     
In 1996, when our church sent our first family as long-term cross-cultural workers (LTCCWs), VCF Cottonwood had about 70 people. Half of those were children. We had no previous long-distance missions experience and limited financial resources.  The young family we sent had small children, ages two and four, and now have a third; they had high expenses for our small church to provide. Yet God led us in giving them the care they needed.  One of the primary purposes of this article is to exhort you that taking the Good News of Jesus Christ to the world is not just for bigger churches.  No matter how new or small your church may be, being involved in missions is “DOABLE!”

            Just as important as financial support is the emotional and spiritual support you provide. Indeed, I did not quit being the Smith’s pastor when we sent them “across water.” Pastoral Coaching is a term that is being used today to describe the kind of care our LTCCWs continue to receive from me and the church. Pastoral coaching is intentionally being available to help others perform to their highest potential. I use the term “pastoral coaching” as an acronym to share some of the ideas that have worked for us.    

P - pray for them - This first point is a given but it must not be a forgotten given.  Praying for your workers must be your number one priority; it must be foundational, not just an afterthought. In 2 Corinthians 1, the Apostle Paul said he and his team were having a hard time to the point that they despaired even of life.  The one thing that he said helped them through this tough time was prayer.  Never underestimate the power of prayer; it is a very real way to minister to your workers who are too far away to hug.  
A - ask them questions - It‘s been said that one half of wisdom is asking the right question. Asking your workers lots of questions will help you discern their motives and understand their methods.  Don’t accept superficial answers but ask for detailed explanations.  This shows that you really care and want to understand what they are experiencing.  Asking  “what if” and “can you do it anyway” questions may expose options or possibilities that were not seen or considered before.  My e-mails always contain questions.  But I have also learned that a few shorter messages with one or two questions get answered quickly.  They are not as overwhelming as one long message with a dozen questions.         

S - surprise them - It’s so much fun to surprise your workers with all kinds of unexpected things.  Send packages, make phone calls, give them extra money to spend any way they want – when it’s not their anniversary or birthday.  I found out that Josh could not get his favorite pop in The Middle East.  So on our first visit to the country they were in, I put a 12-pack of Root Beer in my carry on.  For Sarah, we took 30 pounds of red licorice, which she rationed until our next visit 18 months later.  One time we tucked an envelope with extra money into their box of Christmas decorations.  Four months later they found our surprise.  Find out what your people miss from home and find ways to put those special things in their hands.  This will put you in their hearts. 

T - track with and train them - I still consider Josh and Sarah part of my leadership team.  Therefore, I continue to train and disciple them right along with my other leaders.  The only difference is that I track their progress and train them via e-mail.   We often read the same devotional or book of the Bible together.  This keeps our hearts connected and makes it easier to pray for each other as we share insights.  Besides, if we know how our people are doing spiritually, we will be ready to feed them when they are hungry.         

O - outside perspective - Since I am not an expert on living in and communicating the love of Jesus to a Muslim culture, I can’t help but bring an outside perspective.  We all know that an outside perspective can help us think more clearly and communicate more precisely.  In the context of missions, we need to be able to distinguish between things that are cultural and things that have kingdom value.  Our LTCCWs designed a prayer for healing in Jesus’ name that is written in the style of the Koran.  They also made a food voucher that is given to needy families in the name of Jesus.  They take the voucher to a cooperating storeowner to receive their food.  Both of these “tools” communicate the heart of God in the Muslim culture but originate in and express kingdom values.       

R - resource them - In some parts of the world, it’s very hard to find resources. Magazines and newsletters can arrive months late and outdated.  Think about your LTCCWs every time you get a new CD or helpful book. If you like a good novel every now and then, your people probably will too. Send them copies of the things that bless you. There is very little humor in the Middle East, so we send the Smiths their favorite comics and comedy movies.  The Smiths could not find a good source for vitamins, special herbs and spices so we supplied them.  Do not forget the children.  My wife bought a set of the Christy videos and sent the girls one a month for a year. 

A - assess their progress - It’s important to help your workers stay on track.  Are they fulfilling the vision God gave them?   Are they making progress or have they hit a wall?  Have they had to make a detour?  Are they ministering out of spiritual health or are they in survival mode? Hopefully you love them more and know them better than anyone else.  How do they respond to your questions?  Are they defensive or open for input? If you as their pastor or support team cannot question them and give them input, they are in danger!  Do not let a tense relationship go very long without being addressed.  We have an enemy who is looking for opportunities to pick off those who walk alone. 

L - listen to them - In our day, listening is a lost art.  It’s hard to do in person and it’s even harder to do long distance. Listen to their hearts and not just their words.  Do you hear fatigue, frustration, friction or overload? During voice communications, listen for sounds in the background. Listen between the lines of e-mail messages and letters.  Listen for what is not being said.  Listen to silences.  When e-mails get farther apart or questions go unanswered, what does that speak to you? Can you hear tenderness in their voices or have your workers become callous? 

