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Life of a Missionary
George gets paid according to his education, experience, position and productivity. Bill’s pay is determined by the cost of living and size of his family. George gets paid by the hour and extra for overtime. He has a paid vacation and Christmas bonus. Bill gets paid the same amount of salary twelve months a year regardless of the number of hours he works. George has one boss and it would never occur to him that he should write his boss a “Thank you” note, but Bill has thirty some employers, all of whom expect an expression of appreciation.

George holds down a job in America and Bill is a foreign missionary. 

These are only a few of the myriad differences between the jobs and circumstances of these two men. Bill is accountable to field leadership, mission management, his home church and supporters. He must keep financial and legal records and meet the expectations of two governments. This must all be done in two currencies, two languages and two cultures.

A missionary has frustrations and concerns he seldom talks about. He's not sure people would understand. Consider the "deputation process" for example. That is mission jargon for raising support. One large mission organization has calculated that it takes the average missionary couple 26 months, 40,000 miles and $30,000 to get to the field first time [Remember, this was written in 1982!]. Single women have an especially difficult time. They must travel alone and few pastors want them to speak in the pulpit. A missionary nurse wrote to 50 churches. Three replied, and all just wanted her to give a testimony either on Wednesday night or in Sunday School. It is not unusual for a missionary to have from 50 to70 supporters, some of whom only contribute $10 or 20 per month.

Compared with missionaries who serve in less developed lands, we are well off. There are modern roads, homes, schools and shopping centers that differ little from those in North America. Austria is one of several European countries where the population is about 90% Roman Catholic. Only a small fraction attends church regularly. In spite of general affluence and high cultural standards, high rates of alcoholism and suicide exist. Moral decadence is everywhere evident. Yes, Europe is certainly civilized, but nonetheless a mission field.

People in America would complain a lot more if they had to buy gas for $4.00 or more per gallon [written in 1982!], yet these are normal prices in Europe. Food, clothing, rent and utilities are also generally more expensive. However, prices play only a minor role in the cultural adaptation process.

When we first embarked on our missionary career, we were given a warm send off by our home church. In the eyes of friends, our service and sacrifice to the Lord was great. When we arrived on the mission field, however, the situation was vastly changed. We were viewed as promoters of a foreign religious cult. Our children often received the brunt of verbal persecution and except among co-workers and believing nationals, we are still viewed with distrust and even resentment after three decades of service.

Learning a new language is difficult, but adapting to a different culture is harder yet. One must get accustomed to people's stares and find out what causes them. In some countries it could be the skin color or mode of dress, but not so in Europe. One must learn how to cross legs, gesture with fingers and not to whistle a tune while strolling through the streets. Once a lady (a total stranger) snatched our sleeping baby out of its carriage and proceeded to give a lecture on the dangers of allowing a baby to sleep on its stomach.

Keeping up with dual cultures can become complicated. We have developed many friendships in both countries during our many years of service. This means more birthdays and anniversaries to remember; more weddings, graduations and funerals to attend. Our children have grown up hardly knowing their own grandparents and other close relatives. Although they attended national schools in the lower grades, they had to be sent away to boarding schools later on, in order to become eligible for college admission in North America. These periods of separation from family members due to schooling is not without its tears and extra financial burdens.

Furlough time is always looked forward to, but here too, there are complications. For us, the most difficult part of furlough is leaving our ministry. Finding a replacement is difficult and often impossible. We must decide what to do with our apartment, furnishings and other possessions. Should we attempt to find someone willing to stay in our home during furlough? Or should we cancel the rental contract and put everything into storage? Apartments in Europe are not only unfurnished, but don't even have light fixtures, floor coverings or a kitchen sink in most cases. Will all these things fit in the next apartment? And what about the automobile? We have a lower insurance rate for accident free driving which would be lost if it is cancelled. The last item to take care of before departure is disposing of perishable food items.

Once in our homeland, we have this process to go through again in reverse order; finding an apartment, stocking up on essential food items, getting a serviceable car for deputation. All this takes time and money. Deputation meetings may be a special treat for the supporting churches, but for the missionary family it is often a lot of repetition. The children get tired of seeing the "same old slides" over and over again, yet the churches are anxious to see the entire family. Everyone knows the Harveys quite well. They have been informed through regular newsletters, have been praying regularly for their needs and there is a picture of the family on the missions map in nearly every supporting church. But the missionaries, especially the children, struggle with names and faces. Many have changed or grown up during the past five years. Often there is a new pastor. Repeatedly, the children are asked to "say something in German", or "if they would rather live in America than in Austria?"

As furlough time comes to a conclusion, we must once again sell the car, pack belongings and empty the refrigerator in preparation for our return. Once back on the field, we go through the settling in process again.
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