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                           ‘Are we really getting anywhere here Lord?’

     The smell of urine was overpowering as we stood in the crowded line to get on the crowded bus. In a city of eight million, any light pole serves as a urinal after dark. Once the summer sun hits the sidewalk the smell intensifies. Our line wasn’t moving so the pole beside me was really starting to bug me. They say that to be a good missionary you need a good sense of humor and a bad sense of smell. At this point it was obvious that I wasn’t passing the ‘good missionary’ test. ‘Sorry Lord’, I whispered in my heart, ‘but are we really getting anywhere here?’ Above the din of traffic noise and street vendors, silence was His only reply.
      This was the beginning of another weekly trip to Chincha, the heart of the disaster area hit hard by the Aug. 15 earthquake. The 500 who died have long since been buried, but the aftershocks continue on to remind those who survived that life can end with little prior notice. Emma and I had been going down for a couple of months by then, kind of, what you might say, falling into a routine.
      They tell me this is a common occurrence in disaster relief work. After a couple of months the adrenaline and urgency start to wear off and it turns back into just plain, seemingly boring, work. The pastors there had settled into a rhythm and apparently didn’t need us so much anymore. We kept visiting them in obedience to the Lord but truthfully the fruit was looking a little sparse. Our visits were good but we weren’t sure if we were really being wise with the Lord’s investment of time and finances. Were we just getting in the way? These people are just not opening up. Are we doing something wrong? Are we in over our heads? I know there are pains buried down in there somewhere. There’s no way they can be over their grief and loss this quickly. Hello? Is anybody in there? Blank expressions were the reply. Maybe we’ve done all we can …
     So, this was my state of mind as we finally got on the bus that morning. No use getting excited about the scenery, desert dunes on the left and Pacific waves on the right for the next four hours. ‘Are we really getting anywhere here?’ Silence, again.

     Pleasant conversation; ‘the construction is advancing, little by little, the congregation is starting to attend a bit more regularly, now that they’ve become accustomed to our new location and they can leave their houses without worrying about looting ... blah, blah, blah.’ I fought to hold back a yawn. ‘Now Pastor, while you and Emma are here with Juan Carlos, can I open up my heart for a moment?’ Her eyes glanced in her husband’s direction to see his response. How is he going to take what she is about to say? Suddenly I didn’t need to yawn anymore.
       Seed time and harvest, seed time and harvest. Sometimes trust takes a lot of work to acquire… maybe even month’s worth. We had reached a point with Paquita where our seed time labors were about to produce a harvest. She found an environment that felt safe.

       ‘I have so many reasons to thank you both for sacrificing so much time for us. You have given so much of yourselves. But I think the thing I’m most thankful for is that when you come, Juan Carlos feels obligated to be here to receive you. If it weren’t for your visits, I’d only see him late at night and early in the morning. He feels so driven by the need to attend to everyone else, he doesn’t have time for the children and me.’ From the corner of my eye I noticed Juan Carlos shifting in his seat, not feeling as comfortable as he was a minute ago. As tears dripped from her cheeks onto her blouse she looked at him and sweetly asked if he had anything he wanted to add. With a genuine look of humility he glanced at her and then looked at the floor to say; ‘everything she has to say is true.’ 
     Suddenly our investment began to pay high yields. The Lord had a humble and open heart to encourage right before our very eyes. Juan Carlos had braced himself for the reprimand of a father-in-law, instead he fell into the loving embrace of a Father who wants only the best for him and his family. 
    This was our opening. This was what we had been waiting for. Without condemnation, Emma and I both were able to encourage them in their priorities and communication. Bees are drawn to honey, not vinegar so we bathed the situation in honey. Then I asked the pastor for ongoing permission to ask him if he’s honoring Paquita with his attention. With a relieved look on his face, he said; ‘yes, please do.’ ‘We’ve felt alone for so long. Thank you for being our parents and keeping us straight.’
     A few hours later, when it was time to leave, Paquita gave us each a hug and said; ‘I feel so much better now, thank you both for not judging us. Thank you both for your unconditional love. Please don’t feel that your visits here are in vain. The love and encouragement you give us inspires us to give the same to others.’

    ‘Are we really getting anywhere here, Lord?’ ‘Yes son… you’re doing fine. Now, let’s talk about this attitude you’ve been having lately…’

UPDATE: Last night we had another 5.8 earthquake. As soon as the phone lines cleared a little, I called Pastor Juan Carlos to see if they were OK. Once he assured me they hadn’t experienced any more damage I asked him why he was out of breath; ‘because I’m running home to comfort Paquita, I want to be there for her.’ ‘Thank you Lord,’ I said as I put the phone back in my pocket, ‘I think we’re making headway.’ 
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