C - connect them - One of my goals is to keep our team connected to our church and our church connected to our team.  This is accomplished in a number of ways.  Special prayer requests are made known.  Copies of current pictures, newsletters and e-mail updates are made available.  During the month of Ramadan, we ask our people to pray and fast at least one meal a day.  We have taken the offering time to have everyone write notes of encouragement, which we then mailed to the Middle East.  We’ve encouraged the church to send birthday and anniversary cards.  CDs or DVDs of special church services or events are sent to the team.  In Kids Church, pictures of the Smith children are in every room.  Over the last 10 years our kids have collected money to send movies and special gifts to their kids.

O - observe them - Whenever you are with your workers, look into their eyes, watch how they walk and take note of their body language.  Watch how the team members respond to one another.  Is there any tension or are their relationships “normal” and healthy? How do they react to unexpected problems (flat tires, spills and skinned knees)?  How well do they handle pressure and change? When my wife and I make our visits to The Middle East, we stay with the Smiths for two or three weeks.  We spend time with their family and each team member.  Staying this long helps us provide genuine care for each one.  

A - adopt their team - When the Smiths first went to the Middle East, they had monthly meetings with about 40 Christian workers from all over the country they went to.  As a church we began to write letters to each one of them.  On our first visit, we got to meet them.  Their response was, “We’ve been waiting for you!”  As we prayed for each one, our little church touched the whole nation. I have told people that one of the ways to touch my heart is to pray for and bless my wife and kids.  Applying that to the Smiths, we have adopted the rest of their team as if we had sent them too..   

C - cover them - We need to do spiritual warfare on behalf of our LTCCWs.  Picture with me an old western where the bad guy is holding a hostage in a cabin.  As we send out our workers to rescue those being held captive by the enemy, it’s our job to “cover them.”  If we don’t cover them from afar, they will be less effective on the field.  Work to enlist personal intercessors for every team member. We have also discovered that during times of travel, your workers will need extra prayer.  Pray for one month before and after each visit you make.  Do the same for each trip home they make.  Your workers are emotionally vulnerable during the times of anticipation and the times of letdown.              

H - hold them accountable - Honest accountability is invaluable when it comes to keeping your workers healthy.  You need to be able to ask them how they are really doing.  Are the married couples doing the necessary things, like praying together and enjoying an active sex life?  Are they enjoying their children?  Do they get away periodically as a couple?  Are the team members caring for one another or only doing tasks together?  Besides working together, do they play together?  Are they laughing enough?  Are they using the internet safely?  Are the special needs of single team members being met? Do they have a devotional like or a life of devotion?  Every chance we get, my wife and I take Josh and Sarah away to a resort for several days of refreshing, recreation and reevaluation.

I - include others - Just like pastoring a church, caring for LTCCWs is too big of a job for one person.  Lots of people in our church help care for the Smiths and their team by sorting and forwarding mail; handling their finances, taxes and insurance; taking photographs and making videos; clipping comics and sending e-mails; praying and interceding; remembering birthdays and anniversaries; etc. Prior to our visits, a couple ladies put together a new photo album of everyone in the church.  This allows the Smiths to see their friends and “meet” all the new people who have joined the church since their last trip home.

N - navigate their re-entry - Pastors, please do not overlook or delegate this important point.  Your workers will need help guarding and planning their time when they come home for awhile.  Everyone in your church will want to have them over for a meal.  Every small group will want them to come and tell their story.  You can help them think through their schedule so that they can get all the rest they need.  Most people do not understand that your workers (especially the children) will be dealing with the effects of reverse culture shock for a period of time.  We provide times when the Smiths can share with the church as a whole.  We also encourage several small groups to meet together to reduce the number of meetings the Smiths are invited to attend.                

G - go to them - Pastors, I know you are busy and it’s a good thing to send “people from home” for a visit.   But it’s also important that you visit them as well.  I can’t tell you how many LTCCWs have told me, “When you get home, tell my pastor to come!” Our commitment to the Smiths is to make sure that we will go visit the Smiths or they will come home every year.        

Though our LTCCWs like to have people come and see what they are doing, it’s hard on them to have guests.  They take on the extra pressure of being responsible for us in a culture we do not fully understand.  Please be careful because a little bit of cultural insensitivity can easily discredit the work your LTCCWs have taken years to build. Remember that you are their pastor so don’t act like a tourist.  Your workers are probably on a tight budget too, so be willing to cover all the extra expenses you cause.  For example, we pay for all the groceries, all meals eaten at restaurants, any extra utility expenses and all the vehicle expenses (gas, rentals, repairs) that occur while we are there. During your visit, show them honor and respect by not taking their beds. Work hard at being more of a blessing than a burden.  Your workers will love you and the Lord will be glorified.  

