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Preface

 


“How can we sing the
songs of the Lord while in a foreign land?” Psalm 137:4 expresses that lament of so many of us who have
left our home country to live and serve in another place. Away from
home the Lord often seems so distant. Yet the psalmist also reminds
us, “If I settle on the far side of the
sea, even there your hand will guide me, your right hand will hold
me fast.” (Psalm
139:9-10).

We expats are an unusual
breed. Some say that more than five million Americans live abroad,
not counting military soldiers serving around the world. Added to
those are five and a half million British citizens who live
overseas, or around ten percent of the British population. One
million Australians, almost three million Canadians and an
estimated seven million Chinese live outside of their own country,
plus others from every nation on earth. Soon you discover that we
are not as uncommon as folks back home would think.

Conventional expatriates
include anyone who lives in another country for a specific purpose
and a defined period of time. Then there are those a little less
conventional who move from their own country seeking adventure,
running from something back home or looking to begin life over
again. In between are those who decide to live abroad in retirement
or who spend part of the year overseas and part back home,
commuting between both as time and finances allow.

The most common expats are
diplomats, business people, oil workers, educators and students,
missionaries, relief workers, employees of NGOs, Peace Corps
volunteers or those who serve as maids, nannies, tutors or
laborers. To those can be added millions of refugees fleeing
violence or poverty and others dislocated by war or natural
disaster.

No matter where we are
from, each expat has times of unparalleled joy and excitement, new
adventures, fascinating cultural differences, wonderful food and
supportive new friends from around the world. Each also faces the
challenges of living in another culture, learning a sometimes
difficult language, feeling homesick, experiencing grief at the
loss of what is familiar while asking God why He seems to have
taken us so far away and why life is so difficult.

The Bible speaks to these
and other emotions. The Israelites lived in exile and felt deeply
the pain and hurt of being in unfamiliar territory. Yet they found
confidence in the Lord who, they discovered, was with them in the
foreign land just as much as He was with them back home. Their
perspective away from home was different, but God remained the
same.

In this book of
reflections you will find biblical insight into those feelings and
questions that you have while living in a foreign land. They were
written to be read on an extended but regular basis such as one a
day or a week. However you decide to read the material may you find
God’s blessing as you meditate on His word and hear His message for
you so far from home.

***

I would enjoy hearing from
you as you read this book. Your experiences, comments and
suggestions will be welcome. You may write to me at
missionaryjournalist@gmail.com.

***

I must express my profound
thanks to friends and colleagues from HCJB Global and Latin America
Mission who have accompanied us in our life as global nomads and to
the members of Margarita Union Church and Gatun Union Church in
Panama, First (International) Baptist Church and English Fellowship
Church in Quito, Ecuador, Escazú Christian Fellowship in San José,
Costa Rica, International Christian Fellowship in San Pedro Sula,
Honduras and International Church of Bishkek in Kyrgyzstan, all of
whom have allowed me to lead them as their pastor or interim pastor
and who have opened up to me about their joys and struggles as
expats. You have been a rich blessing to my wife and me over the
years.

And to my best friend, my
traveling companion, my wife of 46+ years who has journeyed with me
sharing the blessings of international living and ministry and
encouraging me when the going gets difficult while at the same time
loving me when I get difficult! I love you Polly.

Kenneth D. MacHarg

Bishkek, Kyrgyzstan

 


Everlasting way

Where can I go from your Spirit?
Where can I flee from your presence? If I go up to the heavens, you
are there; if I make my bed in the depths, you are there. If I rise
on the wings of the dawn, if I settle on the far side of the sea,
even there your hand will guide me, your right hand will hold me
fast. (Psalm 139:7-10)






You know you are an expat when…you
bump into friends at international airports…you watch TV programs
you used to dislike just because they are in English…you regularly
attend celebrations of the Queen’s birthday, Canada Day
and the
4th of
July!

For some, living in a foreign land
experiencing a new culture, tasting new foods and getting to know
new people is an exhilarating adventure—at least initially when
everything is new and exciting. With time for some the experience
becomes mundane and even frustrating. For others it is an ominous
threat to their well-being and even to their sanity.

