February 12, 2010
Borders and Billion Dollar Bills

Over the past few weeks, I've made several late-night trips to the Zimbabwean border to help our students cross into South Africa. In many Western nations, students prepare for the new school year by compiling the necessary school supplies and academic garb. But for some of the students at our Bible college, things are not that easy. Many must leave their wives, children, country, and difficult-to-find jobs. This type of dedication solidifies their seriousness toward the pastoral call and translates to the other students with easier circumstances.
Please pray for all the logistics surrounding our student body. The Zimbabwean dollar has become useless. Though the billion-dollar bill recently rolled off the presses, the US dollar has long been the preferred monetary unit of exchange. This economic fiasco translates into inefficiency at the government offices which means the students have challenges entering and leaving South Africa. 
Short-term Bells and Whistles
Two months ago, Solani Kubayi, a 37 year-old from our village, was involved in a serious car accident. His sister and sister-in-law were killed, and his wife was seriously injured. This event was not wasted, as God used it to bring Solani to Christ. Since then, we have had numerous Bible studies explaining the facets of his salvation and Christian walk. 
The story above carries something very unusual and something status quo. What was not unusual is that several people died in a car accident (SA boasts one of the highest traffic accident fatality rates in the world). What was unusual is that an adult African male made a serious profession of faith and has followed this up with keen Bible interest. Why is this so remarkable?
First, adult male conversions are very unusual in this culture. This goes for almost every denomination. Second, Africans know enough religious lingo to satisfy ambiguous questions regarding the Gospel. This is why short-term mission trips have the potential to be both dangerous and disingenuous to Gospel-loving missionaries. Imagine a dozen Western, English-speaking, short-term missionaries piling out of the bus in a poor African village. People will flock to hear them based on their outward appearance alone. Unfortunately, long after the Gospel tracts, Gospel magic, and Gospel prizes have been put away, the people who flocked to come are strangely difficult to find.
One pastor recently told me about an evangelistic program his ministry is running in preparation for the upcoming 2010 World Cup in South Africa: the wordless soccer ball. African youth who are able to locate and explain the white, black, red, and gold marks on the soccer ball get to take it home. Guess how many "conversions" he got? Meanwhile, the long-entrenched missionary muses: "Great. I've spent two months and 7 Bible studies in Baloyi's own language trying to lay the foundation for the Gospel message. Now he claims he doesn't need to be saved since he already prayed the prayer during Mr. Short-term's 30 minute translated message. He's got the soccer ball to prove it!" 

We might laugh and cringe at some of the silly antics the Charismatics push on African soil: raising the dead, casting out AIDS, binding Satan, and selling prayer cloths along with other apostolic artifacts. But could it be that Baptist conservatives have their own share of silliness that God is just as displeased with? How about the superficial Gospel presentations or the gimmicks and hype in preaching or the premature focus on the "numbers" of converts? 
All Christians need to think more deeply about these issues. I am not against short-term missions. God has used them tremendously to help shape my own life. But all Christians should be opposed to the shallow devices that are used to boost numbers and decorate missionary reports.
I'll take one Solani any day.
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