may cry every day! Again, the list could go on and on.  The point is, I was surprised at the amount of challenges that came with just everyday life.
All of these struggles are not by chance, and were not just a "learning curve". I believe these are spiritual attacks.  These things have caused many women to leave the mission field, discouraged and fatigued. These challenges are designed to discourage you from staying focused and remembering why you are there, to save souls and glorify God. You are in a Spiritual battle! Don't be surprised by the attacks!  Say a prayer, tomorrow is a new day. Fight the way Jesus did, with the word of God, stand your ground, it will get easier. 
"Then the devil left him, and angels came and attended Him"- Matthew 4:11
3. Know Yourself - Nurture yourself.
"..Love your neighbor as yourself"- Mark 12:31
The mission field prunes your character.  You must be rooted deeply in the word of God to be able to respond to your new environment in a Godly way. You will be dealing with things that you have never dealt with and the word must be in you deeply at all times, so you can respond righteously.  If you’re not close to God You will not make it, period!
The spiritual work on the mission field is unlike any that I have experienced before.  Very often you are coming because the church needs your help and most countries don't have "one Nation under God' on their currency if you get my drift. Meaning, not all countries claim to be God fearing and the culture will reflect that.
 For me, there is a sadness that comes in dealing with the moral deprivation and state of poverty of soul in my new country.  You may find that people just are not interested in you, an American coming to "save them", and that can leave you feeling depressed.
 I have often had to withdraw and recuperate after hearing the stories of abuse shared during bible studies.  After “healing” others, I would have to be healed myself .It is important to do whatever you need to do in order to be restored yourself so that you can continue to meet the needs. You must go to God for restoration.  Although in your home country you are an esteemed and respected missionary, there are not many "pats on the back” commending you for your sacrifice and missionary work in your new country.  This is truly between you and your God. I prayed many prayers and shed many tears. Remember to fight on your knees! 
Find things that help you feel refreshed.  Take care of yourself physically.  Eat well, get the sleep that you need, exercise. Consider yourself, think about what you need? 
A phone call home,  a walk, a long quiet time, an American meal, a good laugh, a massage, a funny movie, time with a trusted friend, a good cry, whatever it is, do these things. 
I have a beautiful quite time spot on my morning deck overlooking a lush valley. I know just the right time to wake up before the sun rises to meet with God. There I journal and pour out my heart to God, I take my time. I set up Skype times with mature couples for discipling times.
I budgeted times to go home in the first year and I make time to go to the beach.  These are things that have helped me to "stay alive spiritually" and to thrive. Burnout is very possible. You cannot give what you don't have. You want to give out of a place of love, faith, compassion and hope. 
There are many needs on a mission field, because of that it is especially important to keep your godly priorities in line and make sure your needs and your family’s needs are not neglected.  Don't go with your needs unmet for too long or you are very vulnerable to burn out and even bitterness. You’re valuable on the mission field!   Know what you need and nurture yourself. Take responsibility for your spiritual and emotional health.
4. Patience
“Consider it pure joy my brothers and sisters whenever you face trials of many kinds because you know that the testing of your faith produces perseverance. Let perseverance finish its work so that you may be mature and complete not lacking anything. James 1:2-5
The amount of patience you need cannot be overstated. I learned that systems are in place and have been for decades (some of them unspoken) .These systems did not speed up just because I had arrived from America. You will need patience on every level. It can feel that the moment you land you are in a race to get things done that you think need to change. Initially, there seemed to be to be so many areas that needed attention. It may seem like a never ending race if you’re not careful.
You will also need patience in your daily life, some days it may appear as if not much is being accomplished because things aren't moving as fast as you had hoped or as fast as you are used to. Life seems to move at another pace when you are abroad.
Here in Trinidad people need to learn to trust, and trust takes time. I have to remember I am the outsider coming in.  Out of 70 countries surveyed in a study that measured levels of trust, Trinidad and Tobago was ranked the  least trusting country in the world. It ranked lower than war-torn countries like Uganda and Rwanda.  I had to earn trust.  
While we came to help, we knew we had to take time to listen and understand the brothers and sisters. We had to learn the culture of the church and the history before making any big changes. The amount of patience you will need on the mission field will require lots of  prayer.