Some have accepted this sojourn
abroad with excitement and anticipation, even seeking it out and
choosing it as a way of life. Others have been dragged along by a
spouse or transferred by an organization or business without any
concern for their lack of willingness or enthusiasm to
go.

Whatever the motivation or the
factors behind a relocation, the reality is that we are where we
are for several months, a few years or an indefinite time. Now we
begin to explore and reflect as a Christian on what the Lord’s
purpose was in bringing us to this point and what He has for us in
this period of our life.

It is helpful to remember that
whatever our circumstances, God is in control. He is sovereign. He
has a purpose for us. He even has something that He wants us to
do.

A friend whose work took him to
Miami once confided to me that God had another purpose for him in
south Florida. “I know that He did not bring me here for business,”
he said. “He brought me here to help start and provide leadership
for the men’s group of Bible Study Fellowship and to minister to
men who were hurting and lost.” God may have put you where you are
for a reason different from the one you imagine or think. Whatever
the reason, we need to be open to the Lord’s direction.

The theologian Dietrich Bonhoeffer
wrote, “We must be ready to allow
ourselves to be interrupted by God.” God
frequently does cut into our life and changes our course. It may be
while we are studying for one profession and He shows us another.
It may be while we are starting a family or beginning our career.
It may be just as the business is starting to grow, the kids are
growing up, the nest is becoming empty or even as our work winds
down and we anticipate a well-earned, restful
retirement.

If we are sensitive to God and
acknowledge His all-encompassing purpose for us, we will be open to
what He wants us to do even when we have been uprooted and
transported to a far-away place willingly or against our will. We
don’t know what will be accomplished by our enthusiasm to use our
time abroad to glorify God. We may never know on this earth the
value of what we do in a foreign land. What may seem insignificant
may have deep eternal significance.

Perhaps our work will lead us to
the needs of local employees and to their hunger for an improved
life and the truth of the Lord. Maybe our social contacts through
the local English language school or the international church we
attend will point us to children whose lives we can touch or
refugees who need a helping hand or women and children being
trafficked who we can help reach and rescue. As a Christian we will
have a breadth of ministry opportunities ranging from talking with
local employees to volunteering at an NGO that is working among the
poorest of the poor to sharing a cup of coffee with a lonely
neighbor.

In the midst of the anxiety of
moving and the adjustment to a new place, we can draw consolation
from the Apostle Paul in the book of Acts or his epistles. Amidst
his life filled with the joy of proclaiming the Gospel of Jesus
Christ he also experienced imprisonment, illness, rejection, angry
mobs, hostile authorities, shipwreck and a host of other
challenges. As he affirms his faith in the love and sovereignty of
God he proclaims, “I have learned to be
content whatever the circumstances.” And
from that self-discovery of his capability to be at peace with the
Lord wherever he is Paul goes on to confirm, I can do everything through Him who gives me strength.
(Philippians 4, 11 and 13)



Let us remain in God’s Word and in
prayer for God’s grace every day and in each situation: seeking His
will and knowing the contentment and fulfillment that only He can
give us whatever our circumstances. Whatever baggage of feelings,
emotions and problems we bring with us, turn them over to God. His
grace and mercy are sufficient for you and me.
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Can you see what purpose God has
for you where you are?





















	
Where is God opening up
opportunities for you to glorify and serve Him in the coming
months?
















	
What baggage do you need to put at
the foot of the cross?










My heart pants for you, my
God

You, God, are my
God, earnestly I seek you; I thirst for you, my
whole being longs for you, in a dry and parched
land  where there is no water. I have seen you in the
sanctuary and beheld your power and your glory. Because your love is better
than life, my lips will glorify you. I will praise you as long as I
live, and in your name I will lift up my hands. I will be fully satisfied as
with the richest of foods; with singing lips my mouth
will praise you. On my bed I remember you; I think of you through the watches
of the night. Because you are my help, I sing in the shadow of your
wings. I
cling to you; your right hand upholds me. (Psalm 63:1-5)

As the deer pants for
streams of water, so my soul pants for you, my God.  My soul thirsts for God,
for the living God. When can I go and meet with
God? (Psalm 42:1-2)

 


Our expat friend lived in
a country where refrigeration was not available. Being a single guy
who didn’t cook he had to take the maid to the bazaar every day to
pick out what she would prepare for him that evening. Finally the
joyous day came when a refrigerator arrived at his home.
Anticipating a respite from the daily shopping routine he took her
to the market where he purchased chicken, fish and steak to last
the entire week. That evening she served him a sumptuous meal
of…you guessed it…chicken, fish and steak!

Sometimes just doing the
daily tasks for survival take up most of the day. That and the work
that you came to do often leaves little time for meditation and a
walk with the Lord.

The psalms are full of
questions about worshiping God away from home. In Psalm 137 we
read, how can we sing the songs of the
Lord while in a foreign Land? And here in
Psalm 42, the psalmist asks, when can I go and meet with
God? 

The scriptures affirm
again and again our hunger and thirst for communion with God.
Frequently those desires cry out from a land that is foreign, dry
and barren to us without the familiar things back home where we
have experienced God’s existence and His love for us. Here in Psalm
63 the writer reports that he has met and seen the Lord in the
sanctuary and received comfort knowing that God is ever present,
ever loving and always walking along side.

In a foreign land God may
be a bit more difficult to experience even though he is seeking us.
Churches may be few and far between, and when they are found they
may provide worship and prayer in a tongue we cannot comprehend. A
different society filled with strange smells, unusual temples,
statues and worship to foreign gods or idols, a barrage of
different belief systems and practices may make worshiping and
praying difficult as we try to make sense of it all.

So our lament may be that
we seek God; that we thirst for Him; that we pant for communion and
fellowship with our creator and redeemer.

In our experiences abroad
we have seen the Lord in so many unexpected places through His
people: a woman who went out to teach and was challenged by the
homeless men and women on the city streets. Leaving the teaching to
others, she opened a day center where the street people can find
shelter and love. Or the woman who was told she was in the terminal
stage of cancer yet, in the Lord’s mercy, recovered and spent
several decades overseas even working among the poor who live on a
garbage dump. Or the man who lost his wife and a daughter in a
flood and went forward at 70 years of age to start an entire new
project among those who were needing the Lord in Chile.

Our challenge is to
remember that we have seen the Lord and experienced Him in a
transforming way through Jesus Christ who died for the forgiveness
of our sins and was resurrected so that we might have eternal
life.

When we remember His
promise to be with us to the ends of the earth we then can say as
did the psalmist, praise (Him) as long as
I live, and in (His) name I…lift up my hands. And we affirm that I will be fully satisfied as
with the richest of foods; with singing lips my mouth
will praise you—even in the dryness, the darkness, the distance of a foreign
land, amid a people who do not know nor worship Him, the savior of
all mankind.

Dr. A.B. Rhodes
writes, to sing God’s praise is to the
inner man what eating the choicest foods is to the outer man—it is
feasting on God. To remember and worship
the Lord in a foreign setting is to be fed with His food that
satisfies our eternal hunger. To be faithful in reading God’s word,
meditating on His truth, praying for our innermost desires, needs
and dependency on Him will make all of the difference in seeing and
experiencing Him. We will sense Him as He walks with us along the
busy streets, through the quiet lanes, down the dark jungle paths
and guides us through all of our adjustments, frustrations and
responsibilities.

Our resolution and our
promise should be that of the psalmist in Psalm 119:15:
I will meditate on your precepts and
consider your ways. By seeking Him and
spending time with Him daily we will know the fulfillment of that
promise: The LORD will keep you from all
harm— He will watch over your life; the LORD will watch
over your coming and going both now and forevermore. (Psalm
121:7-8). Ask God to give you a thirst for
Him and then quench it as you spend time with Him in quiet
meditation.
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Meditation:

 


 


 



	
What are your greatest
challenges to remain close to God in a foreign land?





 


 


 


 



	
What specific things are
you doing to remain close to Him?