5. Living on the mission field can be  hard on a marriage.
Clashing cultures, fatigue, communication overload, the patience it takes to make it through the day, the feeling at times that not enough is being accomplished, and many plates spinning especially if your  raising a family can make the best of marriages struggle. 
The first year Tony and I were arguing more than we had in years as result of stress.  I later realized that he needed more encouragement than before.  He needed to be more listened to, this was something new.  
I on the other hand,  was used to taking all my emotions to him. Now, on the mission field I needed to do a lot more venting than usual. This, to say the least, caused tension in our marriage. Our relationship had to change and this was quite an adjustment.
Pray to become what your husband needs, to be aware of his changing needs. I needed to become more gracious, more affirming.  Your husband may not express his needs and insecurities, but he has them just like you. There is a lot is on his shoulders, although he may not express or know what he is feeling initially.  
Give him extra love and attention; express your gratitude for his hard work.  Go the extra mile. Struggling marriages have caused missionaries to leave the mission field, ask God to protect your marriage. The mission filed can be hard on a marriage.
6. Be Certain that God has called you personally to the Mission field...
“Then I heard the voice of the Lord saying, “Whom shall I send? And who will go for us?”And I said, “Here am I. Send me!” - Isaiah 6:8
Without this certainty, it will be very easy to quit later when it gets hard.
When you question what on earth you were thinking when you chose to move across the world, you will have to be fully confident that God called you. So, if possible have a clear choice in the decision or fight very hard to get your heart fully surrendered.
*Tip: - I kept a journal for several months leading up to our move keeping track of all the coincidences, or what I like to call "God-incidences" that made it clear that we were supposed to move to Trinidad. Once we moved, I “journaled” for several months during the "honeymoon phase" when everything was perfect.
I knew that one day things would get challenging, since then I have looked back at the journal to renew my resolve that God had indeed called me personally to Trinidad and Tobago remembering that He did not call only Tony, but he called me as well. 
 Be certain that God has called you!
It is all about perspective. 
Yes, my new  home may be quite different from my old one and completely out of my comfort zone, but the mission field makes me feel like I have a  living and active faith. I feel alive and on the front lines.  I reflect and embrace the positives; warm weather all year round, beaches, rainforest, lush mountain views, healthy produce and  some of the most kind, fun and friendly people I have ever met. 
A sense of freedom, a diverse culture and the fact that there is  never a dull moment… all right here in Trinidad  and… thrown in for good measure, serene, beaches with emerald green water just a hop away when I need to unwind on our laid back peaceful twin island of Tobago. 
Most importantly, a church growing in faith and number, a church who has welcomed us and loved us with open hearts. I have come to realize the education system is actually excellent,  giving our kids a fantastic opportunity, and ultimately, our children to experience the mission field which allows me to see their faith growing every day.   I have the privilege of getting the chance to plant churches, to strengthen existing ones in the region,  to see marriages healed, souls restored, and the chance to see God working miracles like I have never seen! "Thank you God for choosing me for the mission field" 
And if you’re wondering what happened to the young women who was "demon possessed" Well, she came to the first ever week long youth camp that year.  I shared openly  in a lesson about my past, telling the young women that if any of them wanted to do the same I would be  willing to listen and  I prepared myself, not sure of what I might hear. That night, for hours, I listened to several young women share their lives with me.  Then slowly one came with tears in her eyes and began to pour out her heart.  She was currently being abused at home and just several weeks before someone had attempted to sexually assault her while walking on the road. We talked, shed tears and looked at scriptures, closing in prayer.  I realized it was the same "demon possessed" young women from months before who had been visiting from time to time. 
I am happy  to share with you that over the next two years the sisters studied  the Bible with her,  persevered  and laid down their lives for her, never giving up ( as the sisters do here) and as of  two weeks before writing this,  she became your sister  in Christ.  Amen!
I will close with this short story that I found on a particular day that I was feeling quite sad. I cannot remember the circumstances, but hopefully it will encourage you the way it did me:
A retiring missionary coming home to America on the same boat as the president of the United States. Cheering crowds, a military band, red carpet, banners, and the media welcomed the president home, but the missionary slipped off the ship unnoticed.
Feeling self-pity and resentment, he began complaining to God.
 Then God gently reminded him. "But child, you're not home yet."