 


 


 


 



	
Have you ever been so
thirsty on a hot day that you thought you couldn’t stand it
anymore? Have you ever thirsted for communion with God like you
have for water or a soft drink? How did you quench that
thirst?





 


 


 


In a foreign
land


Now, our God, we give you thanks, and praise your glorious name.
But who am I, and who are my people, that we should be able to give
as generously as this? Everything comes from you, and we have given
you only what comes from your hand. We are foreigners and strangers
in your sight, as were all our ancestors. Our days on earth are
like a shadow, without hope. (1 Chronicles 29:13-15)

 


If you ask an expatriate
where they are from you are very likely to get a bewildered look
and a less than clear answer. “Well, I was born in the U.S. but
grew up mostly in Ecuador. My wife and I met at school in England;
her parents are from Australia, but she grew up in the Congo. Our
daughter was born in South Africa and our son in Central Asia.
We’ve spent some time in Hong Kong but now we have been here in
Romania for a number of years.”

Sooner or later, as
expats, we run into the problem of identity. We quickly learn that
national identification as well as job description is not as easy
as it was back home.

I have learned that if
someone tells me they work for an embassy, it is best for me not to
push harder, at least not at first, because their work may be
classified or to identify what they do may put them in danger. Even
those who seem to have an easy answer may, in reality, be doing
something else. “I teach English for the Peace Corps,” a young
woman at one international church told me. “But in my heart I
consider myself to be a missionary and I’m really here to tell
people about Jesus.” Many business people, community organizers,
development workers and others must work in secular settings since
Christian evangelization is prohibited in so many
places.

Even if we are clear as to
our nationality and the reason that we are in a foreign land, being
a distance from home, in a new setting, among new people can create
some inner turmoil as to our personal identity, who we really are
and why we are where we are. A lack of clearly expressed identity
in the midst of adjustment to a new setting and culture can cause
some internal confusion.

Even David, a biblical
personality close to the Lord, cried out about his uncertain
identity in the face of the Lord. In this beautiful prayer (it’s
worth reading it in its entirety—1 Chronicles 29, verses 10-19)
David seems to be questioning who he is and lamenting his distance
from home.

But he is really
positioning himself before the Lord and describing his distance
from God’s perfection. Just who are we he asks of God that the Lord
has dealt so generously with us through His grace? Poetically he
reminds us that our time on earth is fleeting, temporary, in
comparison to the eternity that we will spend with Him through our
Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ. Even on earth, the only existence
that we have experienced in our human condition, we are strangers,
aliens, foreigners. Our days on earth are
like a shadow, without hope, the scripture
tells us, and our true home, our true hope, our true identity is in
the Lord.

“The disciples were
called Christians
first at Antioch,” we are reminded in Acts
11:26. Even in those places where proclaiming our faith is
prohibited, our identity as Christian believers and followers of
the Lord must remain supreme in our lives.

Those days when we are
unsure about who we are, when we wonder if even the Lord may have
abandoned us in a far away and foreign land, we can remember that
we are His. We are called Christians. That is our ultimate
identity, the one that is most important. Our call is to live
faithfully in recognition that we are Christ’s and we bear His
name.

Martin Luther wrote:
“Whether we live
or die, we belong to the Lord. We belong to none other than the
Lord. This is our greatest comfort and joy: that we have as our
Lord, Jesus to whom the Father has given all power in heaven and on
earth and has placed all things in His hands. Who, then, could
possibly do us harm? The devil may very well attack us with his
murderous rage, but he will never snatch us from the Lord’s hand.
For we who believe in Jesus Christ and live under His guardianship
have also become lords ourselves over the devil, sin, death,
etc.”

I am thine, O Lord, I have
heard thy voice,

and it told thy love to
me;

but I long to rise in the
arms of faith

and be closer drawn to
thee.

(By Fanny
Crosby)
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For meditation:

 


 


 



	
How do you answer the question, “Where are you
from?”







 


 


 



	
What in 1 Chronicles 29 do you relate to or find
helpful?





 


 



Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/102583
to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you
appreciate their work!
